
  
    
      
    
  


  Prologue


  
    There is nothing worse in life than an act of betrayal.


    I, [Liam Sera Banfield], suffered a terrible betrayal in my previous life, but was reincarnated as an Earl in an intergalactic nation known as the Algrand Empire.


    Born to be a winner, I’ve climbed my way up to become a duke.


    I’ve even seized victory in the succession battle and have reached the height of prosperity within the empire.


    However, I’m currently planning the worst betrayal that the world would ever see.


    I might be able to justify it in my head, but from the perspective of others, it would be nothing more than an ugly act.


    Understandably, too, as I’m trying to betray the third prince Cleo, who I’ve been supporting all this time.


    Much time has passed since I first started supporting Cleo in the race for the throne.


    By providing astronomical amounts of resources and a powerful army, I’ve elevated Cleo’s status to that of the Crown Prince.


    What do you think happened next?


    Cleo, who had become the Crown Prince, judged that I was in the way and turned his back on me.


    It’s an infuriating story, but I also see this as an opportunity, an opportunity to betray the Empire.


    As someone that aspires to be an evil lord, betrayal is an everyday occurrence. In fact, Cleo’s betrayal was within my expectation.


    That’s just the extent of the beings known as humans. Having learned this in my previous life, I’m not that mad about what Cleo did.


    — Having said that, both Cleo and the Empire would have to pay for backstabbing me.


    That’s why building up my strength is my top priority at the moment.


    “Master, the colonization of pioneer planets is a bit behind schedule, but it is within acceptable limits.”


    I frown while listening to Amagi’s report in the office.


    To be honest, if it’s behind schedule by just a few percent, it’s nothing to worry about.


    As she said, it’s within acceptable limits… but the problem is, I don’t have much leeway right now.


    Since I’ve decided to go against the Algrand Empire, every little bit counts.


    That’s why I can’t overlook even a few percent of delay.


    That said, blindly rushing the colonization process won’t produce any good results, and even if it did, the effects would be negligible in the grand scheme of things.


    What then, should I do?


    — The answer is simple: Get our hands on planets that have already been pioneered.


    “It’s not a bad idea to pioneer planets step-by-step, but it takes too much time. Amagi, bring me a list of incompetent aristocrats whose territories are in a mess.”


    The incompetent aristocrats that I’m referring to are people who do not pay attention to developing their territories, instead drowning themselves in massive debts to live luxuriously.


    Amagi whips out a list in no time.


    I furrow my eyebrows after looking through it.


    “–That’s a lot.”


    “The Empire is a vast place, after all. Still, it is quite baffling. If the territories were properly managed, the Empire’s national power would’ve been several times what it is now.”


    Because the aristocrats have been entrusted to rule, the Empire’s power has dropped. It’s quite ridiculous if you ask me.


    Ironically, though, this has given me the chance to beat the Empire.


    “The Empire’s not interested in the territories near the border. – Amagi, let’s take over this planet.”


    “Master, doesn’t that planet already have a lord?”


    I’m trying to lay claim to a planet owned by a viscount.


    It hasn’t been developed much, and it’s a debt-ridden territory with very little appeal. However, the planet managed to catch my eye because the viscount in charge of it is living in the Capital.


    In other words, the viscount doesn’t care an ounce about his territory.


    “Let’s purchase this planet from the incompetent viscount. Rather than building it up from scratch, it’s better to acquire something that already exists.”


    Development is possible as long as there’s a certain amount of foundation. My territory is proof of that.


    “Master, are you planning on shouldering the viscount’s debt in exchange? Would he really give up on his territory for that?”


    The more incompetent people are, the more pride they would have.


    He probably won’t give up on his territory that easily.


    “In addition to shouldering the debt, we’ll promise to give him enough money to spend his entire life without worry. I bet he’ll gladly agree to the deal.”


    Even for me, preparing that much money would hurt my pocket a little.


    Although I have the Alchemy Box, my budget is limited.


    Honestly, the Empire has much more resources at its disposal.


    Rare metals are constantly being collected from all over the nation, and large quantities of resources are brought in without them having to lift a finger.


    Even with the Alchemy Box, it’s not something I can compare to.


    I could feel Amagi’s concern through her expressionless face.


    “–Master, do you seriously intend on fighting the Empire?”


    “Of course. Mind you, Cleo was the one that betrayed me first. If I don’t win here, there won’t be a future ahead of us. Don’t worry, defeat is something I know not of.”


    I have the divine protection of the Guide, so losing is simply impossible.


    While I’m choosing which planets to purchase, Amagi brings up the matter of Ellen.


    “I see. Onto a different topic, there is something I wish to say about Lady Ellen.”


    “Ellen? I thought she was in preschool. Did something happen to her?”


    “She graduated preschool a long time ago. She’s even finished her military training and is currently preparing for university admissions in the Capital. How about having her return to her home planet once?”


    I’ve been so busy with various things that I’ve failed to notice that she’s already out of preschool and military training.


    Amagi projects holographic documents that show how Ellen performed during her time on active duty.


    Her final rank was a major, and she had even obtained several medals.


    “Haa…Time really flies. It feels like I’ve sent her off just the other day.”


    “Master was busy after all.”


    After she reached adulthood, I sent her off to preschool as she was of age.


    As Ellen wasn’t a noble, she shouldn’t have been able to enroll in preschool, but I used my authority and forced her way in as I wouldn’t be able to take care of her for a while.


    I had my hands full with managing my territory, juggling between work and training.


    Normally, as a successor of the School of One-Flash, she should’ve received strict guidance from me.


    However, I didn’t have time for that, so I threw her into preschool as a last resort.


    I would’ve liked her to train under Master, but unfortunately, he refused under the pretext that he wasn’t qualified to teach anymore, his injuries preventing him from unleashing the One-Flash.


    The other candidates were Fuuka and Rinho, my junior disciples. Those two have been frequenting Master’s house.


    They’ve become attached to Yasuyuki-kun, Master’s son, and they’ve been checking in on him. They’ve been slacking off, so I’ve judged that it wouldn’t be good to leave Ellen in their care.


    –Once everything’s over, I plan on putting them back into shape on behalf of Master.


