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  Prologue


  The imperial capital of the Algrand Empire.


  Located there was the inner palace, which was the size of a city in and of itself.


  In the place where the royal family lived, everything one could ever need was readied there.


  To support the kin of the Emperor, millions of people were hired as servants. 


  Inside one of the high-rise buildings there lived the prince third in line to the throne.


  His name was [Cleo Noah Albalate].


  Although his red hair was cut short, the right half of it was left long to the point that it flowed down to his shoulder.


  Although his androgynous face could be considered very beautiful– he was undoubtedly a man.


  Currently shirtless and only wearing pants, Cleo was looking out a window.


  He had just recently come of age, and currently had the appearance of someone who had just entered their teens.


  Looking at the figure of this person was [Lysithea Noah Albalate], his older sister who had her slightly curly hair tied into a ponytail.


  She was a tall woman with a well-trained body.


  Rather than a member of the imperial family, it’d be more apt to describe her as a knight.


  In truth, Lysithea was actually stationed by Cleo’s side as his knight.


  “Cleo, can’t you wear a shirt or something?”


  Turning to look back at his nagging sister, Cleo’s upper body was actually quite toned despite its slenderness.


  Combined with his androgyneous looks, he almost looked like a girl with no chest.


  “There’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’m a man.”


  Although Lysithea understood his perspective, she still pushed for her brother to dress himself.


  “You can’t stay shirtless forever. Not to mention, you’ve received a reply from Count Banfield– he’s agreed to meet with you.”


  Hearing those words, Cleo turned back towards the window.


  “Is that so?”


  As if talking to himself, the tone of his voice showed that he wasn’t very interested.


  Seeing his response, Lysithea pleaded for him to change his attitude.


  “I understand how you might feel, but there aren’t many people even willing to meet with you as it is. You can’t be rude to him.”


  But he snorted at that statement.


  “He probably only agreed because he wants to make a fool of me. Many others have done the exact same thing before.”


  Cleo might live in a skyscraper, but there actually weren’t that many people in the building.


  Usually the residents of the prince’s that held the highest rights to inheritance had a constant influx of people lined up for meetings and the like. 


  Nevertheless, barely anyone visited Cleo’s residence despite the fact that he was third in line for the throne.


  This was because of Cleo’s special position.


  “Seriously… this is mother’s problem, not mine. I’m not the one who couldn’t accept reality and forced my ugly ambitions onto a child.”


  Lysithea didn’t respond to him.


  Considering the circumstances, she felt the Emperor was more to blame rather than their mother.


  But if she ever actually voiced those thoughts, heads would be sent flying.


  Though their lives would still be at risk even if they didn’t do anything.


  “Cleo, you need a powerful noble on your side.”


  Lysithea once again tried to persuade her brother.


  “…I know that.”


  “Then take this more seriously! Count Banfield isn’t just young and capable, I’ve heard that he’s also the embodiment of noble spirit! Once he learns of your situation, he’ll undoubtedly lend you his power.”


  Casting his eyes downward, Cleo suddenly burst into laughter while holding his stomach.


  “You’re telling me there’s an aristocrat out there that will help a clown like myself? Even mother gave up on me. There’s no point in getting my hopes up.”


  He was third in line to inherit the throne– but this position of his was nothing more than the Emperor’s cruel joke.


  Knowing this truth, no noble would ever consider supporting Cleo.


  They’d rather laugh at him instead.


  The reason such a Cleo tried getting in contact with a person as distinguished as Liam was– to put it simply, due to the intensifying battle for succession.


  Repercussions of the Berkley family’s fall to ruin were appearing everywhere.


  The aftermath had even reached the inner palace, factions were thrown into chaos and were now being reorganised.


  Now as a natural result, people were now taking advantage of this opportunity to raise their placement in the race for inheritance.


  There was significant meaning in someone choosing to support Cleo during this time.


  Both him and Lysithea were in dire straights, this meeting with Liam was their last chance of hope to cling to.


  However, with how nobody had agreed to help them before, he had already given up himself.


  “In any case, our older brothers are already preparing to recruit the Banfield house into their ranks.”


  Hearing that, Lysithea opened her eyes wide.


  “Are you talking about the first and second in line? Though they might be capable, I don’t think I’ve heard any news of them trying to get into contact with him.”


  The crown prince with the highest chance to succeed the throne was [Calvin Noah Albalate].


  He had a multitude of nobles in his faction and was rumoured to be the most powerful man in the Empire only second to the Emperor himself.


  However, when considering the royal family’s history, such rumours were unreliable.


  Second in line was [Linus Noah Albalate], an individual who’s pure drive for the seat of Emperor couldn’t be compared.


  Whenever anything even slightly seemed like it would become an obstacle to his ambitions, he thoroughly crushed them under his foot.


  But kicking Calvin down was difficult for even Linus.


  Due to the size of their factions and various circumstances, first through third place for the right to inherit were relatively calm.


  However, with the destruction of the Berkley family, the imperial court has become restless.


  Linus wasn’t going to miss this opportunity, and Calvin was strengthening his defences.


  As a result– the two of them were now recruiting as many powerful noblemen as they could.


  Such as Liam.


  Cleo couldn’t help but lament his own lack of power.


  “It’s only a matter of time.”


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Lord Liam has safely enrolled into the Imperial University! This Brian here is so moved that the tears won’t stop!”


  Crying in the video projected into the air was my butler Brian.


  He had made this call while I was currently living in the imperial capital.


  While sitting on a sofa in plain clothes, I was currently watching his crying face.


  “What an unsightly face to see first thing in the morning. How many times have I told you? This is just another entrance ceremony, it just so happens that this one is for the university. Are you going to keep crying forever?”


  Was it really okay to have a butler that cried this easily?


  Well, at least he did his job well.


  I’ve heard he’s been doing quite well managing my estate.


  “What are you saying! After successfully graduating from the military academy, all that’s left of your training are your studies at the university and your work as an official! After that, you can return home and focus all your efforts into developing the territory!”


  While listening to Brian drone on, I was leisurely enjoying my morning.


  I was drinking tea prepared for me by Amagi as I conversed with him.


  “That’s right, is the development of the territory still proceeding smoothly?”


  Brian delightedly nodded his head multiple times.


  “Of course! The domain constantly developing even while you’re in training. Please check the documents I’ve sent if you want the specific numbers.”


  I smiled at his words.


  “That’s good to hear.”


  “Everyone in the territory is eagerly awaiting your return, Lord Liam!”


  As always, my subjects seemed to be completely ignorant of everything.


  Without even knowing that their master was an evil lord, they seemed to be looking forward to my homecoming.


  I– [Liam Sera Banfield], am a reincarnator.


  I was a villain who was reincarnated into this fantasy universe and was aiming to become an evil lord.


  My previous life had taught me that there was no point in living virtuously, so now all of my actions in this one were done with the intention to enjoy it to the fullest.


  For that reason– while I wasn’t in the territory, I had put in policies that would help drive its development.


  This was so that when I finally returned, I’d be able to squeeze the rich residents for all they were worth.


  I was looking forward to that moment even now.


  With a meaningful smile, Brian chimed in while I was drinking tea.


  “By the way, Lord Liam, when do you plan to officially welcome Lady Eulisia as a mistress?”


  “-pfft?! W-where the hell did that come from?!”


  Eulisia– she was a former saleslady of the Third Weapons Factory, a strange person who had left that position to return to the army and join the special forces.


  Apparently her whole reason for doing so was just so that she could reject me after I confessed to her.


  She was a very disappointing girl, did people really think I wanted her as a mistress? While it was true that I had taken her in, I needed to correct this misconception.


  I had no intentions of welcoming her in as a lover.


  I really didn’t, but I guess things might look that way considering how I recruited her.
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  “You didn’t?”


  I looked over my shoulder at Amagi, who was already moving to clean up the spilled tea.


  “A-Amagi?! L-let me explain! This is just a misunderstanding!”


  Turning towards me, she was smiling.


  But something about it frightening.


  This situation was almost like man saying, “You’re misunderstanding my relationship with that woman!” as he tried to explain things to his wife.


  “Isn’t it fine? Lord Liam, you always say that you’re looking to make a harem, but you never actually embrace anyone.”


  “Then what about you!”


  “That wouldn’t count.”


  “Seriously?!”


  “No, that’s the truth. Your body is still pure, Lord Liam.”


  “…my body is still pure?”


  Amagi smiled as this revelation dawned on me.


  In other words… I was still considered a virgin in this universe?


  Brian followed up while I was still in shock.


  “I understand that you’re currently engaged to Lady Rosetta, but the Banfield house currently suffers from a lack of heirs. It’s the duty of nobility to prepare successors, even if by doing so you’ll be a bit immoral.”


  “Shut up! I can’t make a child for a reason like that!”


  “What’s wrong with that?! Lord Liam, should anything ever happen to you, that would be the end of the Banfield house! This is important! We’re actually really worried about this! You never show any interest in real women!”


  Seeing Brian actually angry for once, I was speechless.


  I want to live freely.


  I don’t want to follow anyone’s orders.


  However, seeing Brian so anxious, I couldn’t really deny him with how long he’s looked after me.


  “I-I’ll take that into consideration, but for now we’re putting this story on hold.”


  “You’re always dodging the subject like this! Lord Liam, this Brian here is so worried about this to the point of losing sleep. Even during your time at the imperial university, there will be those looking to turn the tables on yo–”


  Brian’s nagging was getting pretty annoying so I ended the call there.


  I then wiped my sweat.


  “–my mistresses should be carefully selected. That’s why I’m not going to accept Eulisia as one.”


  That’s right. Only the best of the best can become one.


  Even if she was a little cute, a disappointing girl like Eulisia could never be accepted.


  Amagi was pouring me a new cup of tea.


  “You’ve already ended the call, why are you making excuses?”


  Not able to bear Amagi’s gaze any longer, I downed the tea in one go before standing up.


  “I’m going to the university.”


  Amagi bowed her head.


  “Understood. I’ll prepare the car.”


  Why do I have to be nagged by my butler about my own mistresses first thing in the morning?


  If there were more girls who weren’t so disappointing around me, they’d be quickly increasing.


  Was that so hard to understand?


  Putting that aside, shouldn’t butlers usually warn their masters to watch their womanizing instead of pushing them into debauchery? 


  “Well, maybe there are some beautiful girls at the university?”


  To get Amagi and Brian off my back, should I just find some girl an– wait a second here.


  Why do I need an excuse to play around with women?


  With my second life, I’ve already decided not to hold back on my desires.


  Anything should be fine as long as I enjoy myself.


  I’m feeling kind of annoyed right now.


  “Amagi, call Wallace.”


  “Wallace? I don’t believe he’s awake yet.”


  He apparently returned late last night and was still sleeping.


  The fact that this was all because he was playing around kind of pissed me off.


  “That doesn’t matter, wake him up.”


  Let’s start going to mixers with him.


  Rosetta will surely be troubled if I start socialising with other women everyday.


  She’ll surely regret getting engaged to a man like me!


  Factions


  The Imperial Capital’s University.


  Although it was called a university, it was actually a collection of several of them.


  There was an innumerable number of students enrolled, and a corresponding number of facilities to match.


  Depending on one’s electives, students who’ve enrolled at the same time may never actually meet each other.


  Walking around the campus of such a place– was Rosetta.


  Her long blonde hair was set into its usual ringlets.


  Although such a hairstyle would usually stand out, this was the national university of the imperial capital.


  Because there were people who hailed from various planets here, there was an abundance of individuals with conspicuous hairstyles and clothes.


  Akin to a costume competition, it was a spectacle that reminded one of a school’s cultural festival.


  Surrounding Rosetta were multiple noble girls hailing from Liam’s domain.


  They were the daughters of aristocratic families that called the Banfield house their patron. To describe their position in simple terms, they were the daughters of Liam’s henchmen.


  Their job was to wait on Rosetta while she pursued her studies at the university.


  Great nobles often enrolled with their followers, so it wasn’t an unusual sight.


  “Lady Rosetta, what should we have for lunch today?”


  “How about cafeteria food?”


  “We can’t eat in such a place, can we?”


  “Isn’t it fine? It’ll become a nice memory of our university life.”


  As they had this conversation while walking, the girls were getting increasingly noisy.


  But Rosetta didn’t even spare them a glance.


  She understood their feelings.


  “Eating at the cafeteria should be fine every once in a while, so why don’t we pay it a visit?”


  When Rosetta gave her opinion, the two happily agreed.


  That’s when a serious-looking girl that wore glasses called out to her.


  “Lady Rosetta, their goal is to–”


  “I know.”


  Various students gathered at the school cafeteria.


  Some of them were those that took classes here, while others were visitors from other institutes.


  But they were all there to pick up women.


  Many of them were aristocrats who had hidden their identity while they went out to ‘play around.’


  To partake in debauchery– they just wanted to enjoy their free time to the fullest.


  And in all honesty, a part of Rosetta’s entourage wanted to find some boys to fool around with as well.


  “Are you sure about this?”


  “I’ll allow it as long as they don’t go overboard. Some of them don’t even have fiancés yet, so I’m trying to take that into consideration.”


  “H-however, this might screw up their pre-marital negotiations.”


  “It’s not that unusual to partake in things like this, and I’ve heard that many people actually forge strong friendships in these places. As long as they take this seriously, I won’t get in their way.”


  Though having come from humble origins, Rosetta couldn’t help but feel a little worried seeing all these people live their lives without restraint in the city.


  With that said, keeping too tight of a leash on the girls would be detrimental as well, so this was a chance for them to get a bit more experience on how to deal with people.


  That’s why Rosetta wouldn’t interfere.


  They just had to make sure they would take responsibility for their choices.


  And when Rosetta and her colleagues arrived at the cafeteria, they actually spotted Liam there.


  “Ah, Darling’s here.”


  Her cheeks flushing red, Rosetta began to approach him– but after seeing that Liam was in the middle of a serious conversation with Wallace, she decided not to disturb them.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Liam, I wasn’t playing around yesterday, I just got back late.”


  Now sporting a fresh bump on his head, Wallace went on to make excuses to me.


  “You’re saying this even though I’ve heard that you go out drinking with bad company everyday? Using the money that I gave you? You’re even taking such an impertinent attitude towards me.”


  “Aren’t you the one being unreasonable here? Yeah, I usually use your money, but in any case, I really wasn’t out playing around yesterday.”


  “…did something happen?”


  With how frivolous Wallace is, something must’ve happened for him to return so late without playing around.


  Now that I think about it, he did seem kind of off this morning.


  He looked like he was painfully languishing over something.


  “A-actually… my family contacted me.”


  “Your family? Like Cedric?”


  Cedric used to be one of the disposable spare-princes that was in a similar situation to Wallace.


  But now he was enlisted in the army as a Major General.


  “I wish. No, the ones that contacted me were my eldest and second-eldest siblings. Do you understand what that means?”


  He was testing my patience.


  I was starting to get angry here.


  “Don’t patronize me, just get to the point already.”


  “…okay. In short, my brothers want to recruit you into their factions, so they requested me to work as their mediator. I hate this. I’ve been trying to escape from the battle for the throne this entire time, but now I’m suddenly involved again.”


  Wallace has always been reluctant to partake in the court battles.


  This was because his life was easily forfeit if he made the wrong choice.


  There were thousands of individuals holding rights to succeed the throne, all of which would do anything to kick their competitors down if they had the chance.


  Such individuals fought, crushed, and killed each other.


  “They contacted you to get to me? You mean like how the prince third in line did so recently?”


  If I remember correctly, he was… His Highness Cleo?


  “It’s different. Cleo requested a direct meeting with you. In this case, my brothers wanted to recruit you into their factions through me.”


  “Huh?”


  I couldn’t understand this.


  “In other words, they’re requesting you to bend the knee and swear fealty to them. If you accept one of their invitations, then you’ll have to make sure to prepare the souvenirs and donations necessary for the occasion.”


  This kind of pissed me off.


  They’re calling me out and ordering me to genuflect before them.


  Usually, I don’t mind sending out bribes to build good will with my superiors– but in this case, the request the third prince sent asking for a formal meeting felt far better to accept than the others.


  “They’re looking down on me…”


  “Of course they are. My brothers are the two candidates with the highest chance of becoming the next Emperor.”


  It was only natural that they’d have this arrogance.


  “Hmm? Wait… so you’re saying that they both have a great deal of power?”


  A disturbing thought passed through my mind.


  The hint about my ‘true enemy’ that the guide told me about before.


  I already held a fair amount of suspicions towards the current Emperor.


  Being the most powerful individual in the country, it wouldn’t be surprising for him to be the one pulling the Berkley Family’s strings.


  However, these new revelations show there’s more than one possible candidate for the position.


  “It’s because my brothers both have a vast number of nobles working under them. In that sense, they’re quite the imposing individuals. Not that my other siblings are completely powerless, but those two stand out from the rest.”


  “…is that so?”


  Taking that into consideration, they weren’t people worth swearing myself to.


  There’s a chance one of them was behind the Berkley Family’s actions.


  If I accepted their invitations too rashly, there was a possibility they’d betray me.


  Or rather, this was an enemy the guide himself had to warn me about!


  They were dangerous.


  “Wallace, let them know– I refuse.”


  “Ehhh?! Liam, what are you saying?! They’re the first and second princes!”


  “So what? They’re my enemies.”


  It’s highly likely that the Berkley Family was being manipulated by someone in the shadows.


  The Emperor or the princes who are struggling against each other for the right of succession are no good– but there is one person who approached me that meets my needs.


  “Wallace, if what you’re saying is true, then isn’t the third prince currently without any decent backing?”


  I’ve heard stories about the third prince.


  A prince with almost no claim to his inheritance and without any nobles supporting him.


  In other words, a powerless prince.


  But that’s exactly why–


  “Cleo doesn’t have any decent backers, this has already been confirmed. Even the house that his mother is from has abandoned him.”


  “How about his character?”


  “His personality? W-well… he’s my cute little brother, or should I say pitiful? Even though he’s in a position where even I have sympathy for him, he’s actually quite strong-willed.”


  “That has a lot of weight coming from you.”


  “Of the three princes, Cleo is undoubtedly the most humane of them. Well, that could also be because of how young he is, so he isn’t quite aware of the ways of the world. He’s both serious and kind, but I don’t know what the future has in store for him.”


  “That’s enough.”


  –he’s no threat to me.


  It’s highly unlikely that he was the one manipulating the Berkley Family since he doesn’t have any power of his own.


  He’s the least risky choice of the lot.


  The Emperor and the two princes– if my true enemy is among them, then choosing any of their factions is dangerous.


  Not to mention the ill-will that I’d receive as a newcomer late to the party.


  “He’s definitely the best. Cleo is the one I’ll meet with. Send him a message to prepare for my arrival.”


  As I said that while drinking my coffee, Wallace was trembling.


  “Eh? Are you serious?”


  “Obviously. Why wouldn’t I be? Let it be publicly known– that I’m seriously supporting His Highness Cleo.”


  I’ve already built up enough power for my subordinates to take care of most of the grunt work.


  As for the two princes who are may potentially be my enemies– I can’t let either of them become emperor.


  It would be pretty interesting to become Cleo’s backer, and have the ruler of a nation dancing to my strings.


  That really gives off the feeling of an evil lord.


  “Looks like things are getting fun.”


  When I said that, Wallace began shaking his head in exasperation.


  “You’re the only one having fun with this.”


  Let’s join the battle for the throne!


  My victory was practically guaranteed.


  I’m pretty strong, both personally and financially.


  Two of the Empire’s princes are nothing to me!


  Not to mention, I have a powerful guardian angel watching over me.


  As long as I have the guide on my side, I’m invincible!


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  A planet far, far away from the Empire’s imperial capital.


  All the way over in another intergalactic nation.


  The guide was currently looking over a metropolitan city from the roof of a building.


  “I’ve been doing things wrong until now.”


  Reflecting over his past, the guide was currently gathering negative emotions from other planets a great distance away from Liam.


  As a result of this, he had a revelation.


  “It was my mistake to get involved with Liam. With how he is now, there’s no way for me to deal with him at the moment.”


  After calmly analyzing Liam’s strength, he had come to the conclusion that he couldn’t deal with him with only the Empire’s resources.


  Did that mean he was giving up?


  No. Absolutely not.


  The guide spread out his hands.


  “I need to crush the Empire in its entirety! The swordsmen that Yasushi raised will kill Liam himself, while I take measures to destroy the country he lives in from the outside!”


  His plan was to involve other intergalactic nations to kill Liam in the grandest fashion ever.


  So what was needed to make that possible?


  “First, I’ll sow the seeds of discord in this country– then I’ll set fires to the nations around the Empire, which will eventually turn into blazing infernos that will try to consume it!”


  Noticing problems that would eventually show themselves given time, the guide made moves to expedite those problems, making them grow as big as possible.


  This wasn’t the only place.


  “All the nations adjacent to the Empire will be involved! Let’s throw everything into havoc and chaos!”


  Just so he could kill Liam, the guide decided to involve the other intergalactic nations to create the grandest stage ever.


  And as for Liam himself–


  “I’ll leave you alone for now, Liam. This is your last chance to gather your strength, but don’t forget– I’m definitely going to make you drown in despair!”


  The guide made this declaration out loud.


  “Liam, from this place where not even your gratitude can reach, I will definitely kill you!”


  From a place far, far away– the guide directed his killing intent towards Liam.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Cleo! You’ve received a reply from Count Banfield!”


  Lysithea practically burst into the room Cleo was taking a bath in, letter in hand.


  She was in such a rush that she ran up to him while he was still soaking himself in the hot water.


  Although the few servants there were surprised, they didn’t comment on it due to her still being a princess.


  In the middle of a spacious bath, Cleo was staring at his sister in amazement.


  “…you know that I’m in the middle of a bath, right?”


  “How can you be so calm about this?! Wallace just brought us a letter from Count Banfield!”


  As Cleo stood up, his servants quickly covered his body in a hurry.


  They wiped it down with towels and brought him a bath gown.


  Approaching Lysithea at a steady pace, Cleo told his servants, “that’s enough,” and received the letter while still wet.


  (It’s probably just a notice of rejection anyway…)


  He then proceeded to coldly cut the seal while under his sister’s excited gaze.


  Then he read the letter.


  The contents of it were very formal.


  Maybe it was because he hasn’t met them yet, but the sender’s personality couldn’t really be seen through what was written.


  The greeting however, was short and straight to the point.


  It said that a large donation would be immediately sent.


  The number listed had more digits than Cleo had ever seen before in his life.


  “…that’s quite a lot of money.”


  While Cleo still seemed to be in shock, Lysithea began speaking with shining eyes.


  “Read it to the end! I’ve already heard the rough outline from Wallace, but Count Banfield said that he’ll give you his full support!”


  “Huh?”


  It was no wonder that Cleo was surprised.


  After all, not just the crown prince, but even the second prince had moved to contact Liam.


  The two highest ranking princes had both reached out to the currently unaffiliated Count.


  This was one of the highest honours.


  And yet, he had chosen a decoration that didn’t have any real power at all.


  “Does he intend to turn me into his puppet?”


  Lysithea broke out into laughter at Cleo’s concerns.


  “What are you talking about? Looking at your current situation, no one would be willing to back you just to have you under their thumb.”


  “…I guess that’s true, I’m not worth it.”


  Though when taking that into consideration, why did Liam choose him?


  Cleo couldn’t understand this.


  “In any case! You now have a young and powerful noble on your side! And it doesn’t end there! Now the aristocrats that have stayed neutral until now might start gathering under the Banfield name! The creation of your faction is inevitable!”


  Cleo’s faction would be formed with the Banfield house at its center.


  That meant that he would become a powerful force to be reckoned with.


  “…I still can’t understand what he wants from this. He might be a dangerous individual. I’ll make my decision after meeting him in person.”


  Seeing Cleo’s attitude, Lysithea finally calmed down.


  “T-that might be true– however, isn’t it fine to hope? At least just a little bit?”


  One of the servants listening in on their conversation made a slightly panicked expression, unlike the other happy employees.


  Who is the True Enemy?


  A great commotion swept through the inner palace after Liam’s letter arrived at Cleo’s residence.


  Among Cleo’s servants was a spy who reported the news to Crown Prince Calvin, and countermeasures were immediately made in response.


  The nobles who supported Calvin had gathered for a meeting.


  They couldn’t understand this development.


  “The declining Banfield house somehow managed to bounce back a little, and now they’re acting so full of themselves.”


  “A little? Are you blind? The Banfield house of today is stronger than how they were during their golden years. Their present head is hailed as a hero of this era.”


  “But declining an invitation from the crown prince is just too much.”


  All of noble society was watching in anticipation for which side Count Banfield would choose among Calvin or Linus.


  However, he ended up declaring that he would back Cleo instead.


  The aristocrats were sent into a frenzy at this.


  “–I’m concerned about how the families allied with the Banfield house will react to this.”


  “Fortunately, the majority of them are composed of people who try to stay away from the court battles. I don’t think they’ll step in this time either.”


  “Do you think Cleo’s faction will become a third power? The timing couldn’t be worse.”


  Silently looking over this meeting was a handsome young man sporting a beard– the Crown Prince Calvin himself.


  He listened to the conversation of the nobles with a smile.


  “Well, this is puzzling. Why would he ally with Cleo of all people? Is this due to Wallace’s influence? My younger brother should’ve been aware of Cleo’s circumstances though.


  Wallace’s name was suddenly brought up in the meeting, which was then followed by Cedric’s.


  “I’ve heard that Prince Wallace was close to Prince Cedric of the military.”


  “Wasn’t His Highness Cedric a Major General? Another prince with the backing of Count Banfield?”


  “Then, could that mean that they’re conspiring with each other to make a new faction? It would be troublesome if other members of the royal family began consolidating their power.”


  It’d be problematic for the nobles to see other royals moving to support Cleo.


  Calvin let out a sigh.


  “I don’t want to kill too many of my siblings.”


  The nobles began complaining about Calvin’s reaction.


  “As the crown prince, mercy will only allow your enemies to come back with vengeance!”


  “If you’re too forgiving, your life will be forfeit, Your Highness!”


  “We need to purge the filth from the royal family once again!”


  If something was inconvenient for them, the aristocrats wouldn’t hesitate to eliminate the problem in a heartbeat.


  The nobles were desperate to make Calvin the emperor.


  After all, if their chosen prince became the country’s ruler, all those here would be given important positions as a reward.


  But on the other hand–if Calvin were to lose, they had no idea what the next emperor would do to them as punishment for their choices.


  “His Highness Linus won’t miss this chance. Your Highness, we need to move quickly!”


  Although the Empire wasn’t without its own problems, when considering the current state of the neighboring countries this could the ideal time to push for succession.


  Calvin nodded at this statement.


  “It’s such a shame. If Linus were just a bit less ambitious, then he wouldn’t have forced my hand. I’ll leave the details regarding this matter to you all.”


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  In a different area of the inner palace, the second prince’s faction was gathering.


  Giving off more of an uptight impression when compared to his older brother– Linus was also the person with the second highest rights to inherit the throne.


  His ambitions were intense even among the royal family.


  “A report from the spy stationed to Cleo says that Count Banfield has refused to swear fealty to me.”


  The nobles were outraged when they heard this.


  “What?!”


  “He had the audacity to refuse the invitation of His Highness Linus?!”


  “–Your Highness, how should we respond to this?”


  Linus was an ambitious individual with a face akin to a fox.


  His eyes opened wide as his thoughts drifted to the Banfield house.


  “He chose to back not my older brother nor myself, but Cleo of all people? What are his intentions? Does this mean he thinks Cleo will win the succession war?”


  The aristocrats fell silent at his words.


  Linus’s faction consisted mainly of nobles that weren’t accepted into the Calvin’s.


  While some of them chose Linus with actual hopes of overturning the situation, others were simply trying to parasitize off of the prince on chance he became emperor.


  So while he had the numbers, Linus’s subordinates lacked the quality of Calvin’s faction.


  That’s one of the reason’s why he reached out to the powerful Liam.


  “He rudely refused my invitation and chose my younger brother with poor prospects to succeed the throne instead… this impertinence can’t be forgiven.”


  The nobility understood how Linus felt, but still tried to dissuade him.


  “We’re currently in conflict with the crown prince’s faction. If we start fighting with the Banfield house as well, the only one to benefit would be your older brother. There’s also the movements of the neighboring countries to consider. It’d be stupid to move rashly.”


  “And let my enemies consolidate their power? Never. We need to move quickly.”


  “Please heed our council, this is a turning point in the succession war!”


  For Linus, the Banfield house wasn’t his only problem.


  The movements of neighboring countries had grown chaotic, and this was his chance to exploit their moment of weakness.


  Not to mention the many other things he had planned.


  “I know what you’re saying, but he needs to pay for what he’s done. He refused my invitation and committed an act akin to spitting in my face. I can’t just let this slide.”


  The nobles looked away.


  Linus seemed to be thinking about how severe the sanctions he should enforce in retaliation should be.


  “In that case, how are we going to punish them?”


  Linus smiled at this query.


  “Doesn’t the majority of his profit come from selling rare metals? The Empire has already secured the supplies we need, so lets halt all transactions with the Banfield house immediately. The merchants need to be sternly warned of this as well.”


  “Wait! The Banfield house’s Liam currently has the Clave and Newlands companies as contracted purveyors! They have plenty of other channels to sell off their rare metals.”


  But Linus was aware of this as well.


  He wasn’t worried.


  “He’s not contracted with the companies themselves, but with Elliot and Patrice– two high ranking members within their respective businesses. The organizations themselves don’t support the Banfield house. What’s important is that others among their boards of directors see them as eyesores.”


  In other words, they were going to have an injunction filed on them as the last nail in the coffin.


  After hearing that much, the nobles had no choice but to accept.


  A direct fight would hinder their struggle against Calvin’s faction. However–


  “We’ll move if we have the leeway too, but it’s best to save our strength for when we fight the crown prince. His Highness Calvin is unlikely to reach out to Count Banfield again after his invitation was rejected, but leaving them alone could give them a chance to work together and corner us.”


  The nobles explained their point in a way Linus could accept.


  “Anything is fine as long as he regrets going against me. The Count needs a reminder as to who he just picked a fight with.”


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Cheers!”


  We were currently at a bar.


  University students often gathered here and partied every night.


  The tavern was built with the youth in mind, so the majority of the customers were students.


  As such, many of the gatherings here were actually mixers.


  –And yet… and yet!


  “Wallace, what the hell is this?!”


  Seeing as how the two of us were drinking alone at the counter, I couldn’t help but complain.


  Wallace was practically drowning himself in alcohol.


  “Didn’t you say there’d be girls?!”


  When I grabbed his clothes and shook him, Wallace let out a deflated laugh.


  “It’s over… I’m done for… My name has been popping up in my brother’s meetings, and I’ve been dragged into the succession war…”


  Wallace was broken.


  Even though he said there’d be girls here, we were now drinking on our own in a noisy bar.


  “You canceled our mixer with girls for that?”


  I tightened my grip on Wallace’s clothes, but he just gave me an empty laugh in response.


  When I finally let him go, he went right back to drinking again.


  “As if you could understand me, Liam! Both my name and Cedric’s were mentioned during my brother’s faction meetings! At this rate, I’ll be killed no matter who wins!”


  The struggle for the throne was a matter of life or death.


  If you made the wrong choice on who to side with, you’d be killed after you lost.


  And depending on the next emperor, the way they’d kill you would change.


  But even then, execution would be a mercy.


  No matter how scary actually dying was during the succession wars, the worst part was the torture that came afterwards.


  In fear of this, Wallace has been doing everything he could to avoid getting involved in this matter.


  And yet here he was– involved in it.


  He looked kind of pitiful, so I poured him a drink.


  “Calm down, I wouldn’t have chosen to support the third prince if I didn’t think I had a chance of winning.”


  “How so?! Choosing Cleo was practically a death sentence! He doesn’t have a chance at all!” 


  “…what are you saying?”


  When I asked that, Wallace took another swig of his drink before answering.


  “Cleo… was originally a girl.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m saying that he was born a girl, but his mother declared him a man!”


  I couldn’t help but ponder this statement.


  This was a universe with highly advanced science and technology.


  There was even magic here.


  In such a place, did people seriously still struggle with determining a child’s birth gender?


  “Wouldn’t the truth be easy to reveal if that were the case?”


  “–it’s because of my father’s sick whims. Cleo’s mother came from a family that originally supported a hostile faction. They were forgiven in the end, but were left struggling for quite a while.”


  The family Cleo’s mother came from was once a powerful house.


  Although the emperor had eventually pardoned them, the scars from that time were never truly forgotten.


  And so, an insidious plan for revenge began.


  “There’s laws in place that make it illegal to change the gender of minors, let alone babies that can’t even choose for themselves, but the family had the doctor swear an oath of secrecy to hide the sexes of the children born there. Cleo’s mother ended up bearing three children, but they were all girls. The third one was her last chance, and if it didn’t work out, then that was the end for her.”


  “The end?”


  “She would’ve lost her position in the inner palace. The other mothers had already given birth to boys, and with her only having daughters, Cleo’s mother was losing standing among them.”


  How bad it got couldn’t be said.


  But in any case, the hierarchy among the women that couldn’t leave the inner palace was important.


  “So Cleo is actually a girl?”


  “No, he had his gender artificially changed to male. When my father learned the truth, he laughed and said, ‘I’ll make him third in line to inherit the throne.’”


  “So what’s the problem then?”


  So people can change their sex that easily? This universe is amazing.


  “It’s a big problem! If this became a viable strategy to increase one’s standing, then all of my sisters would end up becoming my brothers! To stop this, my father made Cleo into a laughing stock, turning him into an example as to what would happen to those who falsified the genders of their children.”


  He was third in line for the throne in name only, Cleo’s actual position and standing were far worse than his title. Nobody respected him.


  I fell into thought at this revelation.


  –this was a chance.


  “That’s great!”


  “Huh?! Haven’t you been listening to me?! There’s no future to siding with Cleo!”


  “How so? As long as he’s willing to accept his position then there’s no problem. Rather, I’ve been looking for a guy like him.”


  A prince hostile to my potential foe– the emperor.


  Even if their relationship wasn’t belligerent, it was a fact that they didn’t get along well.


  In conclusion, it was highly unlikely that Cleo had anything to do with my ‘true enemy.’


  On the contrary, as he resented his father– we had a common adversary.


  That was all assuming the emperor was an enemy, though.


  This would still be a lucky find either way.


  Cleo was someone that I could use in the future.


  “Wallace, today we celebrate! Drink as much as you want!”


  After I asked the bar master to bring more alcohol, Wallace started drinking again.


  “Even if you didn’t say that, I was planning to anyways!”


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  The luxury hotel in the imperial capital where Liam was currently residing.


  There was currently a knight stationed there.


  His name was [Klaus Sera Monto]– he was over three hundred years old, and had the appearance of someone in their thirties.


  He looked older than he should’ve because he got easily stressed, but he was still a knight that served the Banfield house for several decades.


  With that said, he wasn’t someone that was tortured by pirates or petrified in stone.


  He wasn’t a knight who loved combat either, he was just a normal person.


  Before eventually pledging himself to Liam, he served another noble house.


  However, that family was driven to ruin, and it was only on his journey to find a new liege that he discovered the Banfield house.


  For this reason, he wasn’t as excessively loyal as some of the other knights were.


  He was fine as long as he could fulfill his duties, but he was still just a normal guy.


  Nevertheless, he was now the commander of Liam’s personal guard.


  “How did this happen?”


  He sighed as he said this. Recently he’s been sighing more often, and while he’s been doing his best to keep it in check, he just couldn’t stop.


  The reason was simple.


  All he wanted was a stable life. Rising up the ranks didn’t interest him at all.


  The reason why Klaus was assigned so close to Liam was because Tia and Marie were stripped of their positions as the head and deputy knights.


  Currently, those two had returned to Liam’s territory to hunt pirates and earn money.


  And Klaus was sent here in their place.


  Among Liam’s knights, he had a modest work ethic.


  He preferred following other’s orders and didn’t mind giving up credit on the battlefield.


  Don’t get him wrong, he liked his job, but he’d only put in a normal amount of effort into it.


  Being evaluated highly did make him happy, but only to a certain point.


  As Klaus was making his way down one of the hotel’s corridors, he passed by some of his men.


  “Captain Klaus! Do we have any orders to sortie?!”


  “We should hunt down the pirates near the imperial capital!”


  “Let’s go pick a fight with someone!”


  They were bloodthirsty subordinates hungry for a fight, no matter who the opponent was.


  (Why are all of my subordinates battle junkies?)


  The people whose lives were saved by Liam were loyal to the point of fanaticism.


  Serving Liam also guaranteed the officers that they would get to fight as much as they wanted.


  They were people who didn’t really think about anything else– that’s the kind of subordinates they were.


  “Be prepared to receive Lord Liam’s orders at any moment.”


  The men crisply saluted to Klaus, who answered their queries calmly.


  “Yes, sir!”


  As his men left, Klaus dropped his shoulders.


  “I want to return to a normal knight squad…”


  His subordinates were excellent, but they were too bloodthirsty.


  As he thought about that, Klaus’s deputy had approached him.


  “Oh? Klaus, you look like hell.”


  Not even bothering to address her boss appropriately was a female knight, one wearing a uniform based off of Chinese clothing.


  “Chengshi, huh?”


  Her long black hair was tied up like dumplings on both sides, which then fell into twin tails down her back.


  She was tall, and her supple limbs didn’t seem like those a woman familiar with combat would have.


  But she was definitely a knight, and one on par with heroes like Tia and Marie at that.


  Her name was [Chengshi Sera Tourei].


  The edges of her eyes were decorated with red eye shadow.


  She was definitely beautiful, but the air around her felt like that of a savage.


  “Do you know when Lord Liam is returning?”


  Klaus couldn’t help but feel that she was the most unstable of the knights he knew.


  (Why does Lord Liam continue to keep such dangerous people by his side?)


  “Lord Liam is still out, but even when he returns you should keep your distance, Chengshi.”


  Klaus was always on guard around her.


  The reason was obvious.


  “That’s too bad, and here I thought I’d get a chance to challenge the rumoured ‘School of the One-Flash’.”


  She was aiming to fight with Liam.


  There were many among Liam’s knights that were quick to jump to violence.


  They were barbaric knights who only thought about fighting the strong.


  But even among them, Chengshi was an individual with outstanding talents and capability.


  “I’ve already told you this many times, but turning your blade towards Lord Liam is a death sentence!”


  “–I’ve been constantly proclaiming that I wanted to see his strength for some time now, so isn’t me being assigned here the same as him accepting my challenge?”


  Liam was the one who selected his guards.


  Therefore, that was the only way she could interpret his choices.


  (Just why are my subordinates so bloodthirsty?!)


  Klaus cried this out in his heart.


  Economic Sanctions


  A great commotion had spread throughout the imperial court.


  The prime minister traveled to the room Linus resided in.


  “Your Highness Linus, do you know what you just did?!”


  The prince was looking out through the window.


  His reflection shown on the glass was smiling.


  “Prime minister, I know you have a high opinion of Count Banfield, but such favouritism means nothing to me.”


  “Your Highness… could it be that you did this just because he didn’t join your faction?!”


  The prime minister held a considerable amount of power within the Empire.


  However, certain factions didn’t like that.


  One of them was Linus’.


  “The Banfield house has built up quite a lot of bad blood among the nobility. They need to be punished a bit. It’s nothing big, all we’re doing is refusing to buy their rare metals.”


  The thing is, it wasn’t just the Empire, but all the companies involved with Linus were involved in the boycott.


  Piggybacking on this opportunity, Calvin’s faction and many others were also participating in this chance to cut down an arrogant newcomer.


  The prime minister realised nothing would change no matter what he said, and promptly gave up.


  “–Your Highness, in every era you’ll find those who seem to be chosen by fate, born with immeasurable luck. Unless fate decides to abandon these individuals, it isn’t a wise decision to fight them.”


  Linus turned to the prime minister.


  “I’m lucky enough to be a prince born into the royal family, second in influence only to that of my older brother. Are you seriously saying that I’d lose to some hick noble that grew up in the countryside?”


  The prime minister shook his head.


  “You’ve already made your choice, so I won’t say anything more, but Your Highness, have you already forgotten what will happen if you lose this faction war?”


  “How could I? Nevertheless, I’m still alive, aren’t I?”


  In the struggle for succession, Linus’ life has been at risk more than a few times, yet he’s always come out on top.


  He was confident in his chances.


  “If he’s really that strong, then I’ll forgive him after he bows down to me.”


  “…don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  After leaving the room, the prime minister immediately went to contact Serena– the maid currently working undercover in the Banfield house.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  The day I was to meet with His Highness Cleo.


  Dressed in ceremonial attire and surrounded by knights, I had arrived at a visitor’s facility located near the inner palace.


  Men who weren’t affiliated with the royal family weren’t allowed to enter this place, so any business needed was taken care of in a supervised environment.


  As we waited there, Klaus seemed to be silently panicking.


  This man was a knight recommended to me by Amagi.


  As a grounded and humane individual with a modest work ethic, she rated him very highly.


  As expected, I couldn’t go against her wishes and placed a good person like him by my side.


  But to compensate for that, I assigned Chengshi– a knight chosen for her appearance, as his deputy.


  A beautiful female knight was a must.


  Balance was important.


  Having only old men as my guards was a turn off.


  “Lord Liam, we’ve received an urgent message from the Banfield territory.”


  “An urgent message?”


  As I was currently trying to relax while drinking tea, Klaus’ report was nothing but an annoyance.


  “Yes. There are rumours spreading throughout the imperial court that economic sanctions will soon be placed on the Banfield house. It’s already been confirmed to be true.”


  “–and what do these sanctions entail?”


  “They’ll be restricting the rare metals sold by the Banfield house.”


  In summary, they were practically saying, ‘We’re no longer going to be doing business with you!’


  Even if I conduct sales through my contracted merchants, it looks like they’ll be heavily taxed.


  This meant that I couldn’t sell rare metals anywhere in the Empire.


  “I see… who’s behind this?”


  “That would be His Highness Linus.”


  “Ah, that person. I believe he was the prince second in line to the throne? I guess he’s taking revenge after I refused to enter his faction.”


  Klaus looked nervous.


  But I wasn’t worried.


  As long as I had the guide watching over me, I would never lose, and in the first place, something on this level was nothing to me.


  “What should we do?”


  “Right now my first priority is to meet with His Highness Cleo. I’ll come up with countermeasures after I return… well, can you summon my merchants for a meeting?”


  His Highness Linus has done it now.


  If he thinks he can try to kick me down and just get away with it, he’s in for a bad time.


  With this, I’ve officially recognised the prince as my enemy.


  “Are you seriously going to pick a fight against His Highness Linus?”


  “That statement is wrong, Klaus. He’s the one who picked a fight with me.”


  “N-no, aren’t we the ones that started this? Afterall, we’re the ones who refused his invitation in the first place.”


  Klaus seemed to be misunderstanding something.


  Seeing as there were eyes everywhere, I motioned for him to move closer before speaking in a quiet voice.


  “I don’t like how he summoned me while demanding that I bow my head to him. Though I wouldn’t have any problem doing so if he was already confirmed to be the next Emperor.”


  “…he’s one of the stronger candidates though.”


  “Precisely, a candidate. It still isn’t locked in stone. Klaus, I didn’t refuse the invitation of the next Emperor because the person I choose will succeed the throne. Don’t make that mistake again.”


  If somebody wanted my help, it was easy enough.


  All they had to do was bow down and plead for me to join them.


  And that was it.


  As my puppet, it seems like His Highness Cleo would be the best choice.


  I would be the biggest ally among his faction.


  He wouldn’t be able to do anything that would piss me off.


  As I thought, Cleo was the most appropriate one to be Emperor according to my goals.


  While the current Emperor, Prince Calvin, and Prince Linus– the three candidates with the highest chance of being my true enemy needed to disappear.


  Otherwise, I’d never be able to live in peace.


  For that reason, I’ll crush them all.


  Two of them will die as collateral damage without any connection to my true enemy, but I didn’t care.


  Anyone who threatens my peace is an enemy!


  As we continued to pass time like that, the knights who guarded the inner palace had appeared.


  “Count Banfield, His Highness Cleo gives his greetings. Please leave your weapons here before passing through the gate.”


  They were vigilant, but that wasn’t unusual considering the royal family was involved.


  The knights in my guard looked nervous.


  This was because while rare, sneak attacks in the inner palace have been known to happen.


  “So I’ll finally get to meet with His Highness Cleo.”


  With those thoughts in mind, I left my weapon with the guards after being checked, and passed through the gates to meet with the prince.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  The waiting room that Liam had just left.


  Surrounded by the guards of the inner palace, Liam’s knights couldn’t help but be nervous.


  That was especially true for Captain Klaus.


  (He just declared treason in front of the inner palace. Is he a big shot or just another fool? I honestly can’t tell.)


  According to the things Klaus has experienced thus far, Liam was definitely no small fry.


  Many knights had sworn themselves to him for this very reason.


  However, there was one knight among the group smiling gleefully at these developments.


  It was Chengshi.


  “–this is good. It looks like things will be getting fun soon!”


  Excitedly blushing, Chenshi had been itching for a fight ever since she was given her position.


  If handled poorly, she might’ve even attacked Liam right here.


  That was the kind of knight Liam had stationed by his side.


  (Lord Liam, give me a break! Why would you bring this person on such an important occasion?!)


  Klaus straightened his back, fixing his appearance on the surface as his stomach ached all the while.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  For Cleo, his first encounter with Liam could only be described as eye-opening.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness.”


  “…I feel the same way, Count.”


  As an individual who has met numerous members of the imperial royal family, Cleo had momentarily lost his voice after witnessing the atmosphere and aura exuded by Liam.


  These people occasionally appeared every era or so.


  Chosen ones blessed with talent, luck, and a certain aspect to them that couldn’t be comprehended by ordinary people.


  If somebody had even one of these traits, they’d be guaranteed to succeed in life, but the person in front of Cleo had everything.


  The instincts he had sharpened throughout his training instinctively knew this.


  (Even though he’s been deprived of his sword, it still feels like he could kill me in an instant.)


  Currently acting as his guard– Lysithea’s expression had sharpened into one full of vigilance.


  Liam sat down in a chair and began talking, but the attitude he took wasn’t one that should be used when speaking to a member of the royal family.


  “I had planned to give my greetings and enjoy a discussion with you, but unfortunately something’s come up. So let’s cut this short– what do you want?”


  Having suddenly been asked such a question, Cleo felt shame and frustration rise up in him as the one in the inferior position.


  But he immediately pushed down those feelings.


  (I’m practically a beggar. I don’t have any leverage to give the Count at the moment.)


  Once Cleo sat down as well, his eldest sister– [Cecillia Noah Albalate], stepped in as a waitress to serve tea.


  Liam drank it with no hesitation.


  “You sure have guts, Count. What if it were poisoned?”


  Upon hearing that, Liam broke out in laughter.


  “Is this much really that surprising to you?”


  A statement was made that implied he wasn’t afraid of Cleo in the slightest.


  But it was the truth.


  Lysithea’s impression of him seemed to be dropping, but she didn’t break into the conversation.


  “Since you’re short on time I’ll be straight, join my faction and support my rise to the throne. In return, once I become Emperor, I’ll give you anything you desire. However, I can’t guarantee I won’t back out of this deal.”


  Both Cecillia and Lysithea were surprised by Cleo’s attitude.


  But Liam’s expression didn’t change.


  (Now then, how will he respond? Even if he lost his temper, it would still be fine.)


  Cleo didn’t know what Liam wanted from him.


  That was the scariest thing about this situation.


  But contrary to his expectations, Liam seemed… intrigued by Cleo’s candidness.


  “Not bad. I don’t hate such attitudes. Don’t worry, I knew you wouldn’t be able to reward me with how powerless you are now, Your Highness.”


  He passive aggressively returned the conversation back to Cleo.


  But Cleo wasn’t going to blame Liam for his rudeness.


  “It’s true, I have no power. That’s why I’m asking you what you want in return for your support.”


  “The answer is simple, I want you to become Emperor.”


  “What?”


  Was he being serious? Cleo couldn’t help but be surprised at Liam’s humourless expression.


  His bearing was steadfast and filled with confidence.


  “Are you insane? Do you not know of my circumstances?”


  “Oh I know of them, and that’s exactly why I chose to support you. Let me make this clear, you didn’t choose me, I chose you. Remember that.”


  His arrogance was beyond shocking, to the point that it was even almost respectable.


  “That’s quite the bullish attitude you have there.”


  “I’ve already picked a fight with His Highness Linus, so I’m far past the point to be having doubts now.”


  With those words, the room fell into silence.


  “…with my older brother?”


  “I really am here to support you. Your Highness Cleo, please don’t hesitate to name anything you need, and I will give you the seat of Emperor.”


  Cleo had heard rumours about Liam being a child prodigy, but the person in front of him was far more.


  For the first time in a long while, Cleo felt his heart beating in excitement.


  (What an interesting person. Although I’ve seen plenty of confident people during my time in the court, I’ve never seen anyone so unshakable in their beliefs. Even Linus has his doubts about becoming Emperor.)


  At that moment, Cleo decided to bet his life on Liam.


  “As I said earlier, Count. I want everything. Funds, human resources, martial power, everything you can spare.”


  To increase his standing, Cleo didn’t just need a large amount of money, but also the personnel required to enact his plans.


  But more than anything else, he needed the Banfield house’s military might on his side.


  Liam answered while sipping at his tea.


  “I have three thousand ships waiting on standby at a nearby planet while I’m here at the imperial capital. That’s the most I can move at the moment.”


  Lysithea’s eyes opened wide as she heard this.


  Bringing three thousand ships under Cleo’s immediate command would be an amazing boon for his current circumstances.


  “Three thousand?! N-no, please excuse me.”


  Liam couldn’t help but smirk after seeing Lysithea hurriedly move to control herself.


  “Oh, is that not enough? In that case, I’ll call in twelve thousand more. Please use them to show the true strength of His Highness Cleo.”


  Hearing those numbers, Lysithea couldn’t help but fall silent in shock.


  Cleo was the same.


  “…I appreciate it, but I don’t think I can manage that many.”


  “Really? Well, that’s troubling… Oh, I know! I currently have a knight whose talents are being wasted on standby. I’ll station them by your side, and they can double as my liaison.”


  As Liam uttered those words, a holographic image materialised into the air.


  The faces of two knights were shown, but Liam gestured to one of them.


  “Her name is Christiana. Putting her personality aside, she’s an excellent subordinate of mine, so use her as you please.”


  After hearing the knight’s name, Lysithea couldn’t help but exclaim.


  “Christiana? As in… Brigadier General Christiana?!”


  Cleo had to lightly glare at his sister before she calmed down in shame.


  “…is she famous?”


  With the conversation already interrupted, Cleo addressed his sibling.


  Though Liam didn’t seem to mind.


  Rather, he looked amused.


  “Y-yeah. She’s a female knight who graduated from the officers academy with exemplary grades. Highly regarded as an official, she’s even worked directly under the imperial prime minister multiple times.”


  To be able to assign such an individual to Cleo’s side that easily…


  It seems that Liam had a multitude of talented subordinates at his call.


  “Can you really afford to let go of such a knight?”


  When Cleo asked him that, Liam responded with an interesting offer.


  “I don’t mind. Do you need more?”


  Almost inexhaustible funds.


  An excellent array of human resources.


  Incredible military power– and the personnel required to make use of it to the fullest. 


  Cleo felt a shudder run down his spine.


  (They call him a child prodigy, but that’s only scratching the surface. Even if I really became the Emperor, what could he possibly want from me?)


  “I don’t like making assumptions about the future, but how do you want me to pay you for this, Count?”


  Liam smiled at Cleo’s words.


  To provide this much support, he must surely be looking for something.


  An important position within the Empire?


  Or–


  “I want free reign over my territory. If you can accept that, then I’ll make you the Emperor.”


  –Cleo tilted his head.


  “Is that it? You’ll really lend me your support for just that?”


  “Of course. Though naturally, I’m going to make the most of this transaction. I’m looking forward to our mutually beneficial relationship in the future, so let’s get along, yeah?”


  He was evading the question.


  Cleo couldn’t help but feel anxious about the future when he realised this.


  (Does he intend to take control of the Empire from behind the scenes? Though… that doesn’t actually seem that bad. If it was such a person, he’d surely do much better than me.)


  Even after only a brief investigation, Liam’s name was found to be widely associated with being a virtuous ruler.


  He wouldn’t know the truth unless it actually happened, but Cleo was sure that Liam would be a better monarch.


  “…before anything else, my top priority is my survival. Count, let’s finish the rest of this conversation at a later date.”


  (No matter what happens, this guy will only get what he wants if I live. There’s no point in finalising the rewards at this stage.)


  Having finished his tea, Liam briskly stood up.


  “That sounds perfectly fine. Your Highness Cleo, I hope to see you again soon.”


  Watching Liam’s receding back, Cleo couldn’t help but shudder.


  (–I was afraid of my older brothers and desperately reached out to him for help, but I might’ve just brought a ridiculous individual into the succession war.)


  [image: image-6]

  The Three Villains!


  There were three businessmen waiting at the luxury hotel that Liam currently resided in.


  First was Thomas of the Henfrey Company, who had been in business with Liam the longest of the group.


  Second was Elliot of the Clave Company, whose business mainly operated in the Imperial Capital.


  Lastly was Patrice of the Newlands Company, who’s enterprise was widely involved across the Empire as a whole.


  And all three of them were losing their patience.


  “Is this okay? The main product of the Banfield house is their rare metals. If those can’t be traded, being in business with them will put us at a major loss.”


  Seeing Thomas’ unease, Patrice frustratedly responded to him.


  “We’re already in the red. I’m losing my standing in the Newlands Company, and some of the other executives are badgering me to end our contract.”


  Elliot seemed calm on the surface, but even he was starting to lose his cool.


  “It’s the same with me as well. The board of directors are calling for change, but even so, to make an enemy of His Highness Linus– just what was Liam thinking?”


  The three merchants couldn’t understand Liam’s actions at all.


  However, Thomas had known the young lord for a long time, and was used to these antics of his.


  “Lord Liam might have a foul mouth, but he’s a man of conviction. Remember the incident concerning Lady Rosetta? Perhaps this is a similar situation.”


  Patrice scoffed.


  “Even if that’s true, it’s that very moral standard that’s screwing us over right now. I can’t believe I didn’t see this coming.”


  The enemy this time wasn’t just another noble like the incident with the Berkley Family, but a legitimate prince that had a high chance of inheriting the throne.


  It just wasn’t the same.


  This time, all of the aristocrats that had sided with Linus’ faction would become hostile as well.


  Liam couldn’t deal with all of them by himself.


  Elliot’s eyes had grown cold.


  “We need to seriously consider cutting him off.”


  The two other merchants were thinking about abandoning Liam, but Thomas stood firm in his beliefs.


  “–considering this matter, I wonder if Lord Liam is seeing something we aren’t.”


  “What are you saying?”


  To Elliot’s query, Thomas couldn’t find the right words to answer him.


  However, his intuition was telling him that Liam was planning something.


  “I’m not sure, but it’s definitely something bi–”


  Barging through the door, Liam had suddenly entered into the room that the three were waiting in.


  “Thanks for coming on such short notice!”


  Seeing Liam’s cheerful demeanour, Elliot and Patrice responded with cold smiles.


  “This is quite the situation that you’ve put us in, Lord Liam.”


  “I didn’t think that you’d actually pick a fight with His Highness Linus.”


  Liam was completely apathetic to the harsh words of the two merchants.


  “The second prince? Don’t worry about him, he doesn’t matter.”


  Such a person was of no interest to the young lord at all.


  As Liam plopped himself down on the sofa, Thomas spoke the question that had been weighing on everyone’s minds.


  “Lord Liam, what are you going to do about this situation? We’ve heard that there have been heavy economic sanctions placed on your territory.”


  “Economic sanctions? Oh… those. I made a public declaration saying I’d be lending my support to the third prince, and now his older brother is throwing a tantrum in revenge.”


  Hearing those words, shivers ran down the spines of the three merchants.


  Liam smiled at their reaction.


  “I’ll give His Highness Cleo the Emperor’s throne, and all of you will be assisting me.”


  Thomas felt a headache coming on.