    I mean, how dare they hang out at Master’s place without me? I want to visit him as well, but work’s been piling up.


    It’s self-imposed work, so I’m not going to complain though.


    “Leave her be and let Ellen attend university.”


    Amagi appears dissatisfied with my dismissive attitude.


    Her face remains blank, but her eyes convey a different message.


    If you’re not going to take proper care of her, why did you take her in as your disciple?


    “Are you not going to ask her for her opinion?”


    “I’m busy. Send Ellen’s mother to the Capital instead.”


    It’s been a while. Let’s give her some time alone with her mother.


    Amagi appears fed up with my decision and speaks a bit sarcastically.


    “Master, the one keeping you busy is none other than yourself. If you proceed with purchasing the planets and developing them, you’ll only be busier.”


    “Do you think she’ll be able to help me with my work once she becomes a full-fledged knight?”


    “–Master.”


    Amagi narrows her eyes. In response, I return to work.


    After completing the work in front of me, I reveal my true thoughts to Amagi.


    “I’m only telling you this because it’s you, but the Banfield Family doesn’t have enough generals considering the number of troops we have. That’s one of the reasons why I have high expectations for Ellen.”


    I originally wanted her to focus on learning the One-Flash, but we can’t afford that anymore.


    Since I was able to do it, I’m sure she’ll be able to do it as well.


    It seems Amagi shares my sentiment in regard to the number of generals.


    “Even though we have many talented people, we only have a few top-class personnel.”


    There’s Klaus, who’s capable of handling any situation, as well as Tia, Marie, and Kukuri, with the latter commanding the Black Ops.


    But we lack in absolute numbers.


    If we’re dealing with a single lord, it’s more than enough, but against the Empire, it’s nowhere close.


    “Now then, where can we get more people?”


    The problem is, this isn’t something that can be resolved by recruiting elites that have completed their education.


    What we need are veterans with an actual track record, powerful individuals that have experienced real battles.


    I don’t expect everyone to be as talented as Klaus, but I’d like to have more generals that are at or slightly below the level of Tia and Marie before we confront the Empire.


    If I were to ask the Guide for his help, would he gather the necessary personnel for me?


    –Then again, that would be too selfish of me.


    I’m already indebted to him. I should do something about this myself.


    ◇


    Around that time, the Guide was in the Algrand Empire’s Capital, squatting on top of a trash bin located in a dirty alley, grief-stricken.


    “Damn it all. -I hate Liam. I hate him.”


    The Guide had regressed to being only a hat, and he was shedding tears from who-knows-where.


    He cursed Liam while crying.


    Why was he here? Why was he crying?


    It all went back to Liam.


    The Guide tried to play a trick on him during his wedding with Rosetta, but it backfired, and the Guide was hit by a force hundreds of times more powerful.


    He lost his body and arrived at the Empire’s Capital in tatters, where he could absorb negative emotions.


    “This place really calms me down. Negative emotions keep flowing into me just by being here. It’s as if this wonderful planet exists for my sake.”


    The Guide felt at home amidst all the negative emotions, and he started planning for the future.


    A passerby happened to throw away his electronic newspaper, so he hurriedly picked it up.


    Opening it, he realized it was news from a while ago.


    “I have to get information from scraps like this. –How did I fall so far?”


    In the past, he could access all sorts of information with a snap of his fingers.


    Now, however, he couldn’t do anything as he was severely weakened and injured.


    An article began to be played when the newspaper was opened, and a video was shown.


    [Rumors say that the relationship between Crown Prince Cleo and Duke Banfield, who have supported him until now, have deteriorated–]


    Even in the Capital, rumors of the disagreement between Liam and Cleo were spreading.


    The Guide knew this already, but it seemed their relationship had completely crumbled.


    However, there was nothing the Guide could do at the moment.


    “I’d like to give Cleo all the help he needs, but I can’t do anything right now. How pathetic of me.”


    Tears fell on the electronic newspaper. The Guide looked up at the sky above the Capital.


    The Capital’s sky was but an illusion. The planet was completely encompassed in metal, and even the weathers were artificial.


    The sky was nothing more than an image projected onto the shell that covered the planet.


    
  


  A True Evil Lord!


  
    “Imbecile, you must have a death wish!”


    “I am terribly sorry!”


    In front of me who’s in a foul mood, a man is kneeling on the ground, his forehead pressed against the floor.


    He’s an aristocrat that sold his territory to me, and there’s a good reason why a proud aristocrat of the Algrand Empire is in such a sorry state.


    Not only am I a duke, but my military might is on a whole different level as compared to his.


    As a case in point, the knights that are supposed to be protecting the viscount are sprawled all over the floor, with my knights towering over them.


    The viscount’s face is bruised and swollen as well due to the beating that he received.


    Why am I subjecting him to such inhumane treatment, you ask?


    The reason lies in the territory that I purchased from the viscount.


    “You call this a blessed land? It’s as miserable as it gets, and yet you had the gall to lie to me? To deceive me?”


    I stomp on the back of the viscount’s head as he remains kneeling, shivering in fear.


    “I-I dare not! However, I personally find the planet very wonderful.”


    The viscount’s head sinks further into the ground when I put more weight on my foot.


    “Is that head of yours an ornament? Which part of this planet do you find wonderful!?”


    The scenery on the planet is shabby, to say the least.


    We’d come to visit the viscount’s territory on a battleship, and we couldn’t believe our eyes when we entered the atmosphere and came close to the ground.


    The life of the people on this planet can be described as modern, though it’s in the historical sense of the word.


    There are steam locomotives running on the tracks, and it’s clear that these retro modes of transportation aren’t just there as part of a tourist attraction.


    Essentially, the standard of living on the viscount’s planet is equivalent to that of Earth’s modern period.


    Seeing our battleship floating in the sky, some citizens are taking pictures with their cameras.


    The cameras appear ancient, which makes me wonder what time period they would be from if I was still on Earth.


    I kick the viscount, and he rolls on the ground.


    “You think territory management is a joke!?”


    It’s against the rules to interfere with planets that haven’t advanced into space. This is for fear of losing the planets’ unique culture and technology.


    However, there’s a caveat. Planets that originally possessed the technology to enter space would not be protected by this rule even if their technology is sealed at a later date.


    The viscount’s territory should’ve been much more advanced in the past.


    And yet the viscount spent time robbing the people of their technology, forcing them to live in what’s basically the modern period.


    What a waste. What a complete waste.


    Normally, I’d celebrate the wasting of resources, but not if it’s to our detriment.


    The viscount raises his head and offers an excuse.


    “Our household finds this level of civilization the most charming.”


    Messing with the citizens’ lives to fit their liking. Usually, I’d laugh it off, but I’m not in the mood to be so forgiving right now.


    “Don’t play around with me!”


    As a result of doing whatever he wanted in his territory, he ended up in massive debt. Being stupid has its limits.


    It’s good that I’ve acquired a planet with a population of 500 million people, but it’s going to require a lot of effort to develop it.


    Ignoring the viscount who’s still begging for forgiveness, I turn around to speak to the knight I trust most.


    “Klaus, what’s the fastest way to develop this planet so that it matches the Empire’s standard level of civilization?”


    [Klaus Sera Mont], the head knight of the Banfield Family, advises me in his usual calm voice.


    “Our only option is to recruit and educate settlers from the Banfield Family’s territory. After all, even if we prepare the necessary facilities, the viscount’s citizens won’t be able to use them properly.”


    Even if we provide tools and facilities to the people, they won’t be able to utilize them as the technology involved is too advanced.


    I bought this planet in the hopes of expanding my territory in the shortest time possible. However, it has somehow led to more troublesome work.


    “We’ll do just that. But bear in mind that they’re my people now, not the viscount’s.”


    “Understood!”


    The citizens are oblivious to the changes I’m about to bring to their lives. If they knew, they would surely beg for the viscount to return.


    But that’s not my business. I’ll use them to my fullest advantage.


    “Recruit volunteers that wish to immigrate immediately.”


    “Understood. –However, the level of civilization here is much lower than we expected. We need to increase the number of people that we dispatch, but the Banfield Family lacks personnel at the moment.”


    We’re currently focusing everything we have on developing the territory.


    Knights, soldiers, and officials are being dispatched left and right the moment they’ve matured.


    Hence, although we have enough manpower, we’re experiencing an overwhelming shortage of people in administrative positions.


    “Then I’ll stay here and govern for a while. –Damn it, to think I’d get the short end of the stick.”


    Since I’ve already bought the territory from the viscount, there’s no turning back now.


    It was such a terrible purchase that I decided to carry out internal reforms while staying on the planet.


    Klaus and the surrounding knights clamor upon hearing my decision.


    “Lord Liam intends to personally oversee the planet’s development?”


    “Our territory should be fine even without my presence, and I have my personal guards with me. Developing a planet or two should be a breeze.”


    As a duke, I have a group of personal guards that are there to escort me.


    Their true purpose is to show off my authority, but there’s no helping it. They would have to work their ass off as well.


    If I have to work, so do they.


    “B-but that’s…hmm, since we have Lady Rosetta now, I guess we can make do without Lord Liam for a couple of years.”


    We’re so busy nowadays that we’ve even enlisted the help of Rosetta.


    I’m ashamed to admit it, but this isn’t the time to be worried about my pride.


    “We must begin developing this planet as soon as possible. Gather anyone available. I don’t care who they are. Heck, even wanderers are fine.”


    ◇


    -On the Banfield Family’s main planet-


    It was evening, and the taverns were busy.


    The citizens were talking excitedly about the recruitment notice for emigrants that the government office had issued earlier.


    “Did he get another planet? How many times does this make?” a customer asked in an astonished voice.


    “This is the third one. Apparently, it’s a planet that belonged to a viscount,” the barkeeper replied, sighing as he cleaned the glass in his hands.


    “The Lord has finished his training, yet he’s still as busy as before.”


    “I thought he would settle down on the main for a while, but he’s begun to wander around again.”


    Now that Liam’s training was over, everyone thought he would either settle down in his territory or go about his work in the Capital.


    However, he was instead working hard to expand his territory, visiting several planets near the border.


    Quite frankly, it didn’t matter to the people whether Liam worked in the city or in the countryside.


    Either way, they’d be dissatisfied.


    “Like seriously, he should chillax a bit,” the male customer said.


    The barkeeper showed a bitter smile when he heard this.


    If it was the previous lord, making such a remark against a nobleman would’ve resulted in an execution.


    However, no one cared anymore as Liam didn’t bother to enforce such rules.


    “Now, don’t be too harsh on him. This is something I heard from a customer that came to this planet as part of a cultural exchange program. He described our lord as a godsend.”


    “Godsend? What do you mean?”


    The customer who had been sipping on his drink seemed puzzled.


    The barkeeper gestured to some customers in the back.


    There were four men sitting around a round table wearing work clothes. It appeared they had gotten off work, and they showed a strong interest in the drinks and delicacies that had been served to them.


    The drinks and food in front of them weren’t anything special, so it was strange that they seemed so fascinated by them.


    “Cultural exchange program? Aren’t they just migrant workers?” the male customer asked curiously.


    “They’re apparently here to learn about infrastructure development. Did you know? When they were under the viscount, their main means of transport used to be steam locomotives.”


    “I think I’ve learned about those in history class before. Aren’t they ancient though?”


    “Allegedly, the viscount restricted their development. Can you believe it? Every time they were about to have a breakthrough, they’d be forcefully suppressed.”


    Whenever groundbreaking technology was about to be introduced, it’d be sealed, preventing the territory from developing into a more advanced civilization.


    Both the barkeeper and the customer agreed that it was a terrible story.


    The customer was beginning to see the flow of the story.


    “So our lord was a literal godsend.”


    “Yeah, and they’re immensely grateful.”


    “That’s nice! –Stories of our merciful lord really bring people to tears, don’t they?”


    The customer continued to sip on his drink, still seeming somewhat disgruntled, but the barkeeper assumed he was sulking.


    Fed up, the barkeeper jokingly complained.


    “Are you feeling jealous of them? Man, it’s tough having to listen to grown men express their jealousy.”