  Just what was this person saying? A mere Count declaring that he would be the one to decide who would succeed the throne? It was blasphemous.


  “H-however, is such a thing even possible? But even before that, Lord Liam, how are we supposed to operate with the economic sanctions currently in place?”


  “I have a few ideas. The Empire isn’t the only place we can sell goods. The universe is vast, and there’s new trading partners all around us!”


  Thomas’ mouth flapped open and closed.


  “I-in other words, you’re saying we should sell the rare metals mined in the Empire to the surrounding nations?! That’s a felony!”


  While it was true that there were some nobles that sold rare metals illegally to other countries, it wasn’t exactly common.


  And even then, it was always in amounts that nobody would really care about.


  However, rare metals were one of the Banfield house’s main exports.


  If such a large amount of goods were to move, it would be impossible for the Empire to not notice.


  “The prince is the one who picked a fight with me first. Not that I have any intention of being officially recognised as a criminal, though. I’ll just change production to focus on normal metals and other commodities that aren’t sanctioned. Thomas, Patrice– the two of you have practiced trade with foreign countries, correct?”


  Thomas had operated in various nations before officially becoming Liam’s merchant.


  He had the connections to act as an intermediary.


  “Well, yes. However, this can’t really be considered a ‘normal’ business transaction…”


  Patrice was of the same opinion.


  “While I can’t say that I don’t have the right connections, finding someone actually willing to do business would be difficult.”


  Just what foreign country would be willing to do business with the infamous Empire?


  And even if there was one, would trade even be possible considering the current political climate?


  The Empire was currently at war with its neighbors, if handled poorly, these deals could be seen as traitorous.


  There’s no way the military would just let this go, either.


  Seeing the frustration growing in his two fellow businessmen, Elliot smiled.


  “…they exist, Lord Liam. Countries crazy enough to trade with us.”


  “Oh, you have an idea, Elliot?”


  Liam turned towards the last businessman.


  Elliot then went on to explain the gossip he’s been hearing on the Imperial Capital.


  “There’s this rumour with high credibility spreading among the court nobles stationed in the capital. It seems that the countries surrounding the Empire are currently suffering from a multitude of internal problems within their governments.”


  “Continue.”


  This information seemed to pique Liam’s interest.


  “They’re all stocking up on materials that could be used in war and various other projects in mass– maybe even to the point of making deals with the hated Empire.”


  They were in a predicament that couldn’t be denied.


  It was to the point that even the upper echelons of the Empire were aware of it.


  The reason why the faction wars between Calvin and Linus were intensifying was precisely because they knew their outside enemies couldn’t do anything on a large scale at the moment.


  Taking full advantage of the neighboring countries’ lack of mobility, they made their moves to seize the throne.


  “What of the Imperial Army? Would they interfere?”


  “They definitely wouldn’t be on our side, but they wouldn’t attack us either. I don’t know the details as to what’s happening with them, but there’s definitely something occurring within their ranks as well.”


  Thomas fell into thought after hearing Elliot’s story.


  (This is it, THIS. The devil’s luck where even the heavens themselves seem to be on Lord Liam’s side. Even though this would usually be considered a dire situation, for all of the pieces from the Empire to the neighboring countries to fall so perfectly… it’s uncanny. This can’t be just luck, can it?)


  If even one thing was out of place, it would’ve been the end of the line for Liam.


  It was as if there were some sort of greater force moving to help him.


  “Then it’s decided. To make a profit, the three of you will go into business supporting the neighboring countries, while I prepare the exports.”


  As Liam made that statement, Patrice began to smile after doing the calculations in her head. Seeing the situation was profitable, her mood instantly improved.


  “Lord Liam, I’ll need to borrow your power for this. I’ll prepare a list later detailing everything.”


  “My assistance?”


  “Simply put, our escorts. A couple hundred ships should be fine.”


  Elliot seemed a little jealous.


  “I don’t have any outside connections. I don’t mind helping but… yeah, I want a strong protection detail. This should shut the rest of the executives up.”


  Nodding in agreement, Liam immediately began issuing orders to prepare the escorts.


  “Thomas, do you need protection as well?”


  “If it’s possible, then I’d appreciate it.”


  “Of course it is, I’d be troubled if you died on me.”


  With this matter finished, Liam immediately left the room for a meeting he had with his private military, but those that remained began to talk business.


  Elliot went straight for the issue regarding commodities.


  “Even if we can’t use rare metals, there’s other products. If we assemble too much in mass, we’ll catch His Highness Linus’ attention. We need to prepare a front company to take the heat.”


  “It might not be a front company, but I know a few aristocrats that have been badgering me for a business contract. If we work using their names, it should be easy enough to make excuses for our actions. Leave this matter to me.”


  “Them? I thought that you were friends.”


  “It’s Thomas and I who’re going to be working on the front lines, you don’t have any right to decide who I want to use as my scapegoat.”


  “Wouldn’t it be more profitable to build actual friendly relations with them?”


  Unlike earlier, the two were engaging in lively debate.


  Even Thomas was somehow able to join in.


  “I’ll begin talks with an acquaintance I’ve traded with before as well, but putting all of that aside, the previously quiet surroundings of the Empire sure are in a frenzy.”


  Frankly, the change was plain creepy.


  Civil wars weren’t unheard of, but for so many to happen all at the same time…


  Patrice suddenly had an epiphany.


  “That’s it! The Imperial Army! There’s bound to be fleets within the military that are sick of these wars. If we can use our dealing to hash out some ceasefire agreements, we can sell a favour to the Imperial Army and put them in our debt!”


  The military could use this chance to finally take a break.


  Bloodthirsty warmongers weren’t all that the Imperial Army consisted of, many of them being individuals who were just tired of the war. They needed a breather.


  A few people Elliot knew popped into his head.


  “I’ll try to put a good word in with an acquaintance of mine, but will the militant faction really allow this?”


  “We’ll tell them that they should use this moment to just watch as the enemies tear themselves down. Before they begin their main offensive, they should take this moment to relax and enjoy the show.”


  They didn’t actually know what was going on in those foreign countries.


  However, the business senses of the three said that this was a chance for major profits.


  But on the other hand, this was an all-in gamble.


  If Liam lost this fight, their positions and lives were at risk.


  In any case, it was necessary that they overcame this crisis at any cost.


  They could already see their victory.


  All they had to do was grab it.


  Seeing the two’s enthusiasm, Thomas reeled them back in.


  “Just make sure you don’t go too far to the point of incurring Lord Liam’s wrath. Lord Liam is a virtuous ruler that holds justice in high regards. If he finds out you threw some innocents under the bus, what do you think will happen?”


  Patrice rushed to correct herself.


  “O-of course. I’ll make sure to look into things thoroughly before I make my moves.”


  Elliot was the same.


  “Looking only at profit values would make me a failure as a business partner. However, surely choosing the most beneficial partner for the good of the Empire is fine? Lord Liam puts great importance in being pragmatic.”


  They were told to make a profit.


  But Thomas perfectly understood how merchants work.


  So he wanted to make sure that his fellow businessmen knew what would happen if they broke Liam’s moral standard.


  “That’s right– when taking in everything he’s done so far, we should definitely do all that we can to not be seen as his enemy. Cross the line once, and we’ll be destroyed like the Berkley family.”


  The two others respected Thomas’ opinion as an individual that had worked with Liam for many years.


  “Okay, let’s make sure to support those who stand for justice. In any case, it’d be convenient if they were someone who was planning to eventually fight. It’d be good publicity.”


  Elliot nodded in response to Patrice’s opinion.


  “I’ll make sure to support you two, so make sure you choose your partners carefully.”


  In other words, ‘you two better not mess this up!’


  Elliot’s face broke out into a smile.


  “This can’t be anything but luck. Seriously, good luck. I can’t stress how important it is that we have Lord Liam– an individual blessed with ungodly luck as an ally. I’m still feeling a bit uneasy regarding the matter with the Third Prince, but things should work out.”


  For all three individuals here, it was imperative that Liam stayed in good health.


  Patrice agreed.


  “Even if this doesn’t work out, this is a chance to build some branches abroad. I’m happy to be involved in this.”


  Making connections with foriegn nations was a truly delicious prospect.


  Incidentally, if Cleo– an individual who had practically no backing until now actually won this, the potential profits were enormous.


  Both Patrice and Elliot were willing to make that bet.


  Lord Liam’s Plan


  “He’s tougher than I anticipated.”


  After the meetings with His Highness Cleo and the merchants had finished, I returned to my hotel room to organise my thoughts.


  I expected the prince to be some pushover pretending to act like a grown-up, but he remained stalwart even in front of the brazen attitude I took towards him.


  Without even the smallest of flinches, he faced me head on.


  It’s a shame, if he had displayed even the slightest sign of disrespect, I would’ve had an excuse to show him his place.


  As a side note, he was quite the androgynous beauty, though that was probably because of how he was originally a girl.


  Despite his body being male, he still gave off quite the effeminate feeling.


  I guess sex change technology wasn’t perfect even in this universe.


  As I pondered that, Rosetta burst into the room through the door.


  “Darling, I just heard His Highness Linus is abusing his power to pressure the Banfield house! Is this true?!”


  I hated seeing her panic like this.


  Seeing the girl with a spirit of steel lose her cool infuriated me.


  It was embarrassing, and it made me feel uncomfortable inside.


  “…it’s not that big of a deal.”


  “Of course it is! Rare metals are the main export of the Banfield house! What are we going to do?!”


  Though I’ll admit, it was kind of funny to watch her wave her arms around in a fluster.


  Let’s try teasing her a bit.


  “Yeah, I guess we’ll fall into poverty if this lasts. Others might even take advantage of our plight to buy our materials at criminally low prices. When this all happens, are you going to throw me away and disappear?”


  As soon as I uttered those words, Rosetta turned a serious expression my way.


  “…I’ll always be there for you, Darling. Even if our source of income disappears, even if we end up living in poverty, I’ll still find some way to provide for us.”


  I… wasn’t expecting that kind of answer.


  She really was an easy heroine.


  “…it was just a joke. I’m not worried about finding new buyers, and I have plans in motion to start selling to foreign countries.”


  “Foreigners… wouldn’t that be considered a felony if done poorly?”


  “His Highness Linus is the one who picked a fight with me first. I’m not going to let him get away with this. Besides, we can still make money from selling other products outside of rare metals.”


  Well, I can only say that because I had the Alchemy Box.


  Everything should be fine if I use it to mass produce non-rare metals outside of the Empire’s current export regulations.


  And if they end up regulating those as well, there were still other avenues to pursue for profit.


  Or rather, they didn’t stand out because of the rare metal sales, but we made quite the pretty penny from our other products too.


  Even without the rare metal market, we’ll still be earning enough for a Count house.


  Risk diversification is the basic of basics.


  “Well, I can’t deny that I’m also using this as an opportunity to develop international connections.”


  Seeing my smile, Rosetta plopped herself down next to me.


  “International connections? Are you trying to develop your own trade channels?”


  “As long as the relationship benefits me, I don’t care who I make a connection with. Whether they’re hostile towards the Empire or not is irrelevant.”


  Rosetta fell speechless at my words.


  Was that a little too much for her?


  As the wife of an evil lord, she shouldn’t be surprised by something of this level.


  Wait… I feel like she’s misunderstanding me somehow, so I should take this chance to really imprint my treacherous image.


  “Rosetta, the true villain will always join their enemy while betraying their allies. Remember that.”


  As I made my intentions known, Rosetta fell silent.


  I didn’t care if this was detrimental to the Empire.


  I will pursue my own happiness!


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  While on her way back to her room, Rosetta was muttering to herself as she walked down the hall.


  “The true villain– who was he referring to?”


  The truth that Liam was actually talking about himself was impossible for Rosetta to imagine.


  After all, he was the hero in her eyes.


  She thought that he was moving in earnest to fight against the true villain.


  Considering Liam’s previous actions, it wasn’t unheard of for him to take such extreme actions.


  However, rather than grasping hold of Calvin or Linus’ outstretched royal hands, he had chosen the prince that nobody believed had a chance of inheriting the throne.


  What did this mean?


  Even the Empire couldn’t ignore the power Liam held.


  As long as they had him on their side, even Linus– who was widely considered the underdog of the two princes, would have a far greater chance of victory in the succession war.


  They had the chance to sell a favour to him and develop the Banfield house to new heights.


  The same could even be said for Calvin.


  Their assistance wouldn’t be as valued as it would’ve been with Linus, but it would still be greatly appreciated in the battle for the throne.


  “Darling is a powerful aristocrat. Those two would have definitely done all they could to keep him appeased and on their side, so for him to reject them both in favour of the third prince means–”


  Rosetta read quite deeply into the decisions Liam made on a whim.


  “–that the princes Calvin and Linus are in league with our true enemy?”


  Was Liam– who was actively moving to create foreign connections, keeping something from her?


  Was it the sort of information that would put her in danger if she knew?


  A shiver ran down Rosetta’s spine.


  “…is it related to the darkness of the Empire?”


  She wasn’t aware of it herself until recently, but the Empire has a deep and powerful underworld.


  When considering that Liam was still alive after fighting against such a force, Rosetta couldn’t help but be moved.


  If this country’s royals, and even the Empire itself were conspiring with the enemy, then Liam’s actions could be taken as him making a personal stand against their injustice.


  As Rosetta’s complexion suddenly blanched pale, Marie appeared.


  “Lady Rosetta, I’ve finally found you.”


  “Marie? When did you get back?”


  “I won’t be here for long, unfortunately. I just received new orders from Lord Liam, and it seems I’ll be leaving for a while, so I thought I’d give you my greetings befor– what’s wrong?”


  “…Marie, where have you been assigned to go exactly?”


  A foreign country– Liam’s order had her dispatched to another nation.


  Rosetta asked Marie for more details.


  The knight was a little confused at the request, but figured that it wasn’t really confidential.


  “It’s Lustral. We’ve been ordered to infiltrate the intergalactic nation known as ‘The Unified Government’ as a mercenary company under a contract to guard the merchants.”


  Marie herself was assigned as part of Patrice’s protection detail.


  “The Unified Government? –has Darling told you anything else?”


  “He hasn’t said anything directly, but Lord Liam has plans in motion to build connections to Lustral. I have a personal assignment to act as an ambassador and meet with some dignitaries.  Apparently, they’re pretty overwhelmed with domestic disputes at the moment, and I’m supposed to look into those as well.”


  (I knew it!)


  The connections finally clicked in Rosetta’s mind.


  “Lady Rosetta, is there something wrong?”


  Marie only said this much because Rosetta was Liam’s wife and an important member of the Banfield house, but that reaction was concerning.


  She wasn’t told that her orders were confidential, so she figured it was fine.


  “I’ll set aside a budget for you, so can you gather as much information about Lustral that you can? I want you to find out if the Empire is involved with their internal problems.”


  Marie narrowed her eyes.


  “–acknowledged.”


  After hearing Rosetta’s request, even Marie felt like there was something happening behind the scenes.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “‘Special Staff Officer’, my ass!!!”


  It was Wallace’s older brother Cedric that was currently cursing at me over the comm lines.


  Despite being a member of the royal family, he had chosen to live his life as a soldier, and had risen to the rank of a Major General that led thousands of ships.


  The only reason why I allowed him to indulge in his cursings was because he had already sworn himself into my faction.


  “I know this sounds bad, but don’t worry. I’ll be sending you the latest models in ships to command.”


  “Like hell I care about that! I decided to live my own life to get away from the court battles, not to join them!”


  “Hey, calm down. I’ll give you the money you’ll need to tide this over.”


  The reason Cedric was complaining to me was because after he was assigned to the regular fleet, he was suddenly being harassed by his superiors.


  His fleet’s funds were reduced and the open hate he was receiving was taking a toll on morale.


  “And why Cleo of all people?! You can’t win this! If you really felt pity and wanted to help him, you could’ve helped him escape or something in secret!”


  “That wouldn’t really work for me, I’ve already decided to make him Emperor.”


  It was in my best interests to do so.


  Besides, Linus has already solidified his position as my enemy, while his older brother and the Emperor were likely to follow in his place.


  “There’s no escaping now, Cedric. The die has already been cast. There’s no way out of this, so you might as well follow my orders and command the fleet. I’ll make sure to provide you with an ample budget and the latest weapons to control.”


  “…if you’re going to do that much, then I can probably convince my men to follow, but I can only move about a thousand ships. I’m not sure how much help I’ll be.”


  “That’s not a problem, I’ll pull some strings and get you another promotion.”


  “Don’t! I’ll end up being the target of everyone’s jealousy if that happens! I want to be promoted for my merits, not my connections!”


  I was glad to see how motivated he was.


  “That’s good to hear, then I’ll make it work somehow.”


  “Eh?”


  There’s no point in a tool that’s never used.


  If the regular fleet isn’t going to use him properly, I’ll pull him out and place him in a area where he could.


  “The truth is that Cleo– no, His Highness, has come to me with a multitude of requests. Many of them involve the extermination of pirates, but there’s too many for my fleets to handle alone, so I’ll delegate some of them to you.”


  “Eh?!”


  “Send me a list of everything you’ll need, and I’ll prepare an additional thousand vessels for you. There are a multitude of people starving for action in the military! When I gave them a call, they gathered like flies!”


  There were plenty of opportunities to grasp in the Empire!


  To begin with, nations of an intergalactic scale were chock full of gaps.


  They were just too large to be managed as a whole.


  I learned that myself during my time serving in my old patrol fleet.


  So let’s collect all these stagnant human resources and put them to use!


  “Oh yeah, I’ve been talking to my contacts in the military about you. If you ever need help re-supplying, just ask them.”


  The gifts of greetings– which definitely weren’t bribes, that I sent them every year were of the utmost importance.


  They always accepted them with gratitude.


  “Hey, wai–!”


  I disconnected there, and began planning my next move with glee.


  “Now, what act of villainy should I do next?”


  Being an evil lord was the best!


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  The Banfield family estate.


  Brian was trembling as he read the report together with Serena– the head maid.


  “So, not only are we going all out in development, but we’re also fully mobilizing our military?”


  The Banfield house was currently busy with the development of their newly acquired planet.


  Settlements have been built, and a huge amount of manpower, resources, and money had been invested into it.


  In the midst of all of this, almost all of their armies had been called to action.


  Except for the fleets that were undergoing reorganization and training, they had thirty thousand ships now on active duty.


  The remaining fleets were distributed through the territory and were indispensable for its defense.


  Even Serena was surprised.


  “We’re almost entirely foregoing defense. If even one thing goes wrong, there’s a danger of total collapse.”


  If even a single thing fell short, a chain reaction of consequences was sure to follow.


  The Banfield house was in real danger of collapse if they failed.


  “Lord Liam! Why didn’t you consult with me beforehand?!”


  While Brian broke out into tears, Serena seemed amused.


  “No matter what advice we gave him, he wouldn’t change his mind. This is a big gamble, but if he somehow succeeds, then His Highness Cleo could actually have a chance.”


  What was once considered impossible would then have the smallest of likelihoods of becoming true.


  Serena could tell that Liam was seriously moving to make Cleo the Emperor, but that didn’t matter to Brian at all.


  “Why does Lord Liam always have to take such extreme actions? Well… at least you can really feel his character in times like this. Even with the situation as it is, there’s barely any pressure on the populace at all.”


  He could’ve mobilized all the people in his territory if he wanted, but he didn’t.


  Brian thought this was a show of his kindness.


  But Serena shook her head.


  “He’s a sweetheart, but I don’t think that’s it. Still, when you look into his movements into the surrounding countries– do you think there’s something there? Brian, are you listening to me?”


  “This Brian here doesn’t hear anything. Well, as long the transactions don’t involve rare metals, we won’t be breaking any laws, so it’s fine.”


  “…yes, as long as he’s serious about not trading rare metals.”


  Serena seemed quite concerned about this.


  Seeing that, Brian broke out into laughter and answered her.


  “I’ve looked over the listed items to be handled, and they’re fine. You’re worrying too much, Serena.”


  “I certainly hope so.”


  Lustral Unified Government


  Having led a group of merchant ships there, Patrice was now meeting with an official of the Lustral Unified Government at their spaceport.


  The two individuals shook hands.


  “You must be Lady Patrice of the Newlands Company. We’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”


  “The feeling is mutual.”


  The Unified Government was actually a collection of democratic states.


  Unlike the Empire, they didn’t partake in the feudal system. 


  Greatly relying on artificial intelligences in comparison to their imperial neighbors, they had a plenitude of humanoid weapons, but no knights that piloted them.


  From the perspective of the Unified Government, the Empire was nothing but an anachronistic relic.


  And yet an official from said government welcomed Patrice’s arrival with open arms.


  Guided by the civil servant, the merchant was led to a room set aside for negotiations.


  Stepping into the space revealed not just the officials of the Unified Government, but politicians and soldiers of the nation as well.


  “So many faces gathered in one place.”


  At Patrice’s words, the soldiers made bitter expressions.


  Standing by the merchant’s side as her bodyguard was Marie.


  (Even a general came for this deal? Is their situation really that desperate?)


  As Patrice took her seat, Marie remained standing diagonally behind her.


  The official who led them here then started the meeting.


  “We’re short on time, so let’s review the details of the transaction with haste. Regarding our continued trade in the future–”


  “I can’t promise that will continue, actually.”


  At Patrice’s declaration of intent, tensions began to rise among the citizens of the Unified Government. 


  They tried to  belittle her importance by saying that they were in a rush, but it seems they’d actually be quite cornered without her business.


  “…may I ask why?”


  “These products I’ve brought were actually prepared by Count Banfield, and he’s reluctant to lend his support without good reason.”


  Hearing those words, one of the soldiers present slammed their fist down in anger.


  “How dare–!”


  “–please wait! …my apologies, you still don’t understand the situation over there, do you?”


  The surroundings were holding back the military men that were losing their temper.


  After making sure they were quelled, the official then began explaining the circumstances behind their country’s current civil war.


  “Among the countries associated with the Unified Government, there’s been an alarming increase in those wishing to break off and start their own independent intergalactic nations.”


  That in and of itself wasn’t unusual, even the Empire had similar incidents appear every once in a while.


  They were suppressed easily enough, but the same couldn’t be said for the Unified Government.


  “If a dictator comes to power and declares independence, we’d immediately put them down, but if a democracy starts advocating the separation, we won’t have any grounds to intervene.”


  If their opponent ruled with an iron fist and military might, the Unified Government would quickly move to crush them under the excuse of freeing the land from a tyrant.


  However, a democratically elected politician calling for independence was another story.


  This was because they were a leader chosen by the people themselves.


  Patrice listened to the story with amusement.


  “This is quite different to how things work in the Empire.”


  “…yes. In any case, the nations advocating for independence have banded together and have declared war on the Unified Government.”


  Listening to this conversation, Marie could feel the pieces slowly falling into place.


  (Does the Empire have a hand in this? No… is this due to someone in the Empire interfering?!)


  “The ships they use have been modified, but we’ve been able to confirm that they’re of imperial origin.”


  At the image projected into the air, Marie immediately identified which weapons factory built the vessel.


  (This is– the work of the First Weapons Factory? There also seems to be some influence of the Second Weapons Factory mixed in there as well. It’s even a new model…)


  It was a ship model from the factory that sided with the Berkley Family during the proxy war.


  Apparently, the scattered forces of the Pirate Nobles have flowed into the Unified Government.


  (They couldn’t have escaped on their own. Only someone of the upper echelons of the Empire could have allowed this to happen.)


  Patrice studied the hologram with great interest.


  “So you’re saying that the Empire is lending its support towards the nations that are trying to break off from you? It’s no wonder you’re all so cranky… still, don’t take it out on me, I’m just a merchant. Besides, my patron– Count Banfield, hasn’t declared support to your enemies.”


  The official nodded in understanding.


  “That might be true, but the problem remains that our foes are gaining momentum. Our armed forces are spread thinly throughout the various battlefields, unable to consolidate their power. We’re on the verge of collapse.”


  And that wasn’t all– the enemy was equipped with state-of-the-art weaponry and had swept through war zones with ease.


  Hearing that, Patrice then asked, “…do you know the identity of the individual supporting them?”


  Making a troubled expression, the official then answered, saying, “Nothing has been confirmed, but the most likely culprit is… the Imperial Prince Linus. To be precise, we have information over here that suggests his involvement.”


  Blazing with excitement, Marie’s eyes opened wide at these words.


  (This is what was bothering Lady Rosetta earlier! Even so… this is getting interesting.)


  Patrice let out a small sigh.


  “…His Highness Linus, huh? Well, let’s begin negotiations for the goods I’ve brought in first, shall we?”


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  The ships of the Henfrey Company had arrived at the United Kingdoms of Oxis.


  As individual intergalactic nations, they were quite similar to the Empire in how they followed the feudal system, but together the kingdoms convened in republican politics.


  Thomas had done business in the United Kingdoms before, and was using his connections to meet with one of their nobles.


  The pipe-blowing aristocrat revealed the inner workings of his country to Thomas.


  Of course, this was only after the merchant had paid the man a large sum of money.


  “The Imperial Prince Linus is providing support towards many of the nations that make up the United Kingdom, pushing for their independence. Once he becomes Emperor, he has back-room deals to distribute surplus disputed territories amongst his allies.”


  “Back-room deals?!”


  Thomas was surprised at first, but the story made more sense the longer he thought about it.


  To begin with, the territory the Empire controlled was vast.


  Even if he gave out a few scraps, the prince wouldn’t be burdened in the slightest.


  In the first place, the land he’d give away would originally belong to the nobles that didn’t side with him– as in the lands that Linus didn’t have much influence in before ascending.


  “The partners he’s worked with in the United Kingdom are gaining momentum. Skirmishes and other armed conflicts within the country are on the rise, so everyone is scrambling for supplies in response. We’ll buy a lot from you, so give us a discount, would you?”


  Towards the aristocrats who– of course, asked for cheaper prices, Thomas responded that he’d accept if they could provide him with information.


  “Do you know which countries His Highness Linus is supporting?”


  “–it’s hard to say, as to what the individual rulers themselves and what their nobles want may not exactly align. For example, the country I serve has agreed to cooperate with the prince, but I personally don’t agree with it.”


  Thomas couldn’t trust the noble’s words.


  “–His Highness Linus is moving quite aggressively, don’t you agree?”


  “From the perspective of the United Kingdom as a whole, these dealings will provide us with backing and additional territory. We would benefit greatly from Prince Linus inheriting the throne.”


  The aristocrat spoke as if he wasn’t involved.


  However, he did seem quite troubled.


  “Until now, the influence of the Empire has never been able to reach us to such a degree. Considering the timing of all of this, it doesn’t seem like the skirmishes are going to end any time soon.”


  Thomas was then further pressured by the aristocrat who claimed to be short on funds.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  The Imperial University.


  As I listened to the lecture, I sent a side-glance towards Wallce– who sat next to me everyday.


  “…you really shouldn’t be drinking every night until dawn.”


  Though I said that, this universe had an astoundingly advanced level of medicine.


  There were treatments among them that could easily cure hangovers, enough that you could even take them every night in replacement of baths.


  But even before that, our strengthened bodies should be able to filter the alcohol easily enough.


  Wallace’s addiction was more of a mental problem.


  “Get off my back. I’m going to be killed soon anyway… they’ll send assassins after me, and I’ll be another person that ‘got sick’ before disappearing. Haha… just like every other member of the royal family…”


  Honestly, I was getting sick of his pessimistic attitude.


  “I’ve already assigned you a protection detail, so relax already.”


  “The royal family has a long and dark past. During that time, a number of special assassination groups were created. You might be strong, Liam, but you should realize that there are opponents out there you can’t beat with strength alone.”


  They were special operation groups born for the darkest of reasons.


  Hmm… I guess I should send more funds to my own guards as well then.


  While I tried consoling Wallace and his depression, I was notified of some urgent reports.


  I quickly checked them, finding that they were sent from Thomas and Patrice– who were currently active abroad.


  In addition, there was also a document from Marie there as well.


  According to Thomas’s report, there was evidence Linus was moving in the United Kingdom of Oxis.


  So it’s that guy yet again.


  But more importantly, in the United Kingdom…


  –I loved the idea of an evil nobleman willing to sell out information on his allies to us!


  Wanting to stay connected with such people, I instructed Thomas to maintain a healthy relationship with them.