    “I ain’t jealous! But you know, lords are supposed to be more — settled in their territories, right? Not to mention, he has Klaus-sama, the Empire’s number one knight. Lord Liam should leave things to him.”


    Instead of going around to unknown planets and doing charity work, the customer wanted Liam to return.


    The barkeeper laughed.


    “Hafta admit, Klaus-sama is amazing. Until a while ago, everyone thought Christina-sama would remain as the head knight, but nowadays, his name is brought up in every conversation.”


    “Christina-sama, huh? She’s a stunner. I wonder what she’s doing right about now.”


    “Yeah…”


    ◇


    “SLAUGHTER ALL THE PIRATES!!”


    On the bridge of the super-dreadnought class battleship Var, Christina, whom people were talking about, was smiling fiercely while spreading out her arms.


    Her smile formed a crescent moon, and her bloodshot eyes were wide open.


    Tens of thousands of battleships were chasing after a pirate group that had been lurking around Liam’s newly acquired planet.


    There were hundreds of pirate ships, but they were being sunk one after another, chased down by a fleet consisting only of the newest models of ships.


    Messages requesting surrender were constantly being sent, but Tia completely ignored them.


    With her right arm stretched forward, a female knight that served as Tia’s adjutant gave the order to continue.


    “Exterminate them. This is Lord Liam’s territory now. It would be blasphemous to have pirates running rampant!”


    The fleet’s attacks became even fiercer.


    Tia and her fleet were actively hunting for pirates near this new territory.


    Many of their crewmates held a grudge against the pirates and were pros when it came to exterminating them.


    The ship’s operator contacted Tia and notified her of an incoming call from the pirates.


    “Christina-sama, a man claiming to be the pirate’s captain is requesting to communicate.”


    With a dark smile, Tia sat down on the commander’s seat and crossed her legs.


    “Accept the call.”


    She was determined to leave no one alive, but she was willing to hear what the captain had to say.


    Although there was some noise on the monitor, she could make out a handsome man with a beard on the other end of the call.


    He appeared quite flustered, and it was clear from the footage that the ship was shaking violently.


    ‘We won’t lay a finger on your territory! We’ll leave immediately, so please stop attacking!’


    Tia simply smiled as she watched the pirate tremble at the name of the Banfield Family.


    Her eyes, however, were cold, and one could find bitter resentment within.


    The captain continued to plead his case.


    ‘And look, we aren’t even retaliating, right? If you let us go, we promise to never appear in front of you.’


    Liam had acquired the viscount’s territory.


    When news of this spread, the pirates had fled in terror. Unfortunately, they came under fire after being discovered by Tia and her crew.


    There was no bad blood between the two parties, but Tia had an unconditional hatred for pirates.


    “What you guys do is of no concern to us. The fact that you are pirates is enough reason for you to perish.”


    ‘–And you consider yourselves subordinates of Liam the Wise!?’


    “Don’t you dare utter Lord Liam’s name, trash. I simply wished to see you begging for your life. Farewell, space pirates.”


    The communication with the pirate’s captain was cut off as the enemy ship was destroyed after being pierced by a laser canon.


    Tia’s adjutant reported indifferently,


    “Annihilation confirmed.”


    “Very well. Let’s head to our next target. This is now Lord Liam’s territory – we must clean up all the garbage lying around.”


    Her loyalty to Liam was mixed in with her personal grudge, which spelled the doom of any pirates in the vicinity.


    
  


  Yasuyuki-kun


  
    Banfield Family mansion.


    Serena the head maid was nervously walking down a corridor.


    “–It might be too late already.”


    She had subconsciously voiced her thoughts due to her anxiety. Realizing this, she quickly covered her mouth with her hand.


    Serena was usually a calm individual, but she was flustered due to Liam’s recent behavior.


    After entering the comms room which allowed long-distance calls, Serena locked the doors, connected her terminal to the communication device, and contacted the Prime Minister for her regular report.


    When the Prime Minister was projected onto the monitor, she gave a brief greeting before getting to the point.


    “It’s been a while, Your Excellency. Please forgive me for cutting to the chase as I’d like to report that that have been some disturbing movements within the Banfield Family.”


    With her back straight, Serena stared at the Prime Minister who was on the monitor.


    The other party had a complicated expression on his face.


    ‘I feared that this would happen after his fallout with His Highness Cleo, and alas it has.’


    Not long ago, Liam had a falling out with Cleo.


    With Cleo now being the Crown Prince, being in conflict with him didn’t bode well for the Banfield Family’s future.


    From Liam’s point of view, it was natural that he’d want to amass power in case something happened later on.


    However, from the perspective of the Prime Minister, Liam was becoming one of the greatest sources of threat to the Empire.


    Serena began informing him of Liam’s activities.


    “He’s been purchasing territories from nobles with massive debts.”


    ‘So I hear. The Duke has been recommending several lords to the position of court aristocrats. He’s been acquiring nominal positions with money and having them take those up.’


    After purchasing the territories, Liam would have their previous lords become court aristocrats, as if to prove that everything had been transferred over to him without a problem.


    Was this kind of behavior allowed? –As a matter of fact, it was, at least within the Empire.


    As matters stood, the Empire didn’t care who was managing the territories. Everything was fine as long as there was someone overseeing the planets.


    In fact, they would even encourage the buying and selling of territories if it could be used to resolve debt issues.


    However, it was a different story if Liam was involved.


    ‘Give the Duke a warning. If he expands any further, it will be seen as an act of treason.’


    Taking into account Cleo’s betrayal, the Prime Minister could understand why Liam was acting up.


    Hence, Serena was to advise Liam to stop while he was ahead.


    “Understood.”


    Serena performed a deep bow.


    ◇


    Serena was going down a hallway when she discovered Brian walking with long strides.


    For some reason, he seemed to be in a foul mood, so she decided to ask what was wrong.


    “Is something bothering you?”


    Brian’s usual composure was nowhere to be seen as he replied angrily.


    “Lord Liam has finally returned to the mansion for the first time in several years! Today, I must give him a piece of my mind!”


    “Why are you so upset?”