  However, since we had Linus as an enemy, I also told him to lend ample support to any of the nation-states that were against the highly-ranked prince.


  Patrice’s report explained that a call for independence was rising in the Lustral Unified Government, with Linus supporting that motion.


  That guy’s name was popping up everywhere, it seemed.


  From an outside perspective, the Empire would gladly support any nation moving to become independent, as it would weaken their enemy, but Linus had already made it clear that we were enemies, so it was only natural that I’d lend my support to the Unified Government.


  Without even the slightest feelings of patriotism, I had foregone the greater good of the Empire in pursuit of my own selfish grudge. Seeing how corrupt I’d become was almost scary.


  I could really feel how I was growing as an evil lord.


  Marie’s report was next.


  Her document was filled with nothing but nonsense.


  “What the hell? Who told her to send in a conspiracy theory for her report?”


  Marie’s letter stated that the various incidents in the surrounding countries weren’t started through imperial intervention.


  The Empire has a history of meddling with the affairs with other nations.


  So it wouldn’t be surprising at all if that was the case here as well.


  However, this report stated that the timing just didn’t match up– saying that the Empire had only joined in afterwards. Implying that something was moving behind the scenes to sow discord among them.


  What else could this be other than a conspiracy theory? It’s utter nonsense.


  This was a universe stuck in perpetual fighting and war.


  All these incidents happening at the same time was just a coincidence.


  To say that someone was actually working behind the scenes to cause all of them is just… no, wait.


  There was one possibility.


  Just as my conflict with the princes had begun, mysterious movements started in the neighboring countries.


  “N-no way!”


  Blocking my mouth with my hand, I just barely stopped myself from shouting out in revelation.


  I could already feel myself grinning.


  When things moved almost too conveniently for me– there was only one person who could be behind it all.


  That’s right, the Guide!


  “What’s wrong, Liam?”


  The former prince looked at me with a tired face, so I flashed him a refreshing smile.


  “Rejoice, Wallace. My victory has been confirmed.”


  “…are you still half-asleep?”


  Not understanding how serious I was, I smacked him in the back of his head as punishment.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Cheers!”


  At a dimly lit, high-class bar.


  Well-dressed women were currently waiting on Liam, pouring him drinks and the like.


  Near him, Wallace was crying as he drowned himself in alcohol.


  “GOD DAMN IT!!!”


  He was trying to drink his problems away.


  “Wallace, we’re finally at a high-class establishment, you should enjoy it more.”


  “But I can’t enjoy it! I can’t enjoy it at all!”


  Horrified by the threat of murder, Wallace could do nothing but lose himself in liquor.


  As an individual born into the royal line, he knew better than anyone how sophisticated assassination had become amongst his family.


  Now, remember.


  What happened to the group that worked in the Empire’s darkness during their most turbulent era?


  There was a long period of bloody conflict between the overgrown imperial family of two millennia ago.


  And the group that had worked actively behind the scenes during that time was betrayed by their master– the emperor of that time, and petrified in stone.


  Standing up from the table where Liam and Wallace were making a commotion, one woman left towards the bathroom.


  After making sure the room was empty, she then pulled out a needle from her purse.


  “…what a stupid man. Did he really think he could survive with just the strength of his sword arm? There are plenty of ways to kill someone outside of a fight.”


  Having said those words, she began making her way back towards Liam– but a wall of darkness had appeared before her.


  Breaking out into laughter, the black wall was actually a giant of a man.


  “I completely agree with that opinion. However, I won’t allow such a pathetic weapon to reach that man either~”


  The giant man wearing a black robe and mask cackled happily.


  His robe swayed, and when the woman tried to raise her voice– she was suddenly gagged by a pair of hands that had reached out from behind her.


  Standing there was another woman dressed in a similar mask and cloak.


  The masked woman then peeled off the first woman’s face, revealing her true appearance.


  The man in the mask– Kukuri, drew himself closer to the woman’s real face.


  “Your disguise was lousy as well. As I thought, it seems things have deteriorated quite considerably while we were gone. Such a thing was unthinkable during our time.”


  The woman had dislocated her joints and relaxed her body in an attempt to free herself, but she couldn’t get away from the masked woman’s death grip on her.


  Her assailant’s skin almost seemed to melt into her body and wouldn’t let go.


  All three individuals then slowly began sinking into the floor.


  “Hmm-!”


  Kukuri watched with fervent interest as the woman futilely tried to resist.


  “It could be considered as weakening, but maybe you were just taught different techniques. Hmm… we’ll be sure to question you thoroughly. After all, we have two thousand years of history to catch up on.”


  As the woman tried to make one last attempt at escape, the masked woman knocked her unconscious.


  “…so this is the darkness that serves the current emperor?”


  Kukuri answered the masked woman’s question in a troubled manner.


  “Hasn’t the quality deteriorated? Well, it’s possible that they were just trained in a different way than we were. We’ll learn the truth eventually. Oh, and you should take this person’s place at Lord Liam’s side for now.”


  “Yes.”


  Stopping herself from sinking into the floor, the masked woman’s body began to change, shifting into who their captive was before.


  She then grabbed onto the original’s head, casting a spell.


  The first woman began to quiver as bubbles foamed at her mouth.


  “…it seems that was all she was worth. She didn’t have any important knowledge or skills in the slightest.”


  With his subordinate having read the woman’s memories, Kukuri couldn’t help but drop his shoulders in disappointment.


  “I never thought they’d send such a useless person for Lord Liam’s life. Well… I suppose it’s fine. Now then, I guess I’ll take my leave.”


  As Kukuri sank into the ground with their captive, the woman then removed her mask, her clothes shifting in an instant.


  That’s when she heard the footsteps.


  It was a male staff member.


  “Catherine, hurry up and come back already~ Today’s customers are special, and I don’t want to upset them~”


  The woman replied to the male staff member’s call with a catty voice, slightly irritated at his words.


  (The character this person was playing was a headstrong woman, so my answer here should be–)


  “I know that! Just give me a second!”


  “Geez, you have such a sharp tongue~”


  Once the male staff member left, the woman followed soon after, making her way over to Liam’s side.


  Cleo Faction


  
    It’s been 3 years since I came to the Imperial University.


    “Thank you all for gathering here.”


    Inside the hotel’s large conference room are aristocrats with menacing appearances.


    Among them is someone who has white hair in an all-back hairstyle and is displaying a relaxed attitude despite his young age.


    This villain-like individual that can put people on a constant edge is Count [Francis Sera Ganne].


    “Iya~ I’m really honored to be summoned by the Capital’s star in the creation of a new faction.”


    He’s smiling amicably, but no one knows what he’s thinking inside.


    It’s a quality often found in villains.


    Next to him, a muscular ossan with an eyepatch, or should I say Count [Jeriko Sera Goal], is laughing vigorously.


    There are countless scars all over his body.


    With the current medical technology, they can be easily erased, but he has not done so, meaning that he wants to intimidate others with his scars.


    This person’s face and countenance also scream villain.


    “I never thought I’d be called by the young‘un of the Banfield family!”


    He throws a sarcastic remark towards me to probe me.


    Despite what his large frame might suggest, he seems to be rather meticulous.


    He might not be as bullish as he looks.


    In the middle of all this, Baron Exner, who is like a middle-aged man, steps forward as a coordinator.


    “Rather than that, is Mr. Liam serious about starting a new faction? Even we’ve heard rumors about His Highness Cleo’s situation, you know?”


    The prince farthest away from the throne.


    It’s no wonder that he’s worried hearing my intention to support Cleo.


    However, the odds are in my favor.


    “Of course. After all, I’ve promised His Highness Cleo that I’ll guide him to the seat to the throne.”


    The nobles begin to whisper.


    These aristocrats are mainly lords that have their own territories.


    Many of them are detached from the court, and just as many of them are not familiar with the internal situation.


    Baron Exner voices his concerns.


    “I hear that His Majesty’s memory of him… isn’t so good?”


    “And that’s what makes this worthwhile.”


    His Majesty is most probably an enemy, so I have to get rid of him.


    Count Ganne displays his interest in the topic.


    “Not bad~. Ever since my family angered His Majesty from several generations ago, we have been treated indifferently. I would like to take this opportunity to make a comeback.”


    What kind of wrongdoings did this guy’s family do?


    Well, no matter. It just goes to show how reliable he is as a fellow villainous lord.


    Count Goal is eventually convinced when more nobles approve of my plan.


    “I wouldn’t want the troubles in the court to affect my territory, so it’s true that I would prefer to have a convenient Emperor. Nonetheless, aren’t His Highness Calvin and His Highness Linus both tough opponents?”


    Hearing that, I present the materials I have prepared.


    “Please read through these. It is about His Highness Linus’s back-door transactions with foreign countries.”


    Count Ganne puts his hand on his chin.


    “It’s not enough. It’s isn’t an unbelievable story, so I wouldn’t be too surprised even if this is true. However, he’ll most likely deny it until the end regardless of the evidence.”


    It’s fine even if it does not work.


    All it matters is that rumor spreads about Linus doing something behind the scenes.


    “I can appeal His Highness Cleo’s uprightness by comparing him with Linus, who has dirtied his hands. I also do not think that this is enough to overtake Linus, so we’ll be obtaining the throne with our abilities.”


    Baron Exner is sweating cold sweat.


    He must be thinking that it’s too much for him.


    “There won’t be any problem. It will be His Royal Highness Cleo who bears the brunt, and I will be there to back him. I simply wish for everyone’s implicit cooperation.”


    If others learn of how many allies we have, there are bound to be some people that would offer their cooperation.


    Power in numbers!


    That said, I gathered as many villains as I could… but aren’t there less of them than I anticipated?


    Did they disappear alongside the Berkeley family?


    ◇


    Liam became the representative of the faction and publicized his support of Cleo.


    That evening, Linus came to visit Cleo.


    The two of them were having a conversation about some unimportant matter in the reception room, but Linus grew impatient and went straight to the main point.


    “Cleo, I have misjudged you.”


    “What do you mean by that?”


    “I thought you would live a modest and stable life. For that reason, I have not made a move against you to this day.”


    “—Is that so.”


    Linus got up from the sofa.


    “From today, don’t expect to sleep peacefully.”


    This was no different from Linus declaring war on Cleo.


    “You came over just to declare war on me? I see that you are quite confident, elder brother.”


    “Don’t get cocky, brat.”


    Linus stopped bothering about putting up an appearance.


    “Don’t get conceited just because the kid from the Banfield family has decided to support you. Did you really think you are equal to me now that there are a hundred aristocrats by your side?”


    Noticing his brother’s irritation, Cleo made a conjecture.


    “It looks like you’re very frustrated. Did something happen?”


    Linus’s eyes turned bloodshot, but Tia, who was standing behind Cleo, spoke up before he tried to do something.


    “There are eyes here, Your Highness Linus.”


    Linus paused for a moment, straightened his back, and turned to leave the room.


    “—You’ll regret participating in the battle for the throne. You are henceforth my enemy.”


    Cleo leaned back on the sofa upon Linus’s departure.


    “We were enemies from the very beginning, elder brother.”


    Tia prepared tea for such a Cleo.


    From her performance, Cleo came to realize how excellent Tia was.


    His sister was also a high-ranking knight, but Tia was beyond that.


    “Does Your Highness Cleo loathe His Highness Linus?”


    He was troubled by Tia’s question.


    “It’s not like I hate him in particular. It’s just that we have our positions to uphold. If we had met under a different circumstance, we might have become friends instead.”


    If only they were not of royal descent. Even if they were, if only they were not in the position to fight for the throne.


    However, it was useless.


    There was no point in speculating on what could have been true.


    Just as his lips had touched the drink prepared by Tia, Cecilia came into the room.


    Her flaxen hair was straight and long unlike Lysithea’s, emphasizing her femininity.


    She was someone who was carefree and relaxed.


    “Cleo-chan, brother Linus was furious. What happened?”


    Cleo became anxious upon seeing Cecilia, his eldest sister.


    (If possible, I would like her to escape from the palace.)


    A fierce battle was about to commence.


    He wanted to do something about Cecilia, who wasn’t suited for this sort of conflict.


    “Nothing, sister. Also, Tia?”


    “Yes?”


    “Can I ask Count Banfield for a favor? I would like to find an appropriate fiancée for my sister.”


    Cleo was in a precarious position, and this had influenced Cecilia as well.


    Although Cecilia was of royal descent, her inheritance rights were low and she had no fiancée either.


    In a sense, she was worse off than Wallace.


    Tia contemplated before answering.


    “I will speak to Lord Liam.”


    On the other hand, Cecilia, who was suddenly subjected to a conversation about finding her a fiancée, was utterly confused.


    “Eh? EHHH!? Why are we suddenly talking about my engagement?”


    ◇


    After the supper with the other aristocrats, I am having a drink with Baron Exner.


    “Do you understand my feelings, Count!? The feeling of having posters about me sold and placed into the lockers of my subordinate!?”


    It appears that he was holding back a lot.


    He’s drunk in a bad way.


    “Ah, of course I do.”


    I don’t.


    What’s the fun of putting up a poster about a man?


    It’s not like Baron Exner is an idol or anything.


    As a man myself, if there’s a poster of me on a wall, I’d assume that it’s so that an assassin can remember his target?


    Not that anyone would have a poster of me or anything.


    Baron Exner is sobbing.


    “I feel pathetic for selling goods about myself for money. Besides, my son’s’ engagement hasn’t been decided either… Oh, our promise of having my daughter receive training at your place still holds, yes?”


    I tip my hat to you, sir, for having such a capitalistic spirit and earning money through selling your own goods.


    As an evil lord, I should also have such a spirit.


    “Please leave it to me. I’m not one to break a promise.”


    I see.


    So Kurt has not decided on a fiancée yet.


    It must be difficult for him because of his position.


    While I am drinking with Baron Exner, Tia, who has been entrusted to aid His Highness Cleo, contacts me.


    “Excuse me, it’s from a subordinate — What is it?”


    I stand up from my seat to talk with Tia.


    I think I heard someone say “Ah~ it’s Lord Liam’s voice” softly, but it’s probably just my imagination.


    “Lord Liam, it’s an order, no, a request from His Royal Highness Cleo.”


    “What is it about? Money?”


    Just as I am pondering about how much to send, Tia tells me that it’s something different.


    “No, Her Highness Cecilia is High Highness Cleo’s sister. She’s 150 years old and at an age where she could’ve married, but she doesn’t have a partner because of her standing.”


    Even if you tell me that…


    I certainly remember her from before.


    She was a beautiful woman who exuded a fluffy feeling.


    “Do you think I can do anything about that? Thing like engagements and marriages are decided by the court.”


    “No need to worry about that. This matter will not be touched upon because of the lack of a candidate. Lord Liam, why don’t you take this chance to have her marry a nobleman that you are close with?”


    Tia’s proposing to use Her Royal Highness Cecilia to buy the favor of another family.


    Her Royal Highness Cecilia is a royalty, and there isn’t any bloodline nobler than hers in the empire.


    It could develop into a huge problem if someone raises the issue of bloodline.


    Her father is His Majesty the Emperor and her mother’s family is a great aristocrat.


    However, none of the aristocrats are asking for her hand in marriage because she is the sister of His Highness Cleo.


    In other words, unlike Wallace, she can marry whenever she wants to if the problem of His Highness Cleo is resolved.


    “Marriage?”


    “Yes, there’s no issue with her bloodline, and she is an upstanding person. I hope she is blessed with a good relationship.”


    I glance at the figure of Baron Exner who is drunk and sleeping.


    “An upstart family would want superior bloodline, yes?”


    “Do you have someone in mind?”


    I wake up Baron Exner to have a discussion.


    Although his consciousness is blurry, Baron Exner seems to be able to still talk.


    “Baron Exner, I have something to speak with you regarding Kurt’s marriage.”


    “Kurt? Ah~~ yes, we need to quickly find him a partner.”


    “There’s an acquaintance of mine who is a woman with a powerful bloodline. It’s just that she’s considerably older.”


    “Older? No, if we do that … I’ll feel sorry for Kurt.”


    “True, a difference of 70 years is a bit much.”


    “70!? Isn’t that within the permissible range?”


    Eh? It is?


    However, if I think about it, this is a world where people have much longer lives.


    Does 70 years’ difference not matter that much?


    —I hesitate for a second.


    “Will this be fine?”


    “Having an older woman isn’t bad. It would be nice for Kurt to have a wife he can rely on — I think.”


    Things are getting a bit messy.


    “Will Kurt agree to this?”


    “He’ll be bothered if the age gap is over 100 years, but he said it’s fine otherwise — I think.”


    Then we should introduce them to each other immediately.


    “In that case, let’s have a miai straight away. Oh, and it’ll be a miai with the premise of marriage.”


    [TN: Miai -> Matchmaking]


    “Fantastic! With this, Kurt can finally be considered full-fledge! Wait, huh? Do you think it’s better to marry after he graduates from the Military Academy?”


    “Then the marriage will be after he graduates from the Military Academy.”


    “Umu! No objection!”


    I tell this to Tia who is listening to our conversation.


    “Is it possible to meet with Kurt?”


    “Yes. Do you want me to call for him?”


    “Of course.”


    Huu~ With this, I’ve taken care of my friend’s marriage.


    Not only is her bloodline solid, she’s also a rare beauty, so I’m sure Kurt will be overjoyed.


    I turn towards Baron Exner who has fallen asleep in joy.


    “Please look forward to the celebration, Baron.”


    ◇


    It became chaotic when Baron Exner returned to his territory.


    “What do you mean a royalty will be marrying in?”


    Baron Exner’s wife was raising a fuss.


    The entire mansion was in a state of uproar.


    “No idea! I have no clue! I was drunk and asleep. During the meantime, Kurt’s marriage was decided!”


    “We’re just upstart Barons! How can we possibly afford to welcome a woman from the Royal Family?”


    “I-I said it’s impossible, but Liam-kun kept telling me, ‘It’ll work out. It’ll work out.’!”


    “It won’t! To begin with, we’re poor!”


    This was said by Kurt’s younger sister, [Ciel Sera Exner], who was also listening to the story.


    She was someone with a long, loose silver hair and purple eyes.


    She was a beautiful girl with clear eyes and an erect nose, just like Kurt.


    Her body was small and slender.


    While listening to her parent’s conversation, Ciel was also communicating with her brother Kurt.


    “I feel sorry for brother.”


    “Really? But it’s a marriage that Liam put together, so I can’t refuse it.”


    Seeing how delighted her brother was, Ciel felt like crying inside her heart.


    (Ever since brother returned from his training, he’s been saying Liam that and Liam this — Liam, I won’t forgive you.)


    Before she knew it, her brother, who was the subject of her adoration, was constantly talking about Liam.


    To Ciel, his younger sibling, this was not forgivable.


    (And he’s definitely not as nice a person as my brother thinks. I’m sure he’s black in the inside.)


    Kurt was happy.


    “Marriage, huh? It feels so surreal. What should I wear next time when I meet Liam? Is uniform a good choice?”


    Ciel cried when she saw her brother more concerned about Liam than his omiai partner.


    “What souvenir should I bring? Something Liam would be pleased with—”


    Witnessing how happy Kurt was, Ciel cut off their connection.


    “Brother, just you wait. I’ll definitely wake you up.”


    Ciel was intent on taking off Liam’s mask.
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  The Devil’s Hand Approaches


  
    -At the Prime Minister’s Office-


    Having read the report from Serena, the Prime Minister looked up at the ceiling.


    “The matter regarding His Highness Linus is an issue.”


    It would’ve been fine if their transactions could serve to weaken the enemy countries, but their enemies weren’t so naïve.


    They would come asking for profits from the side that won, and it was not Linus who would have to prepare the remuneration.


    Rather, the burden would fall on the subjects that serve the empire.


    The Prime Minister honestly wished that the princes wouldn’t make such selfish promises in their attempts to become the next emperor.


    However, such exchanges were common in the history of the empire, so there was no need for him to panic.


    Instead, it was Liam who was causing the real problem here.


    He was actively trying to form friendly connections with another country and was supporting them with a large amount of supplies.


    He was assisting a country that was hostile to the country Linus was involved in, and Linus was naturally aware of this fact.


    For Linus, this was no different from having a glove thrown at him from someone he intended to punish.


    In addition, Liam had formed a Cleo Faction which had around 200 aristocrats under its banner.


    It had initially begun with only about 100 nobles, but the number was gradually growing.


    The nobles that had joined the faction were mostly those that couldn’t properly manage their own territories


    To be blunt, these noble households were mostly powerless.


    By supporting these kinds of households, Cleo was trying to increase his presence.


    In reality, it was Liam who was actually providing the resources.


    “So he has been gaining power through proper territorial management. It is indeed a rather well-grounded and practical management method.”


    The Prime Minister was also in favor of this type of territorial management, not only because of the rare metals that could be gained from it, but also because it did not slight or offend other parties.


    However, this meant that Liam was determined to have a full-scale confrontation with Linus.


    “How will His Highness Linus react?”


    The Prime Minister was looking forward to how this game would unfold.


    ◇


    -Linus’s Room-


    Inside, Linus was pushing away everything that was on the desk with his hands.


    “That little braaaaaat!!”


    Recently, a malicious rumor about Linus was being spread.


    The content of the rumor was about Linus conducting shady transactions with people from another country.


    It was the truth, and it became apparent to Linus that there was a formidable intelligence network working under Liam.


    However, Liam did not seem interested in backing Linus to a corner with this piece of information alone.


    It was instead the Calvin faction that was constantly jabbing him with this fact.


    Linus truly wished to crush Liam, but he was too worried to do so due to the Calvin faction which he constantly had to be wary of.


    When he held his breath and snapped his fingers, a group of men emerged from the floor.


    These men had unique masks on them and knelt in front of Linus.


    One of the underground organizations behind the empire was in Linus’s hand.


    “You appear to be troubled, Your Highness Linus.”


    When their leader opened his mouth to speak, the voice did not sound muffled despite the mask on his face.


    Linus sat down in a rough manner, not bothering to hide his dissatisfaction.


    “It’s time that you guys act. Make an example out of Cleo — and kill Liam.”


    They were an organization that specialized in performing dirty tasks like assassinations, and their current employer was Linus.


    “Not to mention Liam, assassinating His Royal Highness Cleo would come with a steep price. After all, the female knight on his side is rather skilled.”


    The blood vessels on Linus’s forehead twitched and his eyes were about to bulge out.


    “And what of it? Eliminate them immediately. I’ll erase any fools that dare to challenge me.”


    The masked men laughed.


    “Well, they did kill one of our men.”


    “Although it’s a bit late, we can take this chance to exact revenge.”


    “But will this be fine? There’s still His Highness Calvin to look out for. Are you sure about devoting some of your power to deal with His Highness Cleo? ”


    Linus naturally understood what the man was getting at.


    Calvin’s case was trickier to handle compared to Cleo’s.


    Yet he couldn’t afford to ignore Cleo – or rather Liam – any longer.


    “—Erase them.”


    With Linus’s verdict, the masked men sank back into the floor, disappearing from the room while being on their knees.


    Linus gazed up at the ceiling.


    “I hear that you’re confident with the sword, but these men have been active behind the scenes of the empire. They’re not opponents someone of your caliber can handle, Liam.”


    They were people that have been working in the shadows of the empire for the past two millennia.


    Countless strong knights fell under their assassinations.


    Brute strength alone meant nothing against them.


    “Although Liam also has a Black Ops of his own, there shouldn’t be as many people in it as the Empire’s. Again, you have offended the wrong person.”


    ◇


    The Inner Palace was shrouded in the darkness of the night.


    Inside his room, Cleo was alone and staring outside of the window.


    He was sweating and having trouble falling asleep.


    “What an unpleasant feeling.”


    Ever since Linus declared war on him, he couldn’t sleep in peace.


    Realizing how fragile his will was, he felt disheartened.


    Behind such a Cleo, a group of people wearing masks slowly rose up from the floor.


    Stunned, Cleo turned around and took a step backwards.


    When he grabbed the handle of a sword that he had hidden on him, it turned into a laser blade.


    “Who are you?”


    There was something peculiar about these men who were wearing masks.


    Cleo knew that they were powerful, but compared to a knight, he perceived a different type of strength dwelling within them.


    When the masked men fully got out from the floor and showed their entire bodies, he saw that they were holding the heads of other men that were wearing similar masks.


    Some of them still had their torsos intact. Others had nothing below their necks.


    Cleo couldn’t help but drip cold sweat.


    (Who are they!?)


    Just then, the door suddenly opened and Tia entered the room.


    “Your Highness Cleo, are you well?”


    Tia had a rapier on her hand, and it was drenched in blood.


    Some blood seemed to have splashed on her as well; there were some blood marks on her clothing.


    Cleo called out to Tia.


    “Be careful! These people are dangerous!”


    These “dangerous” men stood aside when they saw Tia enter.


    Tia walked past them and approached Cleo to confirm his well-being.


    “So you were safe.”


    Cleo was stunned, but he soon came to a realization.


    “They’re on our side?”


    “Yes.”


    Tia, having confirmed Cleo’s safety, took out a communicator and contacted somebody.


    “It’s me… Yes, I see. We must always prioritize Lord Liam’s life.”


    Tia then cut off the communication and explained to Cleo what was happening.


    “His Highness Linus has made his move. Assassins were dispatched to us and Elliot of the Clave Company.”


    “Assassins?”


    Cleo recalled that there existed Shadows that came and went from the inner palace.


    He turned towards the corpses on the hands of the masked men.


    (That’s them? It’s my first time encountering them.)


    But this was also problematic in its own right as the masked men in front of him had on similar masks.


    “Are they truly on our side? They have similar appearances.”


    Did Liam hire people from the same organization?


    He was having such thoughts when Tia beckoned him to hurry.


    “Rather than that, let us move quickly. Lord Liam will be worried otherwise.”


    “—Fine.”


    ◇


    -The Head Office Building of the Clave Company-


    The inside of the meeting room was covered in blood.


    Elliot was sitting on a chair, pretending to be unmoved by the sight in front of him.


    He was staring down at the traitors in front of him with crossed arms and legs.


    “Was it His Highness Linus’s instruction to betray me?”


    The men in suits were the captured executives of the Clave Company.


    The hired assassins were sprawled around them.


    “I’m sorry, Chairman!”


    “We acted in consideration of the Clave Company’s future!”


    “This will never happen again!”


    Standing besides Elliot were some masked men.


    One of them who were spinning a knife close to his face walked to the executives and glared at them with his blood-red eyes.


    Frightened, the executives fainted as they frothed at their mouths.


    The three escorts around Elliot were personnel dispatched by Liam.


    On the windows of the conference room were small cracks that suggested a shooting.


    “Chairman Elliot, they were apparently trying to match His Highness Linus’s movement to remove you from this world. Basically, this is the result of their own decisions.”


    “Really? What a pity.”


    Elliot’s back was drenched with sweat.


    (I never imagined that such an impressive force was around me.)


    He believed that some capable knights would be dispatched as his escorts.


    In reality, it was Kukuri’s subordinates that were sent to protect him.


    The number of hired assassins that were killed by these three had exceeded ten.


    Even the sniper outside the window was not spared.


    The masked men began a conversation.


    “What about Lord Liam?”


    “The head is with him.”


    “Let’s talk about something more interesting.”


    Elliot had mixed feelings when he witnessed his escorts chatting merrily with dead bodies next to them.


    (If I were to turn coat, the same fate awaits me as these guys.)


    Liam was very scary. Yet at the same time, he was very reliable.


    (Liam-sama, I won’t be holding back. To make the company grow and for me to become the leader of this company both in name and in authority, I would need your assistance.)


    From the time he assumed leadership of the huge trading company, he was prepared to weather the storm.


    Elliot was pleased to know that he had gained a powerful ally.


    ◇


    -At that time-


    On the rooftop of the hotel that Liam resided in, people wearing masks were fighting fiercely.


    The person who was against Kukuri was one of the most powerful combatants in the organization.


    But this man was panicking.


    “Who are you guys? How are you guys using the same techniques as us!?”


    He was losing his calm because their opponents were employing the same techniques as they were.


    He had quickly recognized that their techniques were not similar, but identical.


    Kukuri responded to the question.


    “Same? No, you’re wrong. They’re not the same. You are simply imitating us.”