    “Is that even a question? He left his home planet to expand his territory in the frontier! Utterly unacceptable!”


    Listening to Brian, Serena felt as if she had gained an ally.


    (So Brian’s also opposed to the expansion. Makes sense. It wouldn’t be wise to provoke the Empire in the current situation.)


    She was going to seek an audience with Liam alongside Brian, who was absolutely fuming.


    “In that case, let us speak our minds together.”


    “Oh! It’s reassuring to have you, Serena. Shall we pick up our pace?”


    And away they went to Liam’s office.


    ◇


    “Lord Liam, you’ve been neglecting Lady Rosetta for years! How could you be absent from the territory for so long when you haven’t produced an heir!”


    –Inside the mansion’s office.


    How troublesome. I’ve returned after a long period of absence, yet the first thing I’m greeted with is Brian’s nagging.


    Serena, who’s beside him, appears slightly confused, which is amusing. Having said that, even if it’s Brian, I won’t forgive him for broaching the topic of children.


    “How dare you bring this up here? You must have ill intentions toward me! If it was anyone else, I would’ve had them slain by this sword!”


    “And I wouldn’t mind! This Brian is willing to die if that’s what’s needed for an heir to be born!”


    “Idiot, why would you die for something like that!?”


    “Idiot!? Lord Liam, did you just call me an idiot!? For the Banfield Family, there’s nothing as pressing as the issue of a successor!”


    Currently in the office are Amagi…and Rosetta.


    I had called upon Brian to ask if anything happened while I was away from the territory.


    I didn’t think he’d suddenly go off on a rant and shout about having a kid while Rosetta is here.


    Honestly, he’s got no tact.


    “Darling! Um, y-you don’t have to feel pressured or anything!”


    Rosetta looks apologetic, which makes me feel guilty even though I haven’t done anything wrong.


    As for Amagi, she’s staring at me with cold eyes!


    –In reality, her expression hasn’t changed at all, but I can’t help but feel that way.


    I glare at Brian and tell him to leave the room.


    “If you have nothing else to report, leave!”


    “No! Today, I won’t leave until Lord Liam listens! Serena is of the same mind!”


    Serena was perplexed, having suddenly been dragged into the conversation.


    “Huh? No, I–”


    “You too, Serena!? Stop with the heir nonsense!”


    Apparently, Serena’s also here to discuss the matter of a successor.


    Who do they think I am?


    I’ll have them know that I’m the Empire’s most vicious lord! If it weren’t them, I would’ve had them executed by now.


    “Have Brian and Serena leave the room, and don’t let them come near me for a while. –But take care not to hurt them!”


    Receiving my order, the knights that have been standing guard outside gently lead Brian and Serena out of the office.


    “Brian-dono, please take a step back for today.”


    “Release me! The Banfield Family is in a crisis! Why is no one speaking up about this!?”


    I wipe the sweat off my forehead after the two leave the office.


    “They start yapping about having a child the moment I come back.”


    Rosetta, who’s been watching from the sideline, also brings up the topic of children.


    “Darling, you don’t like children? Should I take care of Yasuyuki-kun’s matter then?”


    “Yasuyuki-kun? Wait, is he already done with his education!?”


    I’ve been so busy as of late that I haven’t been keeping up with Yasuyuki-kun’s situation.


    “He started receiving basic education after moving here. Now that he’s done with it, I was thinking of having someone look after him.”


    “–He’s my Master’s son. I can’t leave him in the care of some random dude. In that case, who should I entrust him to? By the way, what does Yasuyuki-kun want to become?”


    It would be a simple matter if he has an idea of what he wishes to do in the future.


    When asked, Rosetta answers with a smile.


    “His dream is to become a skilled knight.”


    ◇


    Yasuyuki-kun was the son of Sword God Yasushi and his wife, Nina.


    Ever since Yasushi was invited to live over on Liam’s home planet, he had been living in a splendid mansion.


    When he returned from school, he was greeted by a man stationed at the entrance.


    “Welcome home, young master. Your older sisters are waiting for you inside.”


    “–Un.”


    Yasuyuki immediately knew who the “older sisters” the man was referring to.


    Fuuka and Rinho were his father’s disciples, and they visited the mansion almost every day.


    When he headed to the reception room, Fuuka, who had been waiting there, jumped at him.


    “Welcome back, Yasuyuki!”


    “Uh, yes.”


    Rinho held Yasuyuki in her arms, but was pushed away by Fuuka soon after.


    “You’ve grown so big, Yasuyuki!”


    “Didn’t we meet yesterday though?”


    His father’s disciples liked to dote on him, but their true identities were rather impressive.


    They were legitimate heirs to the monstrous school of swordsmanship known as the One Flash, which was well-known for having produced the strongest swordsmen in the Empire.


    Even though they weren’t as powerful as Liam, Fuuka and Rinho were also monsters in their own right.


    Happy as he was to be doted on by them, Yasuyuki, who had learned common sense, was concerned.


    (Is it alright for them to not work?)


    Under Liam’s protection, Fuuka and Rinho were free to devote themselves to training with the sword, never having to do anything that could really be considered work.


    They had apparently worked as maids before, but only as part of their apprenticeship.


    Despite being strict when it came to swordsmanship, Liam’s would open up his wallet whenever his junior disciples asked for pocket money.


    In other words, they could keep themselves fed without ever needing to work.


    While Yasuyuki was worrying about their future, Nina, his mother, returned home.


    “I’m home~”


    Having come back from work, she entered the reception room wearing a suit.


    After moving to the Banfield Family’s home planet, she had gone to college and began working as a bureaucrat after graduating.


    As an official working in the government office of the Banfield Family’s main planet, she was considered an elite among the elite.


    A short while later, Yasushi also rushed back to the mansion.


    “Nina! Please give me some pocket money! I’m pretty confident that we can recoup our losses soon!”


    “Yasu-kun, did you blow all your money away again? You’re really hopeless without me~”


    Yasushi had lost his allowance after a big loss at the casino and was here to ask for more from Nina.


    “Thanks. Love you, Nina!”


    “Come back early~”


    Now that he had his money, Yasushi left for the casino once more.


    Nina sent him off with a smile.


    When she handed him the pocket money, there had been a mix of exasperation and joy in her voice, joy at being relied on.


    More specifically, it was 10% exasperation and 90% joy.


    Watching this left Yasuyuki in deep thought.


    (Mom’s a diligent worker, whereas dad’s a gambler. –Yet mom always sees him off happily. This can’t be good. At the very least, I must get my act together.)


    Even as a child, Yasuyuki had doubts about his home environment and was determined to become a proper adult.


    Rinho was disappointed when she learned that Yasushi had left for the casino.


    “Aww, seems like Master’s busy today as well.”


    Fuuka faced Yasuyuki while smiling.


    “It’d be nice if he could watch over our training once in a while, but it can’t be helped if he’s busy. By the way, Yasuyuki, we got senior’s permission.”


    There was a big smile on Yasuyuki’s face when he heard that they had received permission from Liam, their senior.


    “Really!?”


    The reason why Yasuyuki wanted to become a knight had to do with the Banfield Family’s circumstances.


    The Banfield Family was currently looking to expand their military strength and was in need of skilled knights.


    He had lived under Liam’s protection for years and wished to return the favor by becoming a knight.


    While his father, Yasushi, was Liam’s master and idol, Yasuyuki was nothing more than his child.


    To be allowed to live in such luxury was something to be grateful for, and he wanted to return the favor by attaining knighthood.


    He’d also been told that Liam initially hoped he would become a knight, which led him to believe that this was the best course of action.


    “Yup, it’s true. He reluctantly agreed when we told him that you wanted to be a knight. It seems he planned to have you become a government official, but he said he’ll respect your wishes.”


    At first, Liam was troubled by the revelation.


    Yasushi had declared that Yasuyuki had no talent as a swordsman. Would he be able to survive as a knight? That had been his concern.


    Rinho placed her hands on Yasuyuki’s shoulders and bent down to match his eye level. Then, she spoke to him with a serious look.


    “Yasuyuki, you’ve obtained permission, but you must not push yourself too hard. If you face trouble, you can come to me for help. –I’ll slay whoever’s in your way.”


    Rinho and Fuuka’s eyes had lost focus. They weren’t kidding when they said they would kill Yasuyuki’s enemies.


    Even if he didn’t have talent for the One Flash, Yasuyuki was the son of Yasushi, the master that they both admired.


    In other words, he was like their little brother.


    Yasuyuki felt slightly overwhelmed by the love his older sisters were showing him.


    “I-I’ll be fine.”


    He vowed to acquire enough strength to defend himself so that his sisters wouldn’t have to draw their swords.


    
  


  Return of the Kingdom of Dominion


  
    Yasuyuki-kun has expressed his desire to become a knight.


    I initially had plans of having him train as a knight under Klaus. However, after much consideration, I changed my mind, thinking it wouldn’t be the best for him.


    For knights, being weak is a cardinal sin, and since Yasuyuki-kun has no talent in the sword, I wanted him to be a bureaucrat, just like his mother.


    However, he’s expressed a strong desire to attain knighthood, and I don’t intend to deny his dream.


    Even so, as things stand, he’ll probably reach his limit after becoming a low-ranking knight or an intermediate knight.


    Strength isn’t the only component of being a knight, but it is an important quality.


    Let’s take Tia and Marie as examples.


    There are issues with their personalities, but because they’re strong, they can carry out their tasks without fail.


    –For real though. Even their appearance is up to par. It’s just their personality that leaves much to be desired.


    They should take a page out of Klaus’ book.


    If Yasuyuki-kun becomes a knight, there’s a good chance that he might die on the battlefield.


    Of course, I don’t plan on throwing him into a dangerous battlefield, but nothing is for certain in this world.


    Unforeseen circumstances can occur, and he might suffer an ambush from enemies while he’s on a mission.


    To ensure Yasuyuki-kun’s survival, he needs someone that can act as his role model, a master.


    By learning under a competent knight, he’s bound to grasp a thing or two that can give him an edge.


    If he fails to reach the intermediate levels of a knight even after all that, I’ll unfortunately have to make him give up on this path.


    — Now then, who should I assign to him?


    The answer’s already clear. It would have to be Klaus.


    What about Tia and Marie?


    Well, I won’t deny their skill and talent. However, I can’t entrust them with Yasuyuki-kun knowing their flawed personalities.


    It would be unholy to treat the son of my esteemed Master that way.


    I can’t think of anyone else other than Klaus that fits all the criteria. He would be the perfect master for Yasuyuki-kun.


    And so, I summon the man in question to my office.


    ◇


    “–Pardon?”


    Klaus was blown away by what he was told after he arrived at Liam’s office.


    Liam’s expression was serious, which indicated that he wasn’t joking.


    “Currently, Master’s son is under my care, and he wishes to be a knight. I want to entrust him to you. Will that be alright?”


    Yasuyuki-kun was the progeny of Yasushi whom Liam revered above all others. There were rumors that anyone that bullied him in the territory would be slaughtered by the disciples of the School of One Flash.


    It went without question that Klaus had no desire to take care of someone so important to Liam.


    “I believe I’m not qualified to raise him. Wouldn’t it be better to nurture him like everyone else?”


    Liam clarified his request after Klaus told him his concerns.


    “He’s already begun his education as a knight. What I want from you is to polish his foundations and teach him the correct mindset. If he fails to bloom even after he receives your instructions, it’ll be because of his lack of talent. In that case, I’ll have him give up and walk a different path.”


    Klaus immediately understood the gist of what was going on.


    (So it concerns the life of a prominent figure! That’s way out of my comfort zone!)


    Just as he was desperately thinking of a way out, Liam let out a deep sigh.


    “I know that I’ve already assigned you a lot of important tasks, but you’re the only one I can trust with a peace of mind.”


    His boss’s trust only made things worse, and Klaus could feel his stomach beginning to churn.


    “I’m honored by the praise, but I’m afraid I’m not suitable for the job.”


    (Please don’t expect so much from me!)


    However, Liam showed unconditional trust in Klaus’ ability to nurture those under him.


    He projected several documents around the office, listing off Klaus’ achievements until now.