    “W-what are you talking about!?”


    Kukuri’s shoulders shook as he laughed at confused man in front of him.


    “You are different from us. Did you guys start a new organization after stealing our techniques? No wonder your skills are so rusty. The core has been lost.”


    The man surveyed his surroundings.


    He was starting to get agitated as his colleagues were being defeated one after another.


    As the situation was not in their favor, he tried to escape, but Kukuri’s subordinates encircled him, preventing him from doing so.


    When several of them touched the ground, a terrifying rune enveloped the entirety of the rooftop, hindering the activation of all movement magics.


    The man judged that there was plausible escape route, but he regained his cool.


    “You’re trying to confuse me; however, it’s not going to work.”


    Two thousand years had passed since Kukuri and his gang were petrified.


    Suddenly being told that a new organization was formed based on the techniques left behind by Kukuri and his associates, it was no wonder that the man had his doubts.


    The possibility of people from 2,000 years ago reviving never crossed his mind.


    “Confuse you? Hmm, this might be an occupational disease. You are very skeptical of others’ words. Now, we should wrap things up soon.”


    Kukuri shortened the distance between them and extended out his arm.


    In response, the man leaned back to avoid his arm.


    Kukuri’s hand managed to touch the man’s mask, exposing the man’s mouth which warped into a smirk.


    “Got you.”


    As the man said so, insect-like legs that resembled a spider’s appeared from his back, piercing through his clothes and stabbing at Kukuri from eight separate directions simultaneously.


    It penetrated Kukuri from his back and came out from his chest.


    Kukuri’s subordinates that were around them expressed astonishment and were about to wield their weapons to help.


    The man knew that he was about to die, but he cackled because he was able to drag Kukuri down with him.


    “I’ll have you all accompany me to hell!”


    The man planned to activate the bomb implanted within his body.


    The bomb had enough firepower to blow away Liam along with the entire hotel building.


    Thinking that he could accomplish his mission in exchange was his life, the man chortles.


    Unfortunately, Kukuri, who the man thought he had killed, started to move again.


    With his eyes glowing red, Kukuri punctured the man’s chest with his bare hands and pulled out the bomb, disarming the bomb in the process.


    The man who was now vomiting blood from his mouth was shocked to see that Kukuri was alive.


    “H-how?”


    “You shouldn’t have lowered your guard. Regardless, that was an eye-opener. A technique which we do not possess. We’ll be studying it in depth.”


    Kukuri pulled out the legs that were stuck within him.


    The way he did so showed that he hadn’t received any life-threatening injuries.


    The man, on the other hand, was detained by Kukuri’s subordinates.


    Kukuri then observed and touched the man’s body with interest.


    “A hidden mechanism modeled after a spider? They’re also properly smeared with poison. Hmmm, they’re not bad, but they’re nothing amazing either. I’m intrigued, though. Is there a piece of technology that can reproduce the characteristics of other organisms?”


    One of Kukuri’s subordinates spoke up as he was engrossed in his investigation of the man’s body.


    “Lord Liam is calling for you.”


    “Hmm, how unfortunate! Then half of you will remain here to collect the bodies and examine them. Since they can be considered our juniors, treat their corpses with care. That said, I want to study him while he’s breathing, so don’t kill him.”


    A gag was put on the fainted man, and his treatment began soon after.


    Kukuri proceeded to head to Liam.


    ◇


    I call Kukuri after the assassins have been cleared up.


    “Is it over?”


    “Yes. His Royal Highness should be serious about this seeing as considering that he sent his experienced veterans.”


    Although I knew that he was unnerved, I didn’t think he would reflexively react by trying to assassinate us.”


    A prince should be more thoughtful.


    Kukuri infers what the other party is thinking.


    “He also has a dispute with His Highness Calvin. He probably wanted to get rid of us as soon as possible.”


    “He thought we could be easily disposed of, huh?”


    Simply put, he didn’t put me in his eyes.


    How boring.


    I’m always welcoming towards enemies who aren’t vigilant. Nonetheless, I won’t stand being looked down on like this.


    For Linus, Calvin should be his main rival.


    We’re nothing but an annoying obstacle to him.


    —Thanks to that, we’re in a favorable position.


    Linus, Calvin, and the Emperor. It’s better to deal with them one at a time.


    That said, I’ll have the insignificant Linus disappear first.


    Since he’s so impatient to erase us at the first sign of provocation, he would have lost to Calvin one day anyway.


    “If he’s sent assassins strong enough for you to describe as experienced, won’t Cleo be in danger?”


    “Please be assured as we have already taken him under our protection.”


    Kukuri is really efficient at doing his work and is an excellent subordinate to have, unlike some two idiots.


    I am blessed to have met such a great subordinate.


    Is this also thanks to the Guide?


    I can’t thank him enough.


    I shall pray today as well.


    “We’ll head to where Cleo is.”


    “Acknowledged.”

  


  The Palace at Night


  
    Linus was stunned when he read the report and threw the things that were on his desk at the masked man kneeling in front of him.


    “You failed!? And you have the audacity to call yourselves the Darkness!?”


    What infuriated him most was that they had left behind evidence that pointed at Linus’s involvement.


    He could easily push the blame on the executives of the Clave Company, but Liam would definitely know who the true mastermind was.


    The masked man was also restless.


    “I believe that our enemies were informed of how we do things. They were proficient in their works, so the people under Liam should be quite the experts.”


    An organization equivalent in strength as the current Empire’s Darkness.


    Linus felt a shiver run down his spine.


    The enemies that he deemed as small fries turned out to be very troublesome opponents, but he was a tad too late in realizing this.


    “—Crush Liam in whatever way possible. Cleo can be dealt with any time. However, if we don’t act now, my position can be jeopardized.”


    He thought he would be fine against a nobleman who could only be counted as being somewhat powerful.


    Until now, that was true.


    However, Linus was pushed to a corner when he learned that things were getting out of his control.


    It wasn’t the time to be bothered by his competitor, Calvin.


    He was sure that the aristocrats in his faction would desert if they were told of what transpired.


    The masked man made another report.


    “Liam will be visiting the palace to see His Highness Cleo. We don’t have the leeway to hold back anymore. Your Highness, gather your hands. It matter not whether they’re knights or mercenaries.”


    Linus was already in a pinch.


    Although blatantly conducting an assassination in the palace was indeed aggressive, he wasn’t in a position to choose.


    Now that things had progressed until this point, he would not be able to greet tomorrow’s morning without having Liam disappear.


    “I’ll convene everybody. Gather all your forces too.”


    “Understood!”


    In the room where the masked man disappeared, Linus’s expression turned blank from despair.


    ◇


    I’m walking towards the palace to meet with His Highness Cleo.


    Even so, the palace is quite large.


    In spite of the uproar caused by the assassination attempts, the tranquility here suggests that there was nothing of that sort.


    The fact that it’s night may also be playing some part.


    Regardless, what a peculiar atmosphere.


    I get into a car that is floating on the road and look around.


    I sense killing intent.


    “To send assassins so openly. Humans. Even if they know that it’s not a wise decision, they will strike when they’re at the edge of a cliff.”


    Klaus, who is sitting beside me as my guard, has not noticed their presence.


    “What’s wrong, Lord Liam?”


    “Hey, stop the car.”


    When the driver parks the car, I come out with my escorts in tow.


    Kukuri must have noticed already as he and his subordinates appear as I step out of the car.


    We’re at a beautifully paved road.


    Not only are there trees and street lamps lining up both sides of the road, there are flower beds decorating it as well.


    If I am to describe the width of the road with terminologies from my previous life, it would be that the road is wide enough to fit four lanes on one side.


    That would be eight lanes total going in either directions.


    With no questions asked, a gunshot reverberates through the air instantly as I step out.


    I move half a step sideways, and a bullet passes by me before imbedding itself into the ground.


    My ears only ring for a while from the loud sound because I have strengthened my entire body.


    Klaus hurriedly jumps in front of me.


    “Lord Liam, please step back!”


    “Don’t worry and focus on protecting yourselves.”


    I push Klaus away and step forward as I draw my katana.


    Bullets are shot by snipers from different angles, but I cut them down one after another.


    Now, this is getting a little interesting.


    I’m happy that I can reproduce the scene of an expert slashing apart bullets that I saw in my previous life.


    It’s all thanks to this physically enhanced body and the One-Flash technique.


    This is child’s play to me.


    I speak to Kukuri.


    “The snipers are annoying.”


    “Acknowledged.”


    Some of Kukuri’s subordinates fade into the darkness.


    More people are gradually gathering here.


    They’re not palace guards who rushed over upon detecting the incident.


    Instead, these people are leaking killing intents.


    Knights, soldiers, and mercenaries?


    The large force surrounds us.


    Facing them, Klaus and the remaining guards draw their swords.


    “Are you aware of what you guys are doing!?”


    The enemies don’t seem keen on talking with us.


    They raise their weapons while covering their face.


    My guards are trying to advance, but I stop them from doing so.


    “Klaus, don’t get in my way. Perfect. Let’s check out what His Highness Linus’s elites are made of.”


    I raise my chin slightly at my enemies.


    “What? You’re not charging?”


    There may be strong ones among them.


    Nevertheless, they’re not my match.


    As I thought, Linus, who can only gather this many troops, is suitable as my first opponent.


    He’s like a mid-boss that appears in the early stages of a game.


    They will serve as good experience.


    The knights are rushing towards me.


    At the same time, the soldiers are about to pull their triggers, so I opt to ridding myself of the nuisance first.


    I have not changed my stance, yet in front of me who is displaying a pompous attitude, soldiers are being torn apart and spewing blood.


    The mercenaries panic, but the knights yell at them.


    “This is his One-Flash! If you want your life, cut him down quic—”


    I kill the knight who is blabbering.


    His head flies before he even approaches me, but the other knights charge at me, bracing themselves for death.


    Your bravery is commendable.


    Unfortunately…


    “Bravery alone will not save you.”


    —I’ll slash them all down.


    I might not seem to be moving, but I am in fact slicing the necks of all the knights.


    The knights fall powerlessly to the floor.


    I warn Klaus who is zoning out.


    “Klaus, make sure to at least keep yourself out of danger.”


    “Y-yes, sir!”


    The mercenaries helplessly watch as the knights fall… no, is bounty hunters the more appropriate term?


    The bounty hunters tremble at my sight.


    “What’s the problem? You guys want my head, no? You won’t be killing anyone if you don’t ready your weapons.”


    When I step forward, some of them get frightened and try to escape by throwing away their weapons.


    I cut down one of the bounty hunters that show his back.


    He’s somewhere my sword shouldn’t be able to reach, but he’s actually within my attack range.


    “The moment you pointed your weapons at me, yours and your master’s fates were sealed. What a shame.”


    I sheathe my katana in front of the confused crowd of bounty hunters that have their weapons turned towards me.


    With clicking sounds, they collapse onto the ground.


    To a bystander, what occurred just now would seem unfathomable.


    Klaus is also confused.


    “Klaus, everything’s over. I’ll be meeting His Highness Cleo through another route. Inform the palace guards about the situation.”


    The scene here is terrible.


    Klaus shakes his head and returns to his serious face.


    “Is our original route too dangerous?”


    “There isn’t a reason for us confront them foolheartedly. Besides, I sense something unpleasant.”


    Kukuri nears me as I am about to return to the car.


    “Lord Liam, there is something I wish to tell you.”


    I smile upon hearing Kukuri’s report.


    ◇


    Cleo had escaped to a facility outside of the Inner Palace.


    Guards were stationed there, and the location doubled as a shelter in case of an emergency.


    Cleo, who had fled to such a facility, was calming himself along with his escorts and Lysithea.


    Lysithea let out a sigh.


    “I’m glad that Sister Cecilia is absent from the Inner Palace.”


    Fortunately, Cecilia, who was not suitable for disputes, had left the Inner Palace for her miai.


    Cleo observed the faces of the servants that fled with them.


    “Tia, why are some of them missing?”


    Tia was armed and was serving as Cleo’s guard, but her voice was dreadfully cold when she addressed the missing servants.


    “They came up with excuses to be absent today, as if they were expecting an attack.”


    Cleo picked up on what she was hinting at.


    “So that’s how it was… Some of them had served me for a long time.”


    Foreseeing the attacks – Simply put, they were traitors.


    Cleo knew that he couldn’t afford to express anxiety in front of his frightened servants and tried to appear dignified.


    Watching his attitude, Tia praised him.


    “Outstanding, Your Highness.”


    “Aren’t you treating me like a child? That aside, did you contact the Count?”


    “Yes. They were ambushed along the way; however, they are heading here without any problem. In five minutes,—”


    Tia, who had spoken thus far, took out her rapier and moved to cover Cleo.


    The sound of metals clashing was heard, and Tia managed to repel the weapon thrown at them.


    Men bathed in the blood of the knights and guards that were protecting this place entered one by one from the entrance.


    Lysithea had also taken out her weapon, but she was a beat slower compared to Tia.


    “T-they chased us this far?”


    Lysithea’s disoriented state was understandable.


    On the other hand, their enemies looked to be in the know about everything that was happening.


    “The situation inside the court is mysterious and unpredictable — these kinds of events are a daily occurrence.”


    The reason behind Lysithea’s confusion was the knight in front of them who she saw often in the palace.


    As someone who worked as a knight during normal times, it was unexpected of him to launch this attack.


    This man who had thin eyes that made people think his eyes were closed had his eyes opened a little right now.


    His eyes were devoid of emotions.


    Tia ordered her subordinates to guard Cleo and stood before the man.


    Then, she spoke with a voice that was one degree lower than her usual.


    “Your owner doesn’t seem to care about the method he uses; neither does he bother to put up pretense.”


    Having heard her words, the men laughed in a small voice.


    Tia squinted her eyes.


    “What’s so funny?”


    The thin-eyed man spread his arms out slightly and shrugged.


    “No~~thing. We just found out that you are not very familiar with how the court operates. I bet you’ll be shocked if we tell you who our master is.”


    With her rapier, Tia stabbed the two knights who were closing the distance at a tremendous speed after appearing from behind the thin-eyed man.


    Cleo wasn’t able to react to this exchange.


    (Are they veterans?)


    Tia was also commendable for defeating such opponents with ease.


    The thin-eyed man applauded.


    “What a remarkable skill. I’d scout you if I could.”


    Tia smirked provocatively.


    “You jest. I’ll be slaughtering you all.”


    Tia was just about to walk forwards but immediately jumped back the next moment.


    Immediately, a sword came crashing down on the spot where Tia was previously.


    The man who had swung the sword was 2.5 meters tall.


    He had swung down a sword as big as his body and was grinning at Tia’s reflex.


    “It has been years since someone last dodged my hit.”


    Cleo, recognizing who this person was, opened his eyes wide.


    “Why are you…”


    Lysithea was also trembling.


    “Why is the Sword Saint against us?”


    The Sword Saint carried his longsword on his shoulder and turned towards the thin-eyed man.


    The thin-eyed man was demonstrating a fearless attitude.


    “The Darkness of the Empire is extremely deep. People often stare into the abyss, only to realize that they’re still at the entrance.”


    There were multiple Sword Saints in the Empire.


    The number of Sword Saints varied depending on the era.


    In this generation, there were four people who were bestowed the title of Sword Saint.


    Regardless of the school or style, Sword Saints were those that climbed to the peak of swordsmanship.


    And one such man was in front of them.


    As an enemy, no less.


    Tia was also on her guard.


    Her relaxed demeanor was nowhere to be found.


    The Sword Saint called out to Tia.


    “Let me ask again. It would be a pity for a swordswoman like you to perish here. What say you to joining our side?”


    Tia snorted.


    “I will only ever serve one lord. There’s no way I’d turn coat.”


    “Unfortunate. — I wanted to kill you when you were stronger!”


    The Sword Saint narrowed the distance between them instantaneously and crossed swords with Tia.


    Countless sparks flew in a moment’s notice with Cleo being unable to follow the exchanges between Tia and the Sword Saint.


    (Is this how the knights that have reached the summit fight?)


    Their movements were so swift that his eyes weren’t able to catch up.


    Before he knew, Tia was blown away and crashed into a wall.


    The thin-eyed man flattered the Sword Saint.


    “As one would expect of a Sword Saint. The title of the present generation’s strongest isn’t for show.”


    The Sword Saint frowned at his praise.


    “Enough with the compliments. I’ll leave the rest to you. It’s not fun killing the weak.”


    Perhaps the Sword Saint was the type that desired to battle against the strong.
 He walked towards Tia without batting an eye at Cleo and the others.


    Nevertheless, neither Cleo nor Lysithea, who was training to become a knight, was able to budge.


    They had been overwhelmed by the display of power.


    The thin-eyed man scratched his hairs.


    “Then let’s start cleaning up. I don’t want to spend too much time on this, so let’s get this over with. Guys, it’s time to work.”


    The thin-eyed man took a glance at his subordinates.


    They were frozen in place.


    “What’s wrong? Quickly—”


    Footsteps were heard from beyond the entrance where the intruders had passed through.


    “They can’t work now that they’re dead. Allow them to rest.”


    Hearing that voice, Cleo sucked in air


    “Count Banfield!”


    The figure that emerged from the dark passageway was Liam.


    “Is this the party venue?”


    When Liam passed by the thin-eyed man’s subordinates, they crumbled down bleeding.


    Tia who was stuck to the wall let out a pained-yet-delighted voice.


    “Liam… sa…ma.”


    Liam first looked at Tia and then at the Sword Saint.


    “I had anticipated meeting the Sword Saint. Hey—hand over your title.”


    Liam sold a fight to the Sword Saint as if he was challenging someone in a game.

  


  The Title of Sword Saint


  
    TN: Last chapter, I asked the readers how they would like me to address certain characters (Liam in particular). There were many opinions, but a larger majority said Lord Liam is better. As such, I’ve went and changed “Liam-sama” into “Lord Liam”. That said, I’ll only address Liam as “Lord” when it’s from his subordinates. If other characters call him “Liam-sama” in the raw, I would keep it that way. After all, it’ll be strange for a random person to address Liam as “Lord”. As for other honorifics such as “-dono”, “-kun”, “-san”, or “-chan”, I’ll follow what the raw says for now. Thank you for being patient with me, and I hope you enjoy your read!


    


    Lysithea witnessed Liam confronting the Sword Saint.


    (How can he face the Sword Saint unperturbed?)


    In front of the Sword Saint who wielded his sword, even a trained individual like her could not help but feel intimidated.


    Sword Saints were beyond first class; they lived for the sake of arriving at the pinnacle of swordsmanship.


    To her, it seemed like Liam was at ease against an existence who had set one foot outside the boundaries of humanity.


    Liam swirled his katana around before grinning at the Sword Saint.


    “Iyaa~~, I had been anticipating our meeting ever since my subordinates mentioned you. Although it’s unbecoming for my age, I’m really excited to fight you, Sword Saint.”


    Was he unaware of the huge difference in their powers?


    Such were Lysithea’s honest thoughts, but the Sword Saint’s reaction was unlike before.


    The smile on the Sword Saint’s face was more ferocious than Liam’s, and he held the handle of his sword so tightly that Lysithea heard his grip from a distance.


    He had completely lost interest in Tia.


    “You’re Liam?”


    The Sword Saint approached Liam.


    When they came near each other, it became apparent that their heights were like that of an adult’s to a child’s.


    “Add honorifics at the end. I am an upcoming Duke.”


    Liam stared at the Sword Saint and addressed him as if he was talking to a subordinate.


    His attitude was so bold and brazen that he had to be one of either an ignorant child who lacked awareness of how wide the world was or a truly important person.


    (No matter how strong he is, he won’t be the Sword Saint’s opponent. Sword Saints are known to be capable of overwhelming a group of Swordmasters. Against someone like that, Count Banfield stands no chance.)


    It was uncertain how effective the rumored One-Flash would be against a Sword Saint.


    However, even the talented Tia had lost.


    How long would Liam last while facing an opponent of such high level?


    Lysithea couldn’t help but grow concerned.


    The Sword Saint held his sword in front of Liam.


    “Little boy, you’re from the school of the One-Flash, correct? Who is your master?”


    Liam didn’t bother changing his stance in front of the Sword Saint who had a serious expression on his face.


    “My master is Yasushi, the strongest man in the world.”


    The Sword Saint squinted his eyes.


    “Yasushi? Never heard of him.”


    Liam’s expression finally underwent a change when he heard that.


    “There is no need for you to remember the name of a person you would never meet. After all, you will be departing from this world today.”


    A big spark flew between them.


    Their movements were so fast that only their afterimage was visible.


    Every time their swords collided, a spark bigger than the ones from Tia’s duel was generated.


    The aftermath of their swords being swung around at a close distance caused breezes in the room.


    Lysithea watched in disbelief as Liam battle the Sword Saint without losing his grounds.


    (Unbelievable. His enemy is a Sword Saint who was recognized by the Empire. How is he still standing!?)


    Cleo called out to Lysithea who wasn’t in her right mind.


    “Elder sister, go treat Tia’s injuries!”


    “O-okay.”


    After being told so by her younger brother, Lysithea started to approach Tia who was buried in the walls.


    She peeled Tia off from the walls, only to notice that the latter was staring intently at Liam without minding her wounded body.


    (What is this girl thinking? Does she not understand our current predicament?)


    She had thought that Tia was a serious female knight, but she was disillusioned by how engrossed Tia was in Liam’s appearance in spite of this state of emergency.


    Even so, Tia pulled out a vial from her equipment pouch and drank a little from it before spraying the rest on her injuries.


    She then opened her mouth to speak.


    “Lysithea-dono, do you see Lord Liam’s dignified appearance?”


    “W-what are you even spouting in this situation? Unless we do something soon, we’ll all be killed!”


    It was no wonder that Lysithea was angry.


    Knights with great abilities had entered the facility after defeating the guards that were stationed there.


    Moreover, they brought along a Sword Saint with them.


    The chance of their survival was slim.


    It was also strange how no help was arriving despite the ruckus.


    (It’s not only Elder Brother Linus. It should be safe to assume that someone higher up is also involved in this. To think they want Cleo dead so much!)


    She didn’t think Linus alone was enough to convince a Sword Saint into action.


    There was a possibility that someone above Linus — perhaps Calvin or even a figure above Calvin — had a hand in this.


    Would they make it out of this place alive?


    Lysithea had already half given up.


    However, Tia, who had healed from her injuries, picked up her weapon and said,


    “There’s no need for us to panic. Please continue to watch their fight. I know not of anyone who is more powerful than Lord Liam.”


    ◇


    There’s one thing I’ve learned from clashing head-to-head with the Sword Saint.


    “You proclaim yourself a Sword Saint with just this? In that case, I shall henceforth be known as a Sword Saint!”


    Hearing my mockery, the huge man in front of me clenches his teeth.


    Although it may appear that we are exchanging swords equally, there are scratches appearing on the Sword Saint’s arms and legs.


    Of course, I’m totally uninjured.


    “You’re just a brat who hasn’t lived a hundred years yet!”


    “And you’ll be defeated by such a brat! You’re only worth that much! Have you realized the power of the One-Flash? Be glad that you can die having witnessed the strongest swordsmanship!”


    “Bullshit!”


    One-Flash is a wonderful sword technique.


    It’s probably the best in the world.


    It’s the world’s misfortune that a fine technique like One-Flash has been bestowed to me, a villain.


    Even so, how long has it been since I last fought with a sword?


    Was it when I played around with Kurt during our training?


    It was really difficult to hold back that time.


    If One-Flash has a weakness to speak of, it is that the technique does not allow its user to hold back at all.


    Drawing the sword is equivalent to killing the opponent.


    It would have been problematic if I had accidentally cut off my opponents’ limbs during matches.


    Those amateurs wouldn’t have known how to deal with the invisible slashes.


    Now, as for why I bothered pulling out my katana at all, it was simply to go easy on him.


    If I hadn’t, victory and defeat would have been decided the moment my katana was pulled out of its sheath.


    That is how One-Flash works.


    I’m going along with the Sword Saint to test his abilities out.


    Aside from that, I’m also checking how strong I’ve become.


    Suddenly, the Sword Saint jumps back to widen our distance.


    The thin-eyed man expresses astonishment at the Sword Saint’s behavior.


    “Sword Saint, stop playing around!”


    Unexpectedly, the Sword Saint screams back at the thin-eyed man.


    “Shut the hell up! — Some blood has rushed to my head, but I never thought there would be someone who could match me to this extent. It has been a while since I had this feeling. This is the best. You are the best!”


    This man is the type of person who enjoys fighting.


    There are times when knights like these appear.


    How strong can I become? 


    I want to have more thrilling battles.


    Are there stronger opponents?


    They are pitiful beings that are controlled by these kinds of desires.


    Personally, I don’t understand them at all.


    Anyway, the Sword Saint takes on the hassō stance, and for a moment, my intuition warns me of its danger.


    “I didn’t think there would be another person that would make me unleash this technique. Please don’t die on me straight away!”


    The Sword Saint unleashes a slash, but it is awfully crude.


    He unleashes a flurry of slashes in an instant, overlapping them and forming a net.


    It’s probably an attack that is meant to directly suppress its enemies from the front.


    “What a terrible thing.”


    The Sword Saint roars in laughter.


    “A slash that carries victory! Nobody can escape from this!”


    He shoots several more of such slashes.


    —It’s terrible in the truest sense.


    I must be an idiot. To think I was wary of this kind of attack.


    As a license holder of the One-Flash technique, I’m too ashamed to meet my teacher.


    I blow his slashes away, stopping the Sword Saint in his track.


    “You sliced this down as well?”


    “What a letdown. Are you actually considered strong?”


    I’m growing suspicious.
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    In the first place, would a Sword Saint do this kind of dirty job?


    Is he a fake?


    I’m beginning to doubt him.


    Such a disappointment.


    The Sword Saint changes his stance again.


    He holds his sword with one hand and stands naturally before proceeding to exhale for a long period of time.


    The muscles on the Sword Saint’s body swells up for a moment before shrinking back down.


    I thought he’d swell up, but he shrinks until he’s thinner than he originally was.


    His clothes do not fit him anymore, so the Sword Saint cuts them into a pan-ichi style.


    Although his looks are ridiculous, there is steam coming out of his body like some characters in animes and mangas.


    —Is releasing steam necessary? Couldn’t you have done the same thing with magic?


    “Your appearance changed.”


    The Sword Saint is laughing, but he looks to be in pain.


    He must be burdening his body right now.


    “This is the extremes of my swordsmanship. This is where my pursuit of absolute power brought me! A forbidden art which provides me with explosive physical abilities in exchange for my life-force!”


    The Sword Saint takes a step forward.


    The very next instant, his sword crashes down on where I was a moment ago.


    The ground where the Sword Saint is standing has sunken down, and the part of the floor which his sword has struck explodes out in a burst.


    Having avoided the attack, I open my eyes wide.


    He has just swung his sword downwards, but it’s already approaching me from the sides and is targeting my torso.


    I dodge this as well, yet another slash comes my way from another direction.


    “How’s this, brat! You still think I’m weak? As I am now, I can bisect a mobile knight! This is strength that surpasses humans!”


    When I receive one of his blows with my katana, my feet sink into the ground.


    It’s very heavy.


    Nevertheless, my heart remains calm and tranquil.


    “Extremes, huh… Maybe you were aiming for the wrong thing.”


    “Ahh?”


    My katana becomes tattered after parrying the flurry of blows from the Sword Saint.


    If I knew this would happen, I would have brought my prized katana and finished him off with a single blow.


    “You can’t even retaliate, much less seize victory! If you’re waiting for me to tire out, I have unfortunate news for you! Even in this state, I can last a whole day!”


    Every time the Sword Saint swings his sword, a portion of his skin gets peeled off and a little bit of blood flows out.


    He can persist for a day? I gotta say that I’m impressed, but—


    “A pity. I thought it could serve as reference, but your swordsmanship is too crude.”


    All of his movements rely on brute force.


    There’s no beauty in them.


    I was testing the water to check if there’s anything worth noting, but there’s absolutely nothing.


    — It’s not worth referencing.


    “Brat, you dare scorn my swordsmanship!?”


    I lower my sword and cease all resistance.


    The Sword Saint’s sword swings down — but fails to hit me.


    The sword of the Sword Saint, whose eyes are threatening to pop out from the shock, has been snapped from its ricasso.


    The broken blade spins in the air and imbeds itself on the ground as it lands.


    The blade is slightly red, suggesting that it has been exposed to a moderate amount of heat.


    I pull my legs out of the ground, return my katana back to its sheath, and stretch.


    “Thanks for your hard work. From today onward, I’ll be calling myself a Sword Saint in your stead.”


    The Sword Saint is glaring at me.


    “Not yet. It’s not — over —yet.”


    His head is decapitated, prompting his huge body to collapse while spewing out blood.


    The large amount blood that is spurted out lands squarely on the thin-eyed man.


    He’s observing me with murderous eyes.


    “What? You aren’t going to beg for your life?”


    The thin-eyed man tries to go for his sword as I draw near him, so I slice off both his arms.


    The thin-eyed man chuckles.


    “When I first heard about the One-Flash technique, I laughed because it sounded like some trick from a street performance — Now that I’m experiencing it for myself, I can’t help but laugh again.”


    Invisible slashes.


    The essence of One-Flash lies in the fact that the enemies cannot even tell when it was that they were attacked.


    The thin-eyed man stops resisting.


    Without turning to look at me, he initiates a conversation.


    “Do you want to know who the mastermind is?”


    I doubt this man will tell us the truth.


    It’ll just be a waste of time.


    “Unnecessary.”


    “Even if your enemy is the entire empire?”


    The thin-eyed man raises his face and smiles as if nothing has happened to him.


    His face right now makes him look like the good guy.


    I chop off his head.


    “That’s precisely what I want.”


    The empire itself is my enemy? So what?


    This world is my playground.


    I’ll crush anyone that stands in my way.


    Sensing that the battle is over, Lysithea rushes over to me.


    “Hey! Why did you kill him? We might have obtained some information if we conducted an interrogation!”


    You’re right, but it’s my principle not to do anything meaningless.


    “How will knowing our enemies’ identities help? Don’t forget that we’re still surrounded by enemies.”


    “Y-you’re right.”


    “In the first place, do you really think this guy would have told us the truth? He would’ve just spouted lies to throw us into confusion. This kind of person is not easy to handle.”


    The guards never arrived despite Cleo being ambushed.


    For many reasons, it’s hard to believe that only His Highness Linus is behind this.


    In fact, I doubt he has the authority to mobilize a Sword Saint.


    That means that my true enemy is either Calvin or the Emperor — to be honest, I’m relieved that they’re being openly hostile.


    Lysithea quiets down.


    Next, Tia comes near me and kneels.


    “Lord Liam, I’ve shown you something unsightly.”


    Well, she has done her part by dragging things out against the Sword Saint.


    With this, I can claim to be a Sword Saint.


    Sword Saint — yes, it has a nice ring to it.


    “Considering that it’s you we’re talking about, you’ve done your best. I shall praise you. Besides, I feel good today, so I’ll forgive you. After all, I was able to become a Sword Saint.”


    “Oh, Lord Liam! What a benevolent lord you are!”


    You’re right.


    The fact that I’m hiring you is enough proof of my benevolence.


    Tia is looking at me with joint hands and shiny eyes.


    It truly feels nice.


    High Highness Cleo who was listening to what we were saying shakes his head.


    “Sword Saint? Count, are you not aware of it?”


    “Huh?”


    Cleo gazes at the fallen Sword Saint.


    “Within the empire, only His Majesty the Emperor can appoint Sword Saints. Of course, we can nominate candidates who’ll undergo His Majesty’s examination, but it’s not a title which can be earned by defeating a Sword Saint. ”


    When I hear that, I despair over the lack of benefit that comes with killing a Sword Saint.


    A match with nothing to be earned…


    “—You’re kidding, right?”


    Watching me wallow in disappointment, Tia’s cheeks turn rosy.


    “Lord Liam who has missed his mark is also. so. cool.”


    Somehow I don’t feel motivated anymore.


    Guess I’ll head back home for today.


    “Whatever. We’re leaving.”


    Lysithea stops me from returning back home.


    “Are you going to do nothing about the situation!? We must secure Cleo’s safety first!”


    You don’t get it, do you?


    Why do you think I was horsing around until now?


    It’s obviously because everything’s already over.


    “The enemies outside have been annihilated, and my men are standing guard. I’ve also reported to the higher-ups. Everything’s already over.”


    At times like these, it’s convenient to have connections with the higher-ups.


    I’ve contacted the Prime Minister and asked him to take action.


    “I-it’s over?”


    Before going easy on your enemies, you must make sure that all the hassles have been taken care of.


    It only makes sense to go easy when you’re certain of victory.


    Going easy before victory or defeat has been decided is equivalent to being careless.


    You shouldn’t go easy when you have work left to do.


    In my case, all that was left was to fight against the Sword Saint.


    That’s why I went through the trouble of going easy on him.


    Go easy on your opponents only when your victory is guaranteed! – It sounds like a wise saying.


    Let’s have it as my maxim.

  


  Pebble


  
    The Prime Minister, who was awakened from his sleep, sighed as he heard about the assassination attempt on Cleo.


    “His Highness Linus was too impatient.”


    Disposing the small fry known as Cleo before confronting Calvin, his nemesis.


    That was most likely what he was planning to do.


    However, the results were devastating.


    Not only had the assassination attempt failed, Linus received a fierce backlash.


    Linus was a capable man in his own right and had done well in controlling his faction.


    Nevertheless, although he wasn’t a buffoon, Linus’s future was set in stone due to this episode.


    With the milk spilt, he had lost his chance of becoming the Crown Prince.


    Rather than that, the Prime Minister was worried for another reason.


    “—Who moved the Sword Saint?”


    There were four Sword Saints recognized by the current empire, and one of them had been dispatched to assassinate Cleo.


    Of course, the Prime Minister had nothing to do with it.


    Although the Sword Saint might have cooperated in the assassination of Cleo for honor and prestige, it was unlikely for a swordsman who sought strength above anything else to display interest in authority to that extent.


    The report stated that the Sword Saint executed the assassination at his own discretion, but it was highly likely that there was a mastermind behind him.


    After reading the report, the Prime Minister smiled.


    “Even so, I didn’t think he was this strong.”


    Liam had come out on top after clashing with one of the Sword Saints recognized by the empire.


    Such a person was acting as Cleo’s greatest supporter, and he had wielded his sword to protect the prince.


    The Prime Minister got changed.


    When he lightly tapped on his wristwatch, his sleepwear was instantly swapped with his work clothes.


    “Busy days are ahead.”


    The palace was in a tumultuous situation, not because of the assassination attempt on Cleo, but rather because of the Second Prince Linus’s blunder.


    ◇


    -The Day after the Incident-


    It’s already past noon, but I’m still stuck inside the palace.


    Since last night, I’ve been undergoing an interrogation.


    The location is inside a conference room.


    As an upcoming Duke and a current Count, I am being received in a luxurious room.


    The interrogation is being conducted while I’m sitting on a puffy chair and drinking tea made by a maid.


    Not only am I surrounded by high-ranking officials, countless knights and soldiers that work for the palace are around me.


    I can’t relax like this.


    “—Hey, is lunch ready yet? I’m at the palace, so I’m expecting a full course.”


    On a separate note, it’s pathetic how there’s only one maid here.


    If you wish to keep me here, at least bring a dozen beautiful women over!


    I’ll have you know that I’m a Count!


    One of the high-ranking officials, a senior administrator per say, expresses frustration against my attitude.


    “Count Banfield, are you aware of what happened yesterday night?”


    A member of the Royal Family was the target of an assassination attempt inside the palace.


    Out of context, it sounds like a critical matter, but in this world where blood is exchanged on a daily basis, such an event is nothing mindboggling.


    In the first place, although it’s called a palace – it encompasses an entire continent.


    That being the case, some accidents are bound to happen every day.


    “What’s with all the fuss? There’s nothing special about it.”


    “Do you have any inkling of an idea as to how big of an incident this is!?”


    I sip tea gracefully in front of the senior administrator who tries to make me understand the gravity of the situation.


    Hmm, aren’t the identities of these officials and military personnel gathered to investigate me a bit low? Where are the big shots?


    I’m offended, so I don’t feel motivated enough to cooperate with their work.


    “Haa… I have to attend a lecture later in the day. I’d appreciate it if we can finish this before then.”


    The senior administrator grabs his head because of my uncaring attitude.


    “His Highness the Second Prince’s future is at stake here. Please be more serious about this.”


    “That is quite worrisome indeed.”


    “— Or so you say.”


    “My thoughts are genuine.”


    No, really. I’m also worried for His Highness Linus.


    He’s a pitiful person who made the mistake of picking the wrong fight.


    I’m glad that he was someone who’s quick to anger.


    Even though it was slightly troublesome, he came at us in a straightforward manner.


    I was ready to invest a long time struggling over the succession rights, but thanks to Linus, we have one less rival to worry about.


    This is the result of Linus’s own actions.


    For the guys in front of me, this may be a pressing concern.


    I, on the other hand, consider this a done deal.


    The fate of His Highness Linus the Second Prince is already sealed.


    He’s no longer my opponent.


    Truth is, from the very beginning, there was no possibility of me losing.


    What I did is no different from kicking a pebble on the road out of my way.


    Regardless of what happens at this point, my victory is all but assured.


    You can say that I’m going easy on them.


    I’m just playing along with these palace officials.


    “By the way.”


    “Yes?”


    I ask the senior administrator a question.


    “How do I apply to be a Sword Saint?”


    The title of Sword Saint is more important than the case with Linus.


    “Count! Please stop joking around!”


    “A joke, you say!? I can’t be more serious here. I have to spread the name of One-Flash to every corner of the world. By spreading the words of the world’s strongest school of swordsmanship, I’ll be paying back Master Yasushi for his kindness! That’s why I need the title of Sword Saint.”


    “What on earth are you getting at?”


    I’m a villain.


    Still, I’m someone who knows how to pay back for other people’s kindness.


    I’ve been under Master Yasushi’s care for a long time, yet the world sees One-Flash as a minor branch of swordsmanship.


    Thus, I have no choice but to make the world know of its name.


    I have to let them know that One-Flash is the strongest school of swordsmanship.


    “Oh, how ‘bout this. Gather the remaining three Sword Saints. If I beat them all, the empire would have to recognize me as a Sword Saint, right?”


    Once again, the senior administrator holds his head before me.


    ◇


    -That Afternoon-


    Linus was hanging around in a large room after the aristocrats had left.


    Until a moment ago, the aristocrats in his faction were gathered here for a meeting to think of countermeasures.


    Linus chuckled powerlessly.


    “Don’t give up? Bullshit – It’s over for me.”


    He understood that the aristocrats were merely putting up a front.


    Nonetheless, Linus couldn’t find the energy within him to berate them.


    Linus wasn’t so naïve to believe that he could jump back up from this catastrophe.


    “I misjudged Cleo. No, I underestimated that brat, Liam. He is definitely the source of my defeat.”


    He had belittled the kid, thinking that he was just a bumpkin from the frontiers.


    That was his biggest mistake.


    He should have either crushed Liam with all his might from the beginning or sucked up to him without letting go.


    If he had known that this would be the result, Linus would have invited Liam into his faction, even if that meant he had to bow to the latter.


    Such assumptions were meaningless now.


    Nevetheless, there was one thing that Linus could not help but wonder:


    – When did things begin to go South?


    Without a doubt, it was when he decided to get himself involved with Liam.


    “—The Prime Minister’s warnings were spot on. As expected of the man who has controlled the empire behind the scenes for many years.”


    As Linus muttered this, a man slowly emerged from the floor.


    The man wasn’t kneeling. Instead, he had a bottle of alcohol in his hands.


    The masked man –– Linus was well acquainted with him.


    Linus smirked.


    “Here to dispose me?”


    The masked man was someone from the organization Linus had allied with.


    “Your Highness Linus, you are no longer useful for us. Our new master is heartbroken by this incident, and –– I was tasked to resolve the issue immediately.”


    Linus leaned back on the sofa and his gaze landed on the sake that the masked man had brought.


    “My favorite liquor. How considerate of you.”


    Watching how composed and calm Linus was behaving, the masked man felt that it was unfortunate.


    “You aren’t throwing a tantrum?”


    “I’ve made such a mess out of everything. In the future, I’m for sure to be remembered as one of the fools in the history of the empire. I want to at least look cool in my last hour. Wait a minute, I’ll bring the glasses.”


    When he touched a certain portion of the room’s wall, a gimmick activated, revealing a hidden shelf from behind.


    There were various tableware and beverages inside.


    Snacks to eat alongside the drink were also present.


    “This goes well together with that sake.”


    The masked man opened the bottle for Linus who was calmly preparing to drink.


    Linus expressed his regret.


    “You’re the last person I’ll be drinking with, huh? I’ve imagined this several times in the past.”


    Linus drank the sake offered to him in one shot and presented his glass again, demanding for more.


    He questioned the masked man as he munched on the snacks.


    “Tell me two things as souvenirs for my trip to hell. From your perspective, which person is fit to be emperor? Elder brother? Cleo?”


    The masked man chortled.


    “Your Highness right now may have been suitable to become the emperor.”


    Hearing the compliment, Linus happily gulped down the sake.


    “I’ll accept your praise with a pinch of salt. –– Moving on, who was the mastermind?”


    The masked man replied to his second question.


    “Keeping our client’s identity confidential is part of my job.”


    “…You’re right.”


    Linus smiled faintly, closed his eyes, and drew in his last breath. It was as if he went into a deep slumber.


    The masked man lamented.


    “If you had shown this side of yours earlier, things might not have turned out like this.”


    With the death of a foolish prince who ended his life after confessing his sins, the curtains fell on the turmoil caused by a reckless assassination attempt.


    ◇


    A week has passed since the failed assassination attempt.


    I’m having a meeting with His Highness Cleo inside the palace which has yet to regain its tranquility.


    “Your Highness, you don’t seem well.”


    “Is that so? No, maybe you’re right.”


    Although his emotions don’t appear clogged up, he is clearly under the weather.


    Will he be alright?


    This is why kind people are no good.


    They get depressed over the deaths of those that tried to kill them first.


    Why can’t they just dismiss things?


    His Highness Cleo opens his mouth to speak before I do.


    “I’ve made few memories with my brother, Linus, but I’ve heard some things from a servant he sent as a spy.”


    “What have you heard?”


    “He held me in contempt, but he was sympathetic to me as well. If I had lain low, I think my brother would not have tried to remove me.”


    How kind of him.


    Unfortunately, there’s no meaning to kindness in this world.


    I have experienced terrible betrayals in my previous life.


    At the time, I convinced myself that I was partially in the wrong and bore with the unreasonable treatments.


    As a result, I became the laughing stock of the villains.


    “It was His Highness Linus who ignited this conflict. That’s why Your Highness need not feel guilty about his passing. Please remember that a similar fate will befall on Your Highness if you were to lose. To avoid that, Your Highness must fight back.”


    His Highness Cleo looks at me.


    “Count, you are a strong man… So strong, in fact, that you fail to understand the feelings of the weak.”


    I can sense some toxicity mixed in with his words.


    However, let me tell you one thing.


    I do understand the feelings of the weak.


    After all, I was a weak person in my past life.


    A weak person whose only purpose was to be exploited by the villains.


    I’m repulsed by my past self.


    “I understand the feelings of the weak better than anyone else. Even if you’re weak, when you’re presented the opportunity to rob others, you should do so instead of having yourself robbed. Your Highness regards weakness as a virtue, but weakness is a sin by itself.”


    His Highness Cleo stares at me with squinted eyes.


    “Do you? You think a man who was born strong can understand the feelings of the weak?”


    “At least I do more than you.”


    Tia enters our conversation the moment I drop the honorifics.


    She has a report for me.


    “I’ll pour new cups of teas. Also, Brian-dono wishes to speak with you, Lord Liam.”


    She hints at us to take a break.


    I stand up from my seat.


    “To request my presence so casually. If he wasn’t Brian, I’d have executed him.”


    I leave the room in this manner.


    ◇


    Cleo, who had his conversation interrupted, turned to address Tia.


    “I was rude to the Count. I’ll apologize when he returns.”


    Cleo knew of Tia’s reverence towards Liam and believed that she would be angry at him.


    Contrary to his expectations, Tia giggled.


    “Did I say something strange?”


    Tia gazed at the door that Liam used to leave the room.


    “How much does Your Highness Cleo know about the Banfield Family?”


    “I heard that ever since he was a child, Liam-dono has been improving the state of his territory which was managed poorly by the previous generation. Did he manage to secure a planet with an abundance of rare materials?”


    That was the extent of the public’s evaluation of Liam.


    They were only interested in Liam’s current prestige and military prowess.


    Aside from that, they assumed that the territory was being rapidly developed thanks to the rare metals.


    “What I’m about to say is something I read from the records. Lord Liam apparently became the Count at the age of five.”


    “——I’ve heard rumors about aristocrats pushing their territories onto their children. To think that the rumors were true…”


    Cleo, who remained oblivious to most occurrences outside the palace, was shocked by the validity of the rumors.


    In his defense, he had only recently begun to interact with the other nobles.


    Furthermore, despite their scary appearances, the aristocrats that made up his faction were lords that had serious personalities.


    As such, they didn’t intend on burdening their children with their territories.


    “The condition of the Banfield’s territory was at its all-time low. The previous lord had demanded so much tax and labor from his citizens that they were at their breaking points. He even borrowed money from other places to satisfy his vanity. I was stunned when I read the materials. I wondered whether people can actually stoop so low.”


    “What a cruel story. I often hear similar tales about other territories. Are these stories true?”


    “They are. It’s unthinkable considering the present state of Lord Liam’s territory. Despite so, there are countless people in the empire that are suffering on their planets.”


    Tia’s heart ached when she imagined what Liam must have felt when he saw his territory in such shambles.


    “Witnessing the state of his territory, what did the noble Lord Liam think? What did he do? Even though his life wasn’t easy, he endured for decades on end. The young Lord Liam must have been very dashing indeed! He must have been cuter and more precious than he is now – yet Lord Liam persevered through his difficult life and spared no effort in bettering his territory! He trained himself to the point where he obtained the strength to defeat a Sword Saint! – Ah crap, the drool won’t stop!”


    She imagined Liam as a child and thought, “If I was by your side at that time!”


    Cleo took his eyes off Tia out of courtesy and respect.


    (The Count has some weird knights serving under him.)


    Tia was competent alright, but she was a disappointing knight.


    Cleo’s gaze returned to Tia when her delusion ended.


    Tia apologized.


    “Please excuse me. What I wanted to tell Your Highness is that there was a time when Lord Liam wasn’t as powerful. As a matter of fact, he was in a worse position than Cleo-sama.”


    Cleo hung his head down.


    “—I see. I’ve been impolite to the Count.”


    (He had a tougher life than I thought. I guess that’s why he was incensed by my remarks.)


    Cleo who had reflected apologized to Liam when he came back.

  


  Three Swords


  
    “Linus? He was never my opponent. Didn’t I say so before?”


    I’m drinking at the hotel bar with a flabbergasted Wallace next to me.


    He has been sick in bed recently, but he jolted awake when he heard about the assassination attempt.


    “Unbelievable. To think you won against Elder Brother Linus.”


    The world now views Linus as a dunce who failed to assassinate Cleo.


    After all, society is mercilessly cold towards the vanquished.


    Wallace, on the other hand, seems to have had a good opinion of Linus.


    “Elder Brother Linus was someone who built up his own faction and climbed to the second place in terms of succession rights. I never thought he’d meet his end in this manner.”


    Looking sideways, I tilt my glass at Wallace who is overwhelmed.


    “That’s why I told you that you didn’t have to worry about me.”


    “You did say that, but nobody would’ve believed you under those circumstances!”


    “I knew early on that my chances of winning were high. You think I’d gamble on something knowing that I would lose?”


    “Still, he was second in line to the throne!”


    I played this game knowing that I’ll emerge victorious.


    It’s true that Linus had more subordinates and cards which he could’ve employed.


    However, Linus was also busy fighting against Calvin, his main rival.


    I simply took advantage of that; that’s why I was confident about this battle.


    Linus didn’t have the chance to throw everything at us.


    Fair-and-square battles are not suited for Evil Lords.


    Experienced Evil Lords would move in a way such that their enemies cannot display their full powers.


    Cleo’s reputation is shooting up with the defeat of Linus.


    Plundering anything that is useful – that is also the way of an Evil Lord.


    Unfortunately, this marks the end of the bonus stage.


    I think about our next opponent.


    “Next up is Calvin. This is rather troublesome.”


    Wallace concurs.


    “He’s the Crown Prince. Numerous aristocrats support him and the majority of those that are in the palace are on his side. Elder Brother Linus’s defeat was unexpected, but what’s your plan from now?”


    “—Plan? What’s that?”


    “You don’t have one!?”


    Calvin is sitting on the title of Crown Prince and his position is as stable as a rock.


    He’s not the type of person who would pick fights recklessly like Linus either.


    Phrased another way, there isn’t any gap in his defense.


    Not only is he surrounded by many aristocrats, the quality of his subordinates aren’t bad.


    Wallace holds his head in frustration.


    “What are you going to do!? Elder Brother Calvin is even harder to deal with!”


    “Fret not. It’ll be a prolonged battle. The person smiling in the end will be me, since Lady Luck is always by my side.”


    My victory is predetermined.


    Besides, I have the Guide behind me – it’s impossible for me to lose.


    I should try to enjoy this battle more.


    After sitting Cleo on the throne, I’ll act however I want.


    Oops, I almost forgot about an important matter.


    “Wallace, how’s the plan for the mixer proceeding?”


    Wallace stares at me and downs his drink at once without replying.


    “Hey, do you know how important this is for me!?”


    Damn it!


    As a college student, I must spend more time partying.


    I haven’t been able to do so because of all the time spent on fighting for the throne.


    Since I’m a noble, I should be extravagant when I fool around!


    ◇


    The planet of the Imperial Capital was in a big fuss.


    “Have you heard? Apparently, His Highness Linus passed away from an illness. The second in line for the throne is now vacant.”


    “Is the Third Prince going to move up?”


    “Nah. The spot’s vacant alright, but the Third Prince?”


    The death of Second Prince Linus.


    Everybody expected hell to break loose in the palace over who would replace Linus as the second in line from the throne.


    In fact, princes who were fourth in line and below were plotting with their respective aristocrats in an attempt to surpass Cleo and become second in line.


    Everyone predicted that many princes and princesses would disappear over time.


    It was because similar things had happened many times before.


    Soon, another piece of news shook the Imperial Capital – as well as the entire Empire.


    ◇


    -A planet far away from the planet of the Capital-


    Yasushi was trembling while holding an electronic newspaper.


    The figure of Liam holding a press conference could be seen on the screen, and a video was being played on the newspaper.


    Yasushi trembled.


    “THAT BASTARD! HE WENT AND DID IT! HE FINALLY WENT AND DID IT!”
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    Yasushi cried, not from happiness, but from fear and anger.


    Inside the video, Liam was proudly proclaiming something to the reporters in front of him.


    “Sword Saint? I defeated him. As a license holder of the school of One-Flash, I defeated him.”


    The reporters were in disbelief.


    “You defeated one of the four Heavenly Kings? Truly?”


    “Don’t make me repeat myself over and over. Yes, I slew him. Even so, I wasn’t able to acquire the title of Sword Saint after defeating one. Because of this illogical system, I’ve gone and applied to the palace. Currently, I’m waiting for them to recognize me as a Sword Saint.”


    “Y-you’re declaring yourself a Sword Saint? Don’t you normally have to be nominated and screened several times before His Majesty approves it?”


    “Are you dumb? The Sword Saint that they chose lost against me. Clearly, their eyes are clouded. I am the strongest. I am a Sword Saint. If anyone disapproves, bring the other three over here! I’ll slash them all down.”


    There was a buzz in the air.


    Liam continued as if he remembered something crucial.


    “Oh, I retract my previous claim. I’m not the strongest. My master is.”


    “Your master as in the head of the One-Flash? Why have we never heard of his name? If he’s so powerful, his name should be widely–”


    “Are you looking down on Master Yasushi!?”


    Liam projected an image of Yasushi.


    It was a nice and clear image of his face.


    The picture had been taken when Yasushi was teaching Liam swordsmanship.


    The scene was showcased to the reporters on a big screen.


    “That idiot!!”


    Yasushi desired nothing else but to suspend the conference.


    Unlucky for him, it was too late by the time he was watching this video.


    There was nothing he could do.


    Liam’s eyes shined as he praised Yasushi.


    “Master Yasushi is the strongest man in the universe. I have been desperately chasing after his shadows. Unfortunately, I still don’t have any confidence in overtaking my master. I’d rather fight the Sword Saints than to face him.”


    The reporters were astonished.


    “Is it to that extent!?”


    “An existence that stands above a man who defeated a Sword Saint––”


    “The world’s strongest swordsman – Yasushi! No, he’s a Sword God beyond the realm of Sword Saints!”


    “Sword God Yasushi!”


    “The strongest Sword God in the galaxy!”


    “Who exactly is Yasushi!?”


    The headline of the article he was reading was “The Strongest Man in the Universe! Sword God Yasushi!”.


    Yasushi was nervous about how this news had reached such a distant planet.


    He shook like a leaf.


    (Not good, not good, not good, not good, not good. I-I’ll be killed if I stay here. I must flee – I must flee from this empire!)


    Liam’s good intentions were coming back to bite him.


    Inside a dimly lit house which had the appearance of a barbershop, Yasushi was thinking about what to do in the future.


    Suddenly, the entrance to the house became noisy.


    “Hand over Yasushi! Bring out the strongest man in the universe!”


    The voice belonged to a man.


    Yasushi was certain that the man had read the news about him and was intending to defeat him in order to lay claims to the title of the strongest.


    The man’s confidence was apparent in his voice.


    “Hiii! Hiiiiii!”


    Yasushi was planning on escaping from the windows.


    Just as he was trying to do so, he heard his disciples fighting off the man.


    “Angh? A trash like ya wishes to confront our master?”


    “You must be dreaming.”


    His two disciples who were by the front door faced off against the man.


    “—You young’uns dare make a fool of me, the founder of the school of Infinite Flow? Let me tell you this: I’ve killed five renowned knights in my life!”


    That alone indicated how dangerous the man was.


    Yasushi didn’t think that his disciples could fend off such a brute, so he stepped onto the edge of the window frame in preparation for his escape.


    Then—


    BOGOO!


    It was the sound of a wooden sword hitting someone’s body.


    However, it was abnormally loud.


    A few moments later, the man began to scream.


    “Gyaaaa! My arm! My arm!”


    His disciples mocked him.


    “Stop screaming. You’re being a nuisance to the neighborhood. The aunty next door is annoying, you know?”


    “Next, we’ll crush your right leg.”


    The sound of muscles being crushed preceded the man’s scream.


    Shivering, the man’s henchmen cried out.


    “S-stop!”


    “Let us go! We’ll never disturb you again!”


    “F-forgive us!”


    Sadly, Yasushi’s disciples weren’t finished with them.


    “Hey, did ya really kill five famous knights? Yer weak. Weak to the point where I’m yawning.”


    The more aggressive of the two disciples expected the man to be a tougher opponent.


    It was infuriating and disappointing.


    “Huh? You believed his lies? Are you dumb?”


    The other disciple giggled and teased the aggressive disciple.


    As this disciple was giggling, the sound of bones being crushed was heard yet again.


    Yasushi had cold sweat running down his body.


    The aggressive disciple spoke to the sadistic disciple who was nonchalantly torturing the intruders.


    “I’ll kill ya if ya don’t shut up.”


    “—Don’t you remember that we need permission from Master if we want to kill someone in the same school? I guess I’ll tattle on Master.”


    “Y-Ya dare!?”


    Killing disciples of the same school is prohibited – this was a lie that Yasushi weaved as insurance when Liam requested for a practice match.


    He made sure to tell his new disciples the same thing. After all, they were both already stronger than him.


    Yasushi jumped down from the winder fame and walked towards the front door after confirming that the intruders had left.


    The entrance of the house was in a terrible condition, but Yasushi did not bat an eye to maintain his dignity in front of his two disciples.


    (They’re vicious children, but they should be able to win against Liam. They can also beat the hell out of any idiots that challenge me. Still, it’s better if I leave the empire.)