    “You don’t have to be so modest. I have good reasons for entrusting Master’s precious son to you. According to my investigation, the knights, soldiers, and officials that work under you have made a lot of contributions. Trust me, your ability to nurture people is the real deal.”


    Klaus broke out into a cold sweat.


    (But I beg to differ! I simply divide up the work and give them to people who seem like they could do it! They just get better on their own!)


    Klaus didn’t think highly of himself, so he would often consult his subordinates, asking for their opinions. Furthermore, as he didn’t have much desire to get ahead in life, he would report his subordinates’ achievements without hiding them.


    As a result, they had more opportunities to shine compared to those in other divisions.


    “I’m just blessed with good subordinates.”


    Liam smirked upon hearing them.


    “You underestimate yourself. You’ve proven yourself through your results. I leave Yasuyuki-kun to you. Whether he becomes a knight or not will be your call to make.”


    Unable to go against his boss’s order, Klaus relented.


    “I will do my best.”


    Suppressing his urge to wail, he left the office.


    ◇


    Around the same time, there were big movements in the Kingdom of Dominion.


    During its 30-year truce with the Empire, bloody battles continued to occur between relatives over the vacant seat of the Crown Prince.


    The warmonger known as Gudwar had been defeated by Liam and the Guide. However, battles failed to cease in the Kingdom of Dominion, and the one to climb over all others was [Aluna].


    Aluna was the princess that had demanded for Liam’s gene during the party, and she had won the battle for the throne.


    A large number of military officers were present in the hall of the Kingdom of Dominion’s royal palace, and they were celebrating the birth of a Crown Princess.


    Aluna was on her knees, bowing as her father, the Overlord, placed a circlet on top of her head which represented her new status as the kingdom’s Crown Princess.


    The Overlord leaned in to whisper to his daughter, beginning a parent-child conversation that no others could eavesdrop on.


    “I never expected you to become the Crown Princess. How about changing your gender? Being a man would give you a greater advantage in battles.”


    The Overlord used to be a woman as well, but she had undergone surgeries to better her chances of survival in battles.


    Aluna scoffed at her father’s words, standing up as she did so.


    “I’ve long decided to become the strongest while remaining a woman. Don’t lump me in with the likes of you.”
 “You’re not cute in the slightest. –You know, I’ve never liked you.”


    Despite her father stating that he hated her, there was a smile on Aluna’s face.


    “I’ve noticed. But the strong are always envied by the masses. I shall gracefully accept your jealousy.”


    The way Aluna treated the Overlord was as if she was above him.


    Turning her back on her father, Aluna faced the military officers that had gathered there and made a declaration.


    “The civil war has dragged on for long enough, and I’m weary of it.”


    The military officers were disturbed by the Crown Princess’ timid remarks. However, that changed when Aluna announced their next target with a fierce smile.


    “I’m tired of dealing with the weak. We shall instead resume our battle with the Empire!”


    The military officers cheered enthusiastically, welcoming the change.


    After 30 years of truce, the war against the Empire was about to be rekindled.


    The battle for the thrown had been a boring one for Aluna.


    Her true target was the Empire, more specifically the Banfield Family.


    (Let’s hope that the Banfield Family gets dispatched into battle. Its members are all the cream of the crop. They have Klaus, the Empire’s strongest knight, as well as Liam, who killed my brother! It’ll be a worthy fight.)


    Aluna licked her lips while thinking of her prey.


    (I shall defeat Liam and obtain his supreme genes!)


    ◇


    The Kingdom of Dominion had declared war on the Empire.


    When this piece of news arrived in the Capital, Emperor Bagrada and Crown Prince Cleo began formulating countermeasures inside the palace.


    However, they didn’t appear tense at all.


    The Empire’s border was huge, and the war was only going to affect a part of it. In the grand scheme of things, it didn’t really matter if they lost a few battles.


    One could even go so far as to say that it wouldn’t hurt or itch the Empire.


    Hence, they were planning on taking advantage of the war instead.


    Cleo proposed that they use this chance to eliminate political enemies.


    “Let’s have the Banfield Family deal with the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    Despite being the Emperor, Bagrada was dressed in rough clothes and had the appearance of an elegant man in his thirties.


    He was having fun playing board games with Cleo at the moment.


    “Your plan’s not subtle at all, but I’m not opposed to the idea.”


    Bagrada moved one of his pieces as he said this.


    Cleo was next, and she picked up her piece, playing with it in her hands.


    She then revealed her intention to leave the border to the Banfield Family.


    “By having the Banfield Family clash with the Kingdom of Dominion, we can ensure that both sides bleed out. The Duke may be the most powerful person in the Empire, but he’s definitely going to suffer if he goes to war with the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    “Indeed, the Kingdom of Dominion’s army is powerful, not to mention they absolutely love waging war. The Banfield Family will be severely weakened by this.”


    The two were quite calm, as if it wasn’t their country at risk of being invaded. They were more concerned about weakening Liam, their political opponent.


    War was imminent, yet Bagrada seemed to be having a lot of fun.


    “Have the nobles that are close to the Banfield Family sent to other parts of the border. We’ll separate him from his allies. We should get rid of some other pests by pitting them against the Kingdom of Dominion as well.”


    Cleo put down the piece that she had been twiddling with and pointed out a concern in regard to Bagrada’s plan.


    “Will the nobles close the Duke follow my orders?”


    “If it’s an order from me, the Emperor, they’ll have to obey it.”


    “Your Majesty’s willing to go that far?”


    “Of course.”


    Cleo’s biggest supporter was now the Emperor.


    If it was a direct order from the Emperor, the nobles close to Liam would be powerless to go against it.


    This was when the matter with the Prime Minister was brought up.


    “The Prime Minister has reported suspicious movements within the Banfield Family. They’re rapidly expanding their military. The Empire deems this as an act of treason, and to dispel this suspicion, Duke Banfield would have to work tirelessly for the Empire.”


    ‘The Banfield Family is to confront the Kingdom of Dominion to prove their loyalty to the Empire.’


    This was to be their official stance.


    Cleo grinned when she heard this.