    Yasushi sighed upon seeing the bloody figures of his disciples.


    “You two have caused trouble again?”


    His disciples hurriedly corrected their postures in front of their master.


    “B-but Master!”


    “I tried to hold him back.”


    Yasushi shouted in his heart.


    (Hold him back, my ass! That attitude of yours scares me more than anything!)


    He had managed to appear dignified all these years while taking care of them.


    Thanks to that, they willingly called Yasushi their master.


    “Both of you, clean up and take a shower. Afterwards, come to the inner room.”


    They did as he ordered and came to the inner room.


    Yasushi presented them with the tools to kill Liam.


    For the aggressive child, he had prepared two katanas.


    For the sadistic child, he had prepared a katana that was longer than average.


    Each of them was of the highest grade that Yasushi could buy.


    Of course, the funds were from Liam’s pocket.


    His two disciples received their katanas with sparkling eyes.


    “Wow! Master, I can have these?”


    “My very own sword!”


    Yasushi also had custom clothes tailored for them.


    In addition, he had bought tools for their travels.


    Their only goal was to assassinate Liam.


    (There are two of them, so hopefully one of them succeeds in this endeavor. Meanwhile, I’ll be running away from this empire.)


    Yasushi put on his serious face.


    “—You two are henceforth official successors.”


    The two looked at each other.


    “Eh? Master? Aren’t we still in training?”


    “T-that’s right, Master!”


    Yasushi smiled, but he was sweating inside his heart.


    (I don’t have anything left to teach! These two are dangerous, just like Liam.)


    In the first place, he had little to teach.


    If they stayed with him any longer, there was a chance that they would figure out the truth eventually.


    Yasushi wanted to get rid of them quickly.


    “Hone your sword by traveling the outside world. Each of you must discover the One-Flash that suits you.”


    The two were about to cry.


    Nonetheless, they did not let go of their new swords.


    Yasushi failed to understand their thought processes.


    (Why are you hugging your swords that much? It’s kind of scary.)


    He did not tell them the true purpose of their travels.


    “Hone your skills during your travels. I’m sure that there will be many life-threatening encounters. You two might even split up someday. Just remember – your senior brother will help you complete your sword.”


    The aggressive child wiped his tears.


    “Senior Brother? You mean Liam? He’s also a license holder of One-Flash?”


    “Yes. You aren’t his match now, so hone your swordsmanship outside before challenging your senior brother.”


    The child with bad personality snorted.


    “Is he that strong? We’re pretty strong ourselves.”


    Yasushi nodded in his heart.


    (Honestly, how would you expect me to know? From my standpoint, all of you are monsters. Go ahead and kill each other as monsters.)


    Yasushi replied.


    “He’s strong. You two must challenge him with the intention to kill – no, kill him. If you don’t have that degree of determination, you’ll die instead. Challenge him together. There’s that big of a gap between him and you two.”


    (Well, you guys should be able to win if you challenge him as a pair.)


    The two nodded as they cried.


    Yasushi consoled them by saying that they were ready for the trip and presented their clothes.


    They were good quality clothes.


    Yasushi had prepared them as he felt a certain amount of responsibility.


    On top of everything, he also bestowed them with electronic currency amounting to a couple million.


    With that much money, he was sure that they would be fine for a while.


    If they lacked funds, they could make a living as bounty hunters as well.


    “I’ll also depart from here after you two leave.”


    “Master!?”


    “Why!?”


    “To ensure that your determination does not waver. I will go on a journey and continue to polish my One-Flash technique. We may never meet again. Even so, I pray for your safeties.”


    (After they kill Liam, I’ll call them back to serve as my bodyguards …. Never mind, I don’t want to stay with these monsters. I won’t be able to rest in peace. Also, if they kill Liam, they’ll become fugitives.)


    Yasushi treated them gently to alleviate their sadness.


    Thereafter, the duo changed into their new clothing and appeared in front of Yasushi with their swords on their waists.


    “—Both of you have grown up.”


    They blushed when he said so.


    Then, they proceeded to thank Yasushi.


    “Master, thank you for raising me. I’ll come back to see Master again when I defeat senior brother and become full-fledged!”


    “I will prove to the world that I am master’s number one disciple. Until then – farewell Master.”


    Yasushi grinned when they departed.


    (Haaa~. They have left at last. It took me decades to raise them. I’m finally free.)


    Yasushi gazed at the house where his disciples had departed from.


    (– I-I feel a little sad.)


    Having raised them for such a long period of time, Yasushi had slightly grown attached to them.


    He knew that he would no longer return here.


    (I didn’t think a guy like me would spend time raising children. They’re rather pitiful to be raised by me.)


    Yasushi packed his belongings to escape from the empire’s territories.


    The lady from next door walked in.


    “Yasushi-san! Were your children causing a ruckus again?”


    “N-neighbor! P-please forgive their offense.”


    “I don’t know about your circumstances, but what’s the point of training your sword in this god forsaken place? You don’t even look strong.”


    Yasushi laughed bitterly when he was told off by the aunty.


    “Ahahaha – You’re right.”


    (Damn it! She’s spouting whatever she wants without holding back! You don’t have to remind me. I’ll never train swordsmanship ever again! Today is the last day I’ll be scared of Liam. It’s nerve-wracking to leave the empire, but I should have done this from the very beginning.)


    He would travel to a place where nobody would recognize him.


    When Yasushi arrived at this thought, he felt refreshed…. No, truth be told, he felt lonely.


    For some reason, Yasushi was concerned about the two children who had left their nest.

  


  Lord Liam Doesn’t Stop


  
    It was natural for me to win the battle.


    Even so, many people including Brian expressed surprise at my victory.


    Linus had been fighting Calvin with his back faced towards me, and I had simply stabbed him in the back while he was distracted.


    Why would anyone think I’d lose?


    —Anyway, I returned back to my territory to encourage my subordinates to continue working hard on whatever they were doing.


    I’m at least considerate and capable enough to praise my subordinates for their efforts.


    In the first place, giving out praises doesn’t cost me any money, so I’m more than willing to do so.


    In the audience room of my mansion, I sit on the chair like a king would.


    Imposingly and with crossed legs –– or so I wish.


    Unfortunately, that would make many people unhappy, so I fix my posture.


    All the civil and military officials line up… but aren’t there too many of them?


    There are way more than a hundred of them.


    Just how many subordinates do I have?


    The number of subordinates has increased dramatically before I noticed anything.


    It isn’t just the knights or the military officers.


    There are more administrative government officials as well.


    It was really difficult in the beginning, but it has nearly been a century since I was reborn in this world.


    Back in the days, I was dirt-poor, but now, I’m filthy rich.


    Not only that, I have many subordinates that are ––


    Are they reliable?


    I have ambivalent thoughts about Tia and Marie who are the head and the vice-head of my knight order.


    Although they accomplish their jobs well, they have disappointing personalities.


    It appears that the quality of my subordinates is still somewhat lacking.


    Now, as for today’s ceremony, I’ve left it upon the hands of Klaus, the knight who has been serving as my escort.


    He’s a useful subordinate who can handle anything smoothly.


    I’ll make sure he continues to serve under me.


    “Lord Liam.”


    I get up from the chair upon being called.


    “Everyone has been giving their all recently. The past few years have been a struggle, but we were able to successfully kick Linus down and push His Highness Cleo one step closer to the throne. For that, I’d like to thank you all.”


    The sight of everyone kneeling is always pleasant to behold.


    It allows me recognize how great I am.


    Klaus makes a difficult face for some reason and proceeds with the ceremony.


    “Next ––”


    “Klaus, next are the rewards, am I right? Who made the biggest contribution this time? I’ll reward them personally.”


    There are many people that deserve praise, so most of them will be bestowed medals at a later date.


    However, I’ll personally award the person with the most outstanding achievement.


    Klaus looks nervous.


    “Chengshi Sera Tourei – Step forth!”


    “Yes!”


    A woman with mysterious sex appeals presents herself before me.


    Everyone’s gaze lands on the woman.


    Both Tia and Marie are glaring at the woman as if they’ve been fed earthworms.


    If I am to describe her, she’s – a Chinese-esque beauty.


    Come to think of it, isn’t she the knight I chose as an escort based on her appearance alone?


    Klaus lists out Chengshi’s achievements.


    “In addition to her performance during this time’s incident, she has made various other achievements, ranking her in the first place. She has shot down over 600 enemy battleships, which is second only to Lord Liam in the Banfield family.”


    “Six hundred?”


    When I cock my head, I hear the regretful voices of Tia and Marie.


    “What’s the point in counting the number of enemies she defeated alone?”


    “If I’m provided the same amount of battleships, I bet I can perform twice as better.”


    The defeated dogs are barking.


    Hm, now that I think about it – having a Chinese-style beauty by my side is not bad.


    There’s a certain element of mysteriousness about it.


    Klaus continues.


    “She is the only person in the Banfield family to achieve so much in such a short period of time. That said ––”


    Ignoring the troubled Klaus, Chengshi walks up to me.


    “Lord Liam –– there’s one thing that I desire more than anything else.”


    How fearless of her to ask for a reward so boldly.


    I like it.


    I love talented subordinates.


    “And that is?”


    Chengshi takes out a tubular hidden weapon from her loose cuffs which turns into a spear.


    Disregarding the knights that are growing agitated, Chengshi takes a step forward.


    “I want your head!”


    She declares this with a ferocious smile.


    –– Why are so many of my subordinates like this?


    They’re competent, but they each have some type of problem.


    After stepping forward, Chengshi directly pounces on me.


    The distance between us shortens in an instant.


    She’s rather fast.


    “Show me what it took to kill a Sword Saint!”


    Occasionally, there are times when a stupid knight who could only fight appears.


    The saving grace is that Chengshi is more interesting to fight against compared to the Sword Saint.


    “I’m disappointed with you ––Nonetheless, your speed is worthy of recognition.”


    Chengshi opens her eyes wide and twists her body.


    The next moment, her right arm which is holding the spear gets cut off.


    She jumps back immediately by kicking the air and readies another hidden weapon in her left hand.


    “You used the air as a foothold to kick yourself back? Hey, that’s really fascinating.”


    She’s much more entertaining to battle than the Sword Saint.


    A sword that she takes out transforms into a Chinese falchion.


    “You brought along a lot of expendables? You should’ve brought a more proper weapon. Men, give her a weapon.”


    I walk down the short stairs while grinning.


    This Chengshi had avoided my slash.


    She had dodged a serious blow from me.


    She’s undoubtedly strong.


    The way she’s raring to fight even after she lost an arm is commendable.


    However, some knights including Klaus form a human shield in front of me while the others surround Chengshi.


    Tia screams furiously.


    “You better not hope for an easy death after dishonoring Lord Liam during a sacred ceremony!”


    Marie, who is holding an oversized tomahawk, glares at Chengshi with bloodshot eyes.


    “I’ll make minced meat out of you.”


    You guys don’t seem to understand your master’s heart.


    Irritated, I pass an order to them.


    “Withdraw. Don’t ruin my fun.”


    Klaus turns towards me in protest.


    “B-but Lord Liam!”


    “—— Don’t make me repeat myself. Tia, Marie, the same applies to the both of you. In fact, you two should fetch her weapon. We’ll be starting over.”


    From my pocket, I take out an elixir that I carry around as insurance.


    I toss it at Chengshi and command the knights near her.


    “Hey, bring her amputated arm and have her attach it back.”


    “W-will that be wise? This person wants your life, Lord Liam!”


    “And what’s wrong with that? She wishes to fight, yes? Then I’ll award her with a fight. Granted, my head is off-limits. My head isn’t that cheap.”


    Tia and Marie return despite their frustration.


    Chengshi’s weapon is on their hands.


    I take it from them.


    “Mediocre quality. Whatever. Here, have it back.”


    I throw the weapon at Chengshi while she’s reattaching her arm.


    Her breaths are a little rough.


    Nonetheless, she picks up her weapon and takes her stance.


    She giggles in spite of the cold sweat running down her cheeks.


    “I don’t dislike that boldness of yours.”


    “Bold? You think I’m bold? I must say that your eyes are clouded. What a letdown.”


    The fact that she called me bold is enough proof that she’s also another one of those disappointing girls.


    Her appearance isn’t bad –– but she isn’t qualified to enter my harem.


    In the midst of everyone’s vigilant stares, Chengshi rushes at me.


    I parry her attacks with my katana, only to have her strike back with greater momentum.


    “An intriguing swordsmanship. It’s honestly a better source of reference than the Sword Saint’s.”


    Chengshi responds to my compliment with a kick.


    A kick from a pin-heel could be devastating, so I leap back.


    Chengshi follows up by kicking hard on the floor and charging at me with her elbow out.


    It’s interesting how she has weaved in physical techniques into her swordsmanship.


    It’s nothing mind blowing, though.


    There are similar techniques in the school of One-Flash.


    “Was it like this?”


    For the first time in a long while, I demonstrate a technique that can be used when someone’s sword is shattered.


    It’s a grappling skill that utilizes the opponent’s momentum.


    I throw Chengshi into the air and have her spin as she crashes drown to the ground.


    She spasms when her back hits the floor.


    I stare down at her and very much enjoy the look of pain on her face.


    “What’s wrong? I thought you wanted to claim my head? I gave you a chance, but your attacks aren’t reaching me at all.”


    Chengshi slowly stands back up and breathes unevenly.


    “Do you understand now that we’re on different levels?”


    Chengshi slashes at me when I purposefully show a gap in my defense.


    I try to deflect her attack with the katana.


    Surprisingly, Chengshi’s blade twists like a piece of cloth and continues to approach me unhindered.


    Tia shouts.


    “Lord Liam!”


    I eye Tia and Marie, warning them not to intervene.


    The blade that nearly reaches me –– gets caught between the fingers of my left hand.


    “That technique was pretty fascinating.”


    Chengshi’s eyes widen a bit.


    “––No way. I didn’t think you’d be able to see through it at first glance.”


    “Is it unbelievable for you? For a license holder of the One-Flash, this is a piece of cake.”


    Many years ago, Master Yasushi had once attacked me with a whip.


    The whip was special, making its trajectory difficult to read.


    I suffered quite a bit to figure out a way to defend against it.


    Thanks to that training, I was able to react instantly this time.


    I put some pressure into my fingertips, breaking the bladed section of Chengshi’s weapon.


    Chengshi whips out yet another hidden weapon and performs her next technique.


    It’s a technique that allows her to spin like a tornado as she attacks.


    Normal slashes will be fended off, opening an opportunity for Chengshi to retaliate.


    Regrettably, it’s quite a boring technique.


    “Are you already out of materials to display?”


    I swing down my katana, but Chengshi avoids it once more.


    She managed to dodge twice –– it honestly disturbs me.


    Have I been too lazy nowadays?


    It seems necessary to train myself again.


    Chengshi’s spin is interrupted, and her left hand and left leg fall to the floor.


    Even in that state, Chengshi doesn’t give up and aims for my neck with a weapon in her mouth.


    Using her remaining arm and leg, she springs forward by kicking the ground.


    I plunge my katana deep into Chengshi’s belly and lift her up.


    Chengshi drops the knife with a pained expression and vomits out blood.


    “——To be fair, I was shocked to see that you avoided my blows twice in a row. There’s no doubt that you’re an excellent swordswoman.”


    I tell her my honest impression.


    The knights draw their swords behind Chengshi with bloodthirsty eyes, ready to kill Chengshi whenever I give the signal.


    Tia appears excited.


    “Lord Liam, the winner has been decided. Now, please order us to dispose of this fool!”


    Marie isn’t any different.


    “Let’s heal her a moment before she dies and torture her again, repeating the process until she begs for death!”


    These girls…


    “When did I say that I’m going to kill her? I’ve taken a liking to this one.”


    “H-however!”


    “Lord Liam, this woman is dangerous!”


    As if you two aren’t! —— And in many regards at that.


    Chengshi glares at me.


    It’s admirable how she still has the guts to challenge me in spite of her condition.


    Also, I like how she has just the right amount of skills to be deemed excellent without having the ability to actually kill me.


    I pull the katana out from Chengshi’s stomach and slam her to ground before staring down at her.


    “This is the end of your reward. Accumulate more merits and challenge me again. I won’t decline from a fight.”


    Klaus confirms what I said.


    “Are you certain? She’s someone who aimed for Lord Liam’s life. Not only that, it was during an important ceremony.”


    “Is anything wrong with that? I like her, and that’s enough reason for her to live. Get her treated straight away. Also, we’ll be continuing the ceremony. Klaus-kun, as the MC, shouldn’t you proceed with the ceremony?”


    “Y-yes, sir!”


    The injured Chengshi is swiftly carried away and the ceremony resumes as it was.


    On second thought, it would’ve been a better idea to adjourn the meeting for a while.


    I should’ve at least ordered someone to clean up the mess on the floor.


    ◇


    “Lord Liam! Why did you decide on keeping such a mad dog by your side!?”


    Having heard about what transpired during the ceremony, Brian is bawling in front of me.


    I would’ve rebuked him and chased him out if he was simply being rowdy –– but I’m not good with tears.


    Also, the look that Amagi is giving me – I’m not good with it either.


    “Master, a knight like her would not give up easily. She’s the type of knight that loves to battle, so she’ll target master’s life again.”


    “I’ll just counterattack if things come to that point. Also, isn’t she the kind of person that wishes to fight against the strong? That means she won’t be making any underhanded moves.”


    Brian shakes his head.


    “Isn’t it quite underhanded to aim for someone’s life during a ceremony? Anyway, there’s something else that Lord Liam has to know.”


    “Did a problem arise?”


    “Yes, it can be classified as a problem. We don’t have enough military personnel. Our military is tasked to protect the newly acquired territories, patrol the borders, and exterminate the pirates.


    On top of that, troops have been dispatched to His Highness Cleo.


    Every single ship has been sortied, except for the ones under maintenance.


    Amagi also conveys her concern about the deployment rate of the military.


    “There’s a military school inside our territory and we have been securing some personnel from there. Nevertheless, it isn’t nearly enough. The military has proposed to have the students train faster and to have some citizens conscripted.”


    “—What was that about conscripting the citizens?”


    Brian wipes off his sweat with his handkerchief, probably realizing that the atmosphere around me has changed.


    “Yes, a portion of them has been drafted. We’ve already gathered reserves to deal against unexpected situations. Lord Liam, from my understanding, we are at a critical juncture. That’s why the people should also bear some of the burden and—”


    “You idiot!”


    Brian and Amagi close their mouths when I smash my fist down on the desk.


    “You drafted the citizens of the territory? You thought I’d be fine with that!?”


    Brian sounds moved.


    “Lord Liam is thinking for his people!”


    On the other hand, Amagi sounds somewhat exasperated.


    “Master, what are your true thoughts?”


    What does she mean by my “true thoughts”?


    My policy has never changed.


    “I’m the only one who is allowed to oppress my people!”


    I will not tolerate any form of exploitation unless I’m inside the territory.


    Exploitation is the source of my pleasure!


    I have no intention of sharing this joy with anyone else.


    Brian’s head droops down.


    “—Is that so? Well, this Brian won’t say anything since Lord Liam doesn’t wish for the citizens to be harmed.”


    Amagi requests for a solution to the problem.


    “We’re severely lacking military personnel. Lord Liam, this issue cannot be put on hold for long.”


    It would be difficult to resolve if I try to prepare all the personnel on my end.


    That’s why I’ll just bring them from somewhere else.


    “It should be fine if we steal some soldiers from the Imperial Army again.”


    “There is still a limit to that. Please be aware that we would have to weed out spies in the future.”


    In the likely event that I get involved a full-scale confrontation with Calvin, there’s a good chance that spies will be sent my way.


    “—This is rather troublesome.”


    Marie enters the office just as I am contemplating.


    “Lord Liam, Thomas-dono is requesting an audience for an urgent business.”


    “Thomas? At a time like this?”


    I reluctantly head out to deal with Thomas.

  


  Disciple


  
    My luck scares me sometimes.


    “I’ll have to thank him again.”


    Thomas and Patrice become confused by my muttering.


    “Thank who?”


    “Never mind. Carry on,” I say so to the confused Thomas in front of me.


    This always happens when I’m in trouble.


    A solution appears out of thin air.


    Miracles like these do not occur naturally in this world.


    I’m sure that the Guide is manipulating things behind the scenes.


    That’s the only way to explain this phenomenon.


    Patrice resumes her explanation.


    “It’s about the refugees from the United Kingdoms of Oxis and the Lustral Unified Government. Due to the abrupt fall of His Highness Linus who was backing them, the rebel forces have weakened considerably.”


    I drink the tea prepared by Amagi.


    Alcohol would’ve fit the image of a villain better, but I dropped the idea when Amagi stared at me with reproachful eyes that said, “Drinking from daytime?”


    I snort.


    “I’d normally refuse to accept traitors under me, but it’s true that I am in need of men right now.”


    Thomas wipes his sweat with a handkerchief.


    “No, the masterminds have already been punished in their respective countries. The issue is with the people that were dragged into the conflict. For example, knights and soldiers were forced to participate by their lords, so leaders of both countries are racking their brains over how to treat those that were only loosely related to the rebellion.”


    In other words, the architects of the rebellions were punished, but they are having trouble dealing with the aftermaths because too many people were involved.


    Simply put, these refugees are like regular employees in a bankrupt company.


    They’re not directly responsible for anything, yet the higher-ups are questioning how they should be handled in the future.


    Since they’re traitors, it wouldn’t be appropriate to welcome them with open arms.


    Instead, it would be better if they disappeared.


    At the same time, however, they’re reluctant to dispose subjects that were only dragged into the mess.


    Did I understand that correctly?


    “Accept them. We have a surplus of territories after all.”


    Amagi warns me in response to my remarks.


    “Master, wouldn’t it be unwise to accept citizens that grew up in different political environments?”


    “—The Unified Government would be difficult.”


    The Unified Government is run by a system of democracy.


    The political structure there is completely different from that of the aristocratic Empire’s.


    Patrice also voices out her worry.


    “As people that were once involved in politics, they may try to bring democracy into Lord Liam’s territory.”


    “Democracy – I wouldn’t want that.”


    “That’s to be expected. So far, I’ve only met a few aristocrats who were in favor of democracy.”


    “—Such nobles exist? Nobles that favor democracy?”


    You’re telling me that in this Empire that is largely feudal, there are aristocrats who yearn for democracy!?


    There are so many idiots in this world.


    “Some support it on the basis that their workload would decrease. Others sincerely praise democracy as a wonderful political system.”


    “Fools.”


    I hate democracy.


    More specifically, I hate having someone stand above me.


    Although it’s partially because I hold absolute power in my territory, the gist of the problem does not lie in the political system itself.


    Basically, the system is flawed owing to the fact that humans are in control.


    No matter how wonderful a system is, humans will corrupt it.


    Once again, the gist of the problem does not lie in the political system itself.


    The problem lies in humans.


    I don’t trust humans.


    That’s why I can confidently assert that no political system is perfect.


    In that case, I’d rather keep the status quo and reign as king in my territory.


    I turn my gaze towards Amagi.


    “Master?”


    “No…nothing.”


    Once upon a time, the humans of this world experienced a huge setback after they entrusted everything to artificial intelligence.


    But if they truly sought and desired perfection from artificial intelligence despite knowing all the atrocities that humanity could offer – what else needs to be said?


    Then again, artificial intelligence can be argued to be imperfect since they were made by humans.


    They were made from the hands of the flawed humans.


    “Amagi, you are cute today too.”


    Such thoughts pass through my head, but when I lay my eyes on Amagi, the beauty who personifies my ideals, everything becomes irrelevant.


    Amagi is the perfect one for me.


    “Thank you. Nonetheless – please be more mindful of the TPO so as to not puzzle our guests.”


    I clear my throat in front of the two people who have come to request me about accepting those that are seeking asylum.


    “To prevent troubles that may arise from having them grouped together, split them up and distribute them in an even manner. How about that?”


    Thomas nods.


    “The refugees from the United Kingdoms should be okay with that. After all, their political system is similar to ours.”


    Patrice makes a troubled look.


    “Our company will profit from selling this favor to the Unified Government. However, will this be fine? Wouldn’t it be problematic if a democratization movement occurs within the territory?”


    These guys don’t understand me at all.


    If I was a kind and compassionate lord, I would have been more concerned and cautious about accepting the refugees.


    The thing is, I’m an evil lord.


    “I’ll allow them to have the freedom of expression. If they cause issues in my territory, I’ll simply crush them.”


    Both Thomas and Patrice suck in air.


    That said, I’m curious about something else.


    “By the way, Thomas, what happened to the traitorous aristocrat who you were in contact with? It wouldn’t be a funny matter for us if his family was crushed as well.”


    Thomas smiles ruefully.


    “He managed to protect his position by pushing the blame and responsibility onto his lord.”


    “Fabulous! We’ll continue to support him.”


    The foreign villainous lord seems to be working hard.


    I should also work hard.


    ◇


    I haven’t returned in a long while, so I decided to hide my identity and have a walk around the territory.


    I decided on this as I wished to execute anyone who dared to offend me.


    My heart was racing when I came out.


    As an evil lord, I thought I could finally play the part.


    At least that’s what I thought—.


    “—What’s going on? Nobody has come to pick a fight with me.”


    I’m currently sitting on a bench while holding an ice cream on one hand.


    This is supposed to be where it’s most turbulent.


    Certainly, this place feels a bit messier than others, but everything is still peaceful around here.


    I was imagining somewhere more slum-like — Not a place like this where families can walk about normally.


    “I asked for directions to where the security is the worst. Why am I here? The cop must have lied to me.”


    The policeman who I asked for directions must have scammed me.


    I’ll make sure that person is demoted later on.


    Even so, the smell of food coming from the lined-up stalls is irresistible.


    Watching the families as they walk by, I am reminded of my past life.


    A time when I was happy.


    A time when I went out with my wife and child during the holidays without being aware of anything wrong.


    “Recalling these memories is making me frustrated.”


    I get annoyed seeing the families on the street.


    Just as I’m about to finish the ice cream and leave, I hear a shout.


    “Hey! Where yer eyes at when ya walk, huh?!”


    It’s the smell of a dispute.


    I join the crowd of spectators and stretch my neck to get a hold of the situation.


    Men that are clearly bad news are standing in the middle.


    Black leather jackets.


    Piercings.


    Spiky, blonde hairs.


    The villain-like guys shout at the mother-child pair in front of them.


    Perhaps the child bumped into them as there’s an ice cream stain on one of the men’s tight trousers.


    The mother hugs and shields her child from harm.


    “I-I deeply apologize. I’ll pay the laundry fee—”


    “Laundry!? Do you have any idea who this noble figure is? He’s the eldest young master in the House of Baronet Clover, a family under the House of Baron Norden, an aristocratic household which is one of the Twelve Families that support the Banfields!”


    The mother and child turn pale upon hearing those words, and the spectators also begin to murmur amongst themselves in surprise.


    “The Twelve Families?”


    “Oh no! What will happen to that mother and child?”


    “The child’s luck must be rotten to bump into a noble.”


    I’m at a loss for words.


    What Twelve Families?


    Baron Norden’s family supports me?


    Many families have indeed approached me, and I remember that Baron Norden was one of them.


    The thing is, the Norden family has never supported me whatsoever.


    Instead, I’ve been the one to support their family.


    And you guys! You guys that are gossiping about nobles-this-and-nobles-that!


    Why the heck are you guys acting servile towards these bottom of the rung ruffians!?


    You guys should be fawning over me instead!


    With me here, why are you guys being frightened by the likes of them!?


    Anger gradually builds up within me.


    I’m pissed at my citizens for their behaviors.


    That said ––


    “You sure have the guts to dare act as a villain inside my territory despite your worthless noble status.”


    In the first place, Baronets aren’t official aristocrats.


    They’re similar to honorary knights that serve for only a single generation.


    The Empire closes its eyes on the Baronets’ hereditary practices only because it’s too troublesome to appoint knights every time before they’re sent to territories.


    Territories of knights come in varying sizes.


    There are cases where over a hundred knights are crowded on a single planet.


    Although there are exceptions where a single knight controls an entire planet, those planets are often territories that were devastated to the point where the total population is less than a million.


    In other words –– most of them are useless.


    I don’t understand why beings like them are roaming around in my territory.


    Infuriated, I throw the half-eaten ice cream that I have towards the so-called eldest son.


    The surrounding quiets down when the ice cream hits the man in the face and splatters around him.


    Everyone’s staring at me, so I step forward with a grin.


    “Hey, what will happen to me now that I’ve thrown an ice cream at you? Tell me about it too.”


    Seeing that I have revealed myself before them, the trio glares at me with hateful eyes.


    ––Eh?


    “Ya spite an aristocrat? Men, erase this person.”


    His sidekicks ready their weapons in their hands.


    What they take out are only handles to their swords, but the blades parts pop out soon after.


    I’m in disbelief.


    “W-wait. You guys don’t recognize me?”


    Removing the ice cream on his face, the man splutters and screams at me.


    “It’s too late to be scared now! Do it, men! The police won’t say anything to the death of one commoner.”


    ––This attitude… has he done this many times in the past?


    My subordinates are wiping these people’s asses?


    Unforgivable.


    Upon my return, I’ll be carrying out punishments to those that turned a blind eye on these people’s crimes.


    The only person who can be arrogant in my territory–– the only person who can bully the people in my territory –– is me.


    –– I’m the only one allowed to do so in this entire world.


    I avoid the two swords, grab their heads, and slam them to the ground.


    Because they’re trained knights, they shouldn’t die from something of this level.


    They’re convulsing from having the back of their heads buried to the ground, but whatever.


    I wouldn’t mind even if they died.


    The man stares at me in astonishment.


    “You’re also a knight? Which house do you belong to!? I’ll have you know that the House of Baron Norden is close to the House of Banfields. One of my close relative is the Count’s right arm, you know?”


    I can’t help but grow frustrated.


    “You don’t even recognize the face of the one who’s feeding you? I don’t wish to see small fries of your caliber in my territory. You can die now.”


    The man points the muzzle of his gun at my direction.


    However, a knife is shot out which disarms him.


    Apparently, Kukuri’s subordinates are guarding me.


    A katana appears in front of me, so I wield it and glare at the man before me.


    “The question is, are you really a noble?”


    The man begins to tremble.


    “O-of couse! If you kill me, Count Banfield won’t stay silent!”


    The mother and the child who have been given a hard time by the man shake in fear.


    Sensing that the situation has taken a turn for the worse, the surrounding bystanders start clamoring.


    “Lord Liam?”


    “Lord Liam is a strict person.”


    “Wouldn’t it be bad for this entire region if we’re not careful?”


    They sound rather nervous.


    Excellent.


    “Count Banfield? So what?”


    The man points his finger at me.


    “Aren’t you aware? Count Banfield is merciless against his enemies! Your whole family will be massacred. You want that? Killing me is equivalent to challenge the Banfield family––”


    I cut him down because he’s being annoying.


    As the man’s head falls to the ground, I perform a stretch.


    “Too trash. As punishment for this unpleasant experience, I shall discontinue my support of the Norden family.”


    The onlookers turn pale as a police car arrives at the scene.


    From the flying vehicle, police officers who were trained as knights leap down and surround me.


    Seeing that they have weapons on their hands, Marie, who appears to have been guarding me, swoops down and speaks up.


    “Continue pointing your weapons at this person and everyone’s heads will fly.”


    The police officers get agitated hearing the threat from Marie who’s wielding a two handed hatchet-like sword.


    One of the police officers notices my identity.


    “Lower your weapons! This person is Lord Liam!”


    Hearing that, the crowd becomes noisy again.


    “Lord Liam?”


    “But he killed a noble!”


    “So he’s Lord Liam…”


    Personally, I want to be under the spotlight as a villain, but now that I’ve murdered a nobleman, I might be remembered by the populace as a brute.


    Marie grows excited when she witnesses the two knights with their heads buried to the ground.


    “Lord Liam, these are certainly the eldest son of the Clover family and his lackeys.”


    They’ve stayed in my mansion for some time, but now they’ve settled down somewhere inside my territory.


    I hear that they’ve been rowdy and playing around a lot on my lands.


    This, I can forgive.


    However, I’m the only one who is allowed to oppress my people.


    Nobody enjoys having their belongings touched by others without their permission.


    “That so? Call this guy’s place and contact Baron Norden as well. I’ll be questioning them. They think they can do whatever they want in my land? The Twelve Families? Watch me crush them.”


    Marie smiles ferociously.


    “In that case, please grant me the honor to take lead! This time, I’ll be of use to Lord Liam for—”


    Marie doesn’t finish her sentence.


    I notice that the sheath of my katana is being held by someone.


    I turn back and see that it’s the girl who the terrified mother was hugging.


    She’s grabbing onto the sheath of my katana with her outstretched arms.


    Marie silently tries to swing down her sword on the mother and the child.


    I grab her hands and hold her back.


    “Don’t, Marie. I wish to speak to her.”


    “—Understood.”


    Normally, the girl would’ve been sliced to pieces, but I was caught unawares because she didn’t exude any killing intent.


    I crouch down to look at the girl’s face, only for her to stare back at me.


    The cute girl has red hairs.


    She refuses to let go of my sheath after grabbing it.


    Her mother is shaking.


    “Mercy! Please forgive her! The child doesn’t know anything!”


    Marie retorts angrily at the mother’s words.


    “Doesn’t know? It’s blasphemous to not know of Lord Liam despite living in his territory! Depending on what you say next, your death may not be a peaceful one.”


    The commoners are quaking in terror.


    Yes! She’s being useful for once.


    The spectators here will surely spread the words that I have a vicious knight serving by my side.


    It fits the image of an evil lord perfectly! –At least that’s what I think.


    Actually, in my previous life, I’ve only heard of villainous lords in historical dramas.


    I think I’m doing the right things—but am I really?


    I shut Mary up as I have something to continue discussing.


    “Marie, don’t interrupt me.”


    “M-my apologies.”


    Marie steps back, and I turn my attention back to the girl’s face.


    “What’s wrong? You want this katana?”


    Being the rich person that I am, I have various katanas in store.


    The one which I have with me today is a katana that even has decorations on its blade.


    I purchased it purely because the katana went well with the image of a rich man.


    It’s unexpectedly good, so I’ve taken a fancy to it.


    Although it’s one of my favorites, the girl shakes her head.


    “It was beautiful.”


    “Beautiful?”


    “The blade was beautiful.”


    I’m stunned by what she says.


    “—You caught that? What was the patter that you saw on the blade?”


    “A golden… cat.”


    Actually, it’s a tiger, not a cat, but she might not know the difference.


    Even so—she correctly guessed what’s on the blade.


    There’s a golden tiger engraved on the katana’s blade.


    She saw me pulling the katana out of its sheath!?


    “What’s your name?”


    “Ellen—Ellen Tyler.”


    Although she’s young, she replies clearly.


    I follow up with my question.


    “Are you interested in becoming a knight? To dedicate your life to the sword? If you are, I’ll give you this katana.”


    The girl tilts her head to one side and eventually nods, somewhat confused.

  


  Epilogue


  -At the Capital planet of the Empire-


  A girl had come to the luxury hotel where Liam was staying at.


  Her name was Ciel, Kurt’s little sister.


  Ciel took a deep breath and stepped into the hotel grounds.


  Both her father and her brother were in a jovial mood.


  “Iya~ The Count is really generous to accept Ciel so quickly.”


  “Father, you speak as if you want Ciel gone as soon as possible.”


  “N-no, I simply wish to see her become a full-fledged lady early on. You see, it’s hard for her to find a fiancée when she’s in our territory, but if she’s by the Count’s side, I’m sure she’ll have lots of wonderful encounters.”


  Seeing that her father was glancing at her every few seconds, Ciel agreed to what he said.


  “That makes sense. It’s true that I wish to meet a wonderful gentleman. A wonderful gentleman other than Count, that is.”


  Deep inside her heart, she knew that even that was a lie.


  After all, the only man Ciel admired was—her brother Kurt.


  Her father’s shoulders dropped.


  “I-is that so. Just make sure you aren’t rude to the Count. Personally, I think the Count is a fine man.”


  He actually thought of having Ciel become one of Liam’s concubines, but Ciel adamantly refused.


  At the end of the day, Liam—was Ciel’s enemy.


  Kurt also expressed his disappointment.


  “Liam is a strict and upright man. I heard that he killed the eldest son of a subordinate aristocrat not long ago for acting as he pleased inside his territory.”


  Their father, recalling the event, was impressed and said, “It’s in our nature to go easy on people that we’re acquainted with. Taking that into consideration, the Count is truly a noble amongst the aristocrats. Ciel, you must be careful as well.”


  Ciel suspected the validity of their claims.


  Liam had once visited the Exner Barony—but he didn’t appear to be such a noble character.


  She believed that everyone was being deceived.


  Kurt voiced out his sorrow.


  “Liam isn’t back yet, so I won’t get to see him. I’ll be away for a while due to a mission. Oh, I wonder when we’ll be able to meet again.”


  Watching her brother cry out in dismay because he missed a man, Ciel thought,


  (How saddening it is, my brother, to see you being deceived by Liam like this. Please wait. I’ll make sure I pry open brother’s eyes!)


  When they arrived at the hotel lobby, they were greeted by Rosetta who was waiting there.


  “Baron Exner, I’ve been waiting for your arrival.”


  “It’s our honor to be greeted by the Count’s wife. Quickly, your two should also give your greetings.”


  Kurt was surprised upon seeing Rosetta.


  “It has been a long time, Rosetta. Even so, you’ve changed so much. The thorny atmosphere which you carried around you is nowhere to be found.”


  “It’s embarrassing, so let’s not talk about it. I see that Kurt hasn’t changed much. The military uniform fits you rather well.”


  “Thank you.”


  Rosetta turned to Ciel, who was watching the trio happily talking to one another.


  “You must be Ciel-san. From now on, you will be training at the Banfield Family. That means you will be treated as a servant, not as the daughter of a Baron. Will that be fine with you?”


  She sounded strict yet kind at the same time.


  Ciel curtsied as she thought about Liam’s fiancée in front of her.


  “I’ll be in your care.”


  “You can take your time and relax for today. Training will officially commence tomorrow. I wanted to introduce you to Darling, but he’s back at his territory right now.”


  I wanted to go together with him~.


  As Rosetta was saying that, Ciel was having thoughts of her own.


  (I’ll win this person’s trust and get closer to Liam. Be prepared, for I will be taking off that mask of yours!)


  Ciel’s battle was about to begin.


  ◇


  The day has come for me to leave the territory once again and head for the Capital.


  I board the super-dreadnought class battleship with Ellen besides me.


  My disciple follows me while holding onto my sword.


  No, it’s more accurate to say that it’s the sword I’ve given Ellen.


  She’s hugging the expensive katana as she carries it around.


  “Ellen, I’ll be busy for a while.”


  “Yes, Master!”


  Being called Master makes me feel complicated.


  Is it alright for a half-baked person like me to take in a disciple?


  That’s what I honestly think, but Master, Master Yasushi, did tell me to raise at least three disciples.


  I have no idea whether Ellen can become strong, but for the continuation of the school of One-Flash, I must take in some disciples.


  Since it’s a promise I made with Master, I have to keep it even if I’m an evil lord.


  After all, I’ve decided to dedicate myself to the school of One-Flash without fretting over the gains and losses.


  “When we arrive at the Capital planet, I’ll be throwing you into an education capsule.”


  “Yes!”


  “When you’re out of the capsule, I’ll be teaching you the basics.”


  “The basics of One-Flash—I’ll give it my best!”


  She’s apparently fond of One-Flash.


  I had imitated Master Yasushi and showed her the school’s secret technique before anything else.


  Back then, I didn’t really understand just how powerful Master Yasushi was.


  I can defeat a Sword Saint now, but it doesn’t feel like I’m catching up to him at all.


  The way he silently bisected the log with movements that suggested that he hadn’t pulled out his katana…


  How long will it take for my unpolished slashes to reach that height?


  Ellen’s gaze lingers on the group of servants that is here to see us off.


  Ellen’s mother is amongst them, and Ellen’s gaze is on her.


  “Do you miss your mother?”


  Ellen, who is still young, was raised in a single parent family.


  With Ellen becoming my disciple, her mother was hired as a servant inside the mansion.


  “I-I’ll be fine.”


  She’s at an age where she should want to be pampered, but she’s conducting herself very well.


  I don’t really like kids.


  However, Ellen is my important disciple—and someone who would carry on the legacy of the school of One-Flash.


  I should be more considerate of her.


  “Once my training as an aristocrat is over, we’ll be coming back. From then on, I’ll start training you in earnest, so be prepared—by then, you’ll be living close to your mother again.”


  “Yes!”


  —Or, once her mother finishes receiving her education, I can have her come to the Capital.


  I’ll keep this as a secret, though.


  It’s so that I can surprise Ellen later on.


  Aboard the battleship, knights have lined up on the sides.


  Chengshi is mixed in with them.


  I stop on my track to examine her face.


  It’s as imposing and confident as ever.


  “Your injuries seem to have healed.”


  “Yes.”


  “Will you continue targeting me?”


  Chengshi’s determination hasn’t been shattered at all.


  As a matter of fact, she smiles at me.


  “—Of course.”


  The surrounding knights tense up, but I blurt out, “Good! I’ll be your opponent again whenever you have accumulated enough achievements. Work for me to the best of your abilities.”


  “Yes. One day, for sure.”


  Ellen follows me closely when I leave Chengshi behind.


  “U-um, Master?”


  “What is it?”


  “That person was kind of scary.”


  I pause and tell Ellen, “For a good reason, too. That woman is someone who wants my life.”


  “Eh?”


  “—When you grow up, I’ll tell you more about it. Now come. Until we reach the Capital planet, I’ll be teaching you some of the basics on the ship. I can’t allow a disciple of mine to be weak.”


  “Y-Yes!”


  I managed to find myself a nice disciple.


  Whether or not she’s suitable to inherit the legacy of One-Flash depends on the future, but she’s a serious girl, and I have a good feeling about her.


  More so than her preliminary attainments, it’s wonderful how she’s sensible enough to demonstrate interest towards One-Flash.


  This child will surely grow.


  No, I’ll make sure she grows.


  As with the matter of accepting a disciple, many things have progressed well recently—in fact, things have been going too swimmingly.


  Others might call it a miracle, but I don’t believe in miracles.


  Despite my bad daily behavior, fortune seems to be watching over me.


  This is probably thanks to the Guide.


  As I’m walking, I send my gratitude to the Guide whose whereabouts are currently unknown.


  “I’ll pray so that my gratitude reaches him.”


  “Master?”


  “Hmm? Oh, I’m thanking someone for our encounter. You should pray along.”


  “Eh? Ah, yes.”


  Ellen, being the serious disciple that she is, also starts her prayer.


  Guide—Is our gratitude reaching you?


  Please deliver the gratitude from us master and disciple to the Guide who is somewhere about!


  ◇


  The missile launchers on Liam’s battleship opened up.


  From there, a golden missile appeared, watched over by something that resembled a dog.


  When the dog howled, the golden missile was launched without anyone noticing it.


  The interplanetary ballistic missile flew up into the sky, carrying with it the feelings of gratitude from both Liam and Ellen.


  The missile alone wouldn’t have reached the Guide, so a warp gate was opened along the missile’s path.


  On the bridge of the battleship, the crewmates were in a panic.


  “Hey, the missile launcher is open!”


  “There’s a faint warp reaction!”


  “Find out what’s happening quickly! Lord Liam is on this ship!”


  The soldiers immediately initiated an investigation, yet the missile launchers soon closed up by themselves and the warp reaction ceased.


  It was as if nothing had happened.


  The dog also disappeared along with everything else.


  ◇


  The Guide who had left the Empire to manipulate the other countries behind the scenes was skipping around.


  “Whew~ I feel much more comfortable now that Liam’s gratitude can’t reach me. It still stings here and there, but it’s not as bad as the torturous pain back then.”


  He was harvesting negative emotions from foreign countries and sowing seeds of discord whenever he smelled a fire.


  In short, the Guide was being a troublesome existence.


  “I’ll keep saving up power this way and crush Liam along with the entire Empire—Oh? I see something.”


  The Guide stopped skipping and stared at the light in the distance.


  It was a warp gate.


  A golden missile shot out from within.


  “Gold? How tasteless! Looking at it is making me irritated.”


  Perhaps influenced by his love for gold, Liam’s gratitude was often gold in color.


  That was why the Guide hated gold with a passion.


  Who on earth does this tasteless thing belong to?


  The missile flew towards the Guide just as he was thinking of raining misfortune upon its owner.


  “Some kind of accident? What a hassle.”


  The Guide moved and arrived at a different planet.


  I’ll be collecting more negative emotions from now on!


  As the Guide was having such thoughts—another warp gate opened nearby.


  “Huh?”


  Realization finally dawned on the Guide.


  “This—This tasteless golden missile—LIAAAAAAAM!”


  Flabbergasted, the Guide attempted to flee.


  Unfortunately, the missile had already arrived near him.


  The Guide was caught up in the ensuing explosion as the missile landed close to him.


  “NOOOO!! H-Hot! It’s burning me! This gratitude—It’s from two people!!!! I haven’t done anything this tiiiiiiiime!”


  In addition to the usual gratitude from Liam, the gratitude of a pure and innocent child was mixed in.


  The Guide loathed such gratitude.


  It spread throughout the Guide’s body and burned him.


  The Guide collapsed on the spot, tattered and burnt black.


  He had managed to survive using the power that he had accumulated, but the negative emotions that he had gathered as he passed by various countries were reset to zero.


  The Guide cried out, “I won’t forgive you for this! I won’t forgive you for this, Liam!—The amount of effort I put into this—SHIT!! Mark my words, I’ll have you killed!”


  The Guide stood up and roared.


  Carried over by the wind, an electronic newspaper fluttered down in front of him.


  The Guide looked down.


  The newspaper was about how the Lustral Unified Government had struck a deal with Liam’s Banfield family.


  The Guide froze up for a moment, confused over what was going on—then, he picked up the electronic newspaper from the ground.


  When he perused through the content, he learned that Liam had received sanctions.


  The Guide also learned that Liam had overcome the predicament in part because of the rebellion that he had caused in the Unified Government.


  “I thought I haven’t done anythiiiiiiiiiiiiiing!”


  The Guide plopped back down, stunned.


  He was shocked that he had unintentionally aided Liam.


  A dog which had multiple copies of the electronic newspaper in its mouth was observing such a Guide from behind the grasses.


  It had deliberately set the stage so that the Guide would read the newspaper.


  Satisfied by the Guide’s reaction, the dog left.


  Tears flowed down as the Guide pounded his fist on the ground.


  “This is too muuuuuuuuuch!”


  【Interlude】 Eulisia Wants to Brag


  
    
      This is a story which happened immediately after Linus placed economic sanctions upon Liam.


      Eulisia lived in the luxury hotel situated in the Capital.


      Inside the hotel, she was sitting in front of an information terminal with only her underwear on.


      At the terminal, an unbelievable amount of messages were being flooded in by her colleagues and seniors who were serving as secretaries in the army.


      “How do you feel about the Count being sanctioned soon after you became his mistress!?”


      “You were on the winning side, but you fell to the losing side so quickly.”


      “It’s as if senior’s the Goddess of Misfortune!”


      It was morning, but Eulisia was already getting angry.


      Every news site in the Capital had written articles about the economic sanctions placed on the Banfield’s.


      A mysterious individual who claimed to be in the know had said that the sanctions were placed to punish Liam for not swearing allegiance to His Highness Linus.


      It was mostly true, and it probably reflected the thoughts and opinions of those that were on Linus’s side.


      “These guys are saying whatever they want.”


      Eulisia was being fanned on by the others right now, but she wasn’t completely innocent either.


      Previously, Eulisia had also perpetrated the act of taunting her seniors and juniors.


      [I became the secretary of a Count who’s young, powerful, rich, and handsome. That’s why I’ll be retiring from the army! Adieu, everyone!]


      —Or so she had boasted.


      “As if you guys haven’t experienced any failures! Unforgivable. With the skills I learned as a member of the Intelligence Unit, it would be a piece of cake to hack into your accounts!”


      With the techniques that she had learned from the military, Eulisia hijacked into the accounts of her seniors and juniors before proceeding to extract their private information.


      “Hmph. Designer bags? Lunch at famous restaurants? They borrowed money for those. As for the rest, they’re simply leeching off of men that are only somewhat successful. I’m at a much better position! Not only do I get to sleep in this luxury hotel every day, I get to have as many designer bags as I want!”


      Someone entered her room as Eulisia was doing such meaningless things with her high-end hacking skills.


      —It was Rosetta.


      “—Eulisia-san, can I ask you to explain what you’re doing?”


      Eulisia’s shoulders shook when she heard Rosetta’s voice.


      “Rosetta—sama.”


      Rosetta was Liam’s fiancée and his future wife.


      As such, she was in a higher position than Eulisia.


      Although Rosetta didn’t find Liam’s admittance of Eulisia interesting, she hadn’t actively tried to kick the latter out either.


      However, Eulisia’s performance as of late was simply unbearable.


      “It’s already well past ten o’clock. How long do you intend to be dressed like that?”


      Eulisia was still in her undergarments and hadn’t fixed her bedhead.


      “I-it’s because yesterday night—”


      “I know. You seem to have enjoyed yourself at a fancy restaurant.”


      Liam was the one paying for the bills, but Rosetta had access to the information of how much money was flowing out.


      “It isn’t like that! That restaurant is so popular in the Capital that I had some difficulties making a reservation!”


      She had somehow managed to reserve a seat, but it happened to be very late at night.


      Eulisia had uploaded images of her enjoying various delicacies and drinks on SNS.


      She wanted to show her former colleagues how she was living.


      —All so that she could brag.


      Rosetta knew this as well.


      “Your reputation among your former colleagues doesn’t appear to be good. I’ll have you know that I won’t allow you to do anything that would tarnish Darling’s name.”


      “Please listen to me first! Everyone’s doing this! Do you want me to show you the SNS of some of my former colleagues who managed to safely enter the concubine route!? They always boast as if they’re superior to others!”


      Rosetta snorted.


      “That’s not of my concern. Oh, and you’re Darling’s military secretary. You’ve yet to become his concubine.”


      “—EH!?”


      Rosetta continued, slightly flustered.


      “Darling said he’s not ready to welcome a concubine yet. That’s why you aren’t officially considered his concubine. Also, please don’t forget why you’re actually here. You’re supposed to act as the pipeline connecting Darling with the Empire’s military, correct? Are you performing your duties properly?”


      Eulisia was assigned to stay besides Liam to act as a bridge between him and the military.


      It was her responsibility to keep in touch and discuss matters with officials of the Imperial Army.


      However, she hadn’t contacted any of them for some time because she was busy playing around.


      Eulisia directed her gaze away from Rosetta’s eyes.


      Having received the answer to her question, Rosetta turned to Eulisia and smiled.


      “I heard you were once an elite in the special task force, but there must have been a mistake in the evaluation. Darling will be busy for a while. In the meantime, please go and have yourself re-educated.”


      “Eh!?”


      Thereafter, Eulisia was sent to one of the military’s re-education facilities, and Liam did not notice her absence until her eventual return.


      In other words, she was forgotten by Liam.

    

  


  【Interlude】 Nias Will Do Her Best!


  
    
      This is a story which happened when economic sanctions were placed upon Liam.


      The Seventh Weapons Factory which Liam frequented had received several orders from the Empire regarding how they should conduct transactions.


      Tax will be raised if you receive commissions from the Banfield Family.


      Do not buy rare metals from the Banfield Family.


      Postpone any orders from the Banfield Family.


      —The instructions that were detailed and extensive, to say the least.


      Nias’s expression turned cold.


      “Count Banfield is the only frequent customer that we have! There’s nothing to postpone since we don’t receive that many orders!”


      The Seventh Weapons Factory was not popular in the Empire as it manufactured weapons that always prioritized functionality over anything else.


      Liam had been purchasing their products simply because the Seventh Weapons Factory was where Avid, his mobile knight, was made.


      We won’t be conducting any more transactions with you because the Empire told us so!


      If they said this, the Seventh Weapons Factory was bound to face astronomical losses.


      “To being with, it’s not like they ever provide us with any rare metals! Whenever they get money, they purchase things from the more popular Weapons Factories!”


      It pissed her off greatly.


      A junior who had been watching silently asked what they should do in the future.


      “How should we proceed? We’re supposed to deliver three fortress-class battleships to the Banfield’s before the end of this year!”


      For the Seventh Weapons Factory, Liam was their number one customer who never hesitated to swipe his card.


      Asking them to cut off their relationship with Liam was absurd.


      The Seventh Weapons Factory would be finished the moment they did so.


      “—Those orders were placed before the instructions from above arrived.”


      “But today, we also received a commission asking us for 1000 battleships to be prepared.”


      Those battleships were meant to be for Cedric.


      “—Since they’ll be sent to the military, we can manufacture them under the military’s name.”


      “Are we allowed to do that?”


      “Of course not! However, we’ll be dead meat if we cut off our relationship with the Count!”


      There was a reason why Nias was clinging to Liam.


      It was because she was trying to develop a next-generation battleship.


      When she attempted to build a prototype without holding anything back, she figured out that she would need a ridiculous amount of rare metals.


      Within the Empire, nobody except Liam could prepare such an extraordinary amount.


      There were other aristocrats who owned rare metals, but with the exception of Liam, no one was willing to invest such a huge amount of rare metals on her hobbies.


      For personal reasons, Nias could not turn her back on Liam.


      “Senior, you’re being too reckless trying to finish that battleship of yours!”


      “I’m betting my life on that child! Even if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll make sure that this plan succeeds!”


      The battleship that Nias was developing contained all of the best technologies that the Seventh Weapons Factory had to offer.


      She wanted the battleship to be completed no matter what.


      “Are you sure about this?”


      “We’re in a bad position, but there’s little we can do about it. Besides, the tables will turn in the near future. If you stress yourself out every time this kind of thing occurs, you won’t be able to last long.”


      Events such as this were not uncommon in the vast Empire.


      Even the Berkely Family which commanded tremendous authority was easily annihilated by Liam.


      The situation was always changing.


      Nias suddenly received a call by Liam.


      “Ah, Lord Liam~~”


      Nias answered the call like a cat and requested Liam for rare metals.


      “Nias wants rare metals~~~”


      Her junior stared at her behaving in this manner with a distant look in their eyes.


      Liam, who was on the other side of the screen, also looked at her with exasperated eyes.


      “Didn’t I send them to you a while back?”


      “I want more! I want to try out a new technology!”


      “You’re always like this—ugh, whatever. I’ll send some more. So, how are the constructions of the fortress-class battleships going?”


      “They’re about 60% done. We don’t have enough manpower to simultaneously build three ships.”


      “I’m understaffed here as well, so I guess a little bit of delay is fine.”


      Liam then asked Nias about Avid.


      “Putting that aside, how’s Avid?”


      He had requested the Seventh Weapons Factory to perform a detailed inspection of Avid which had taken in the Machine Heart.


      Nias put on her serious face.


      “There wasn’t anything wrong in particular. Nevertheless, I found something interesting.”


      “Interesting?”


      “I believe it won’t affect Avid’s functionality as a mobile knight, but the Machine Heart is gradually eroding Avid. More precisely speaking, the Machine Heart is merging with Avid’s nervous system and trying to become one with Avid. ”


      “Would that pose any problem?”


      “No. In fact, Avid’s performance has been improving as of late and will continue to improve in the future. Think of it as a mobile knight that has the potential to grow stronger.”


      “That’s kind of romantic”


      “Oh, you understand? It’s romantic, right!?”


      The two became enthralled over the topic of Avid and ended the call after a brief talk about sending more rare metals.


      When their conversation was over, Nias’s junior asked worriedly, “Will this be alright? You just bought rare metals from the Count, you know?”


      “Huh? You’re wrong. I’m receiving rare metals from him. That means I’m getting them for free!”


      “—In exchange for inspecting Avid, that is. Regardless, the Count found something truly amazing. I always thought the Machine Heart was something that only appears in legends.”


      “I agree. It’s a pity he used it before he told me about it. The Machine Heart……I would’ve loved to have seen it. And studied it. And dismantled it.”


      Nias’s junior—agreed with her words.


      In the end, they were birds of a feather.


      “I know right!”
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