    “All’s well if he loses. And if he happens to win, we’ll dispel the suspicion, and in exchange, he won’t receive any other form of reward. Is that it?”


    “The Empire’s in a tough financial situation after all. This will help save costs.”


    The Banfield Family was going to have to protect the border from invasion without receiving any support from the Empire. It was ruthless, to say the least.


    If they lost to the Kingdom of Dominion, the Banfield Family would suffer irreparable damage.


    Even if they won, they wouldn’t come out unscathed.


    Either way, the damage to Liam would be great.


    Sure, he could prove his loyalty to the Empire, but even then, neither Cleo nor the Emperor would believe it.


    In other words, there was nothing to be gained at all.


    Cleo brought up yet another method of driving Liam into a corner.


    “The Banfield Family has a lot of associates, such as merchants and weapons factory personnel. If we can lure them over to our side and have them betray him–”


    However, Bagrada shook his head, turning down this suggestion.


    “Now, that would be too boring, wouldn’t it? Those that side with him should also be dragged into the mess.”


    “But–”


    Liam had connections to a lot of people. If they were all dragged into the mess, things could get troublesome inside the Empire.


    Bagrada, however, seemed to want that.


    “There are many substitutes for merchants and weapons factories. We should clean up the place from time to time.”


    And thus, Cleo’s proposal was turned down.


    “Then should we lay down some special orders to the army that we dispatch?”


    “No.”


    “?”


    Cleo couldn’t fathom what the Emperor was thinking.


    Bagrada didn’t plan on doing anything against Liam, who was about to engage the Kingdom of Dominion in a war.


    He wasn’t planning on having the troops that they dispatch to get in Liam’s way, and he wasn’t going to order them to assassinate him either.


    In fact, he showed no signs of putting pressure on the Banfield Family at all.


    Seeing how bewildered Cleo was, Bagrada gently explained.


    “An army that grows too quickly is bound to be a paper tiger. After all, not everyone would understand and follow the Duke’s noble ideals.”


    “So what Your Majesty is saying is that trouble will find him simply because of the size of his army?”


    “Yes, especially since this is the Empire. Purchasing planets from their lords and accepting nomads without a place to go. It’s certainly efficient, but it’s destined to fail. You see, there were people that did similar things to the Duke.”


    In the past, there had been nobles with similar thought processes.


    Bagrada told Cleo what happened to them.


    “They all perished in the end, either due to betrayal from their allies or from their subordinates declaring independence.”


    “–Basically, his demise is a foregone conclusion.”


    “Unfortunately, that is precisely the case.”


    Bagrada chuckled in anticipation of the future, predicting what would happen to Liam and his army.


    “The Banfield Family won’t be able to control the massive army that they’ve built up, and this would end up pulling their legs in their fight against the Kingdom of Dominion. Even if they manage to pull through, a crack will be formed, meaning we can go in for the kill when the next opportunity arises. I can’t wait for that time to arrive.”


    An army that grew too rapidly would fumble and make mistakes on important occasions. Bagrada was confident of this.


    Cleo smiled spitefully, imagining what would befall Liam in the near future.


    “–I’ll immediately summon Banfield to the Capital.”


    “Umu. I’ll leave that to you, Cleo.”


    Cleo was going to call Liam to the Capital and have him fight in a fierce battle against the Kingdom of Dominion.


    ◇


    –Cleo, this bastard, has summoned me to the Capital.


    Who does he think he is?


    He may be the Crown Prince, but he’s nothing more than a figurehead. There’s a limit to how impudent one can be.


    Anyhow, Cleo is now standing in front of me, giving me orders.


    “We’d like to ask Duke Banfield to defend the Empire’s border against the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    I had been defending the border until a while ago, but I had my troops withdraw after I cut ties with Cleo.


    And yet here he is, asking me to defend it again.


    “Just dispatch the Empire’s regular army.”


    “Ah, but the problem is, there have been skirmishes in other parts of the border as well. Your friends have been asked to help out. The Exner Family whom you’re close with has also been requested to participate.”


    Kurt told me that his family recently received an imperial order telling them to reinforce the border.


    Emperor Bagrada has Cleo’s back, so I have no doubt that he’s had a hand in this.


    I stare at the Emperor, who’s coincidentally behind Cleo.


    “You want the Banfield Family to fight against the Kingdom of Dominion all by itself?”


    Bagrada plays dumb.


    “Of course not. The Empire will lend you its troops. Having said that, I hear your family has expanded its military considerably. There are rumors that the Banfield Family intends to betray the Empire. Don’t you think this is a great opportunity to show your loyalty?”


    “Betray the Empire? Me? I would never.”


    “To put the people at ease, I want the Duke to prove his loyalty through this occasion. Also, the Empire’s facing financial difficulty, so I ask that the Duke takes care of the troops that we dispatch.”


    “Are we to muster up with supplies ourselves?”


    “I’m afraid that’s how it is.”


    If I were to refuse here, he’ll most likely brand me as a traitor and come up with all sorts of harassment.


    For now, I have no choice but to obey orders.


    That said…the conditions aren’t as harsh as I thought.


    I check the details again. The Empire will dispatch its troops, but it won’t send any supplies as support.


    It’s pretty infuriating, and I doubt the troops that they dispatch will be of much use.


    Some of them will probably try to drag us down on the battlefield or stab us in the back if we show an opening.


    But that’s all within expectations.


    Cleo has used these tricks before…is the Emperor only capable of this much?


    I highly doubt it. If anything, it feels like he’s toying with me.


    Something doesn’t feel right, and the eerieness makes me stiffen up.


    Seeing my expression, Cleo assumes that I feel troubled, which makes him elated.


    “I hope to hear good news from you, Duke.”


    “Whatever you say.”


    Now that business is over, I leave Cleo’s office.


    Outside, I come across Her Highness Lysithea, who’s apparently been waiting there.


    
  


  A Naive Trap


  
    If I have to describe Lysithea in one word, it’d be “misfit”.


    Political strifes are everyday occurrences in the palace, and kind-hearted knights like her are oddities that quickly get preyed upon.


    And it doesn’t help that her skills don’t match her social status.


    Despite being a princess herself, she’s an oddball that volunteered to be a knight in order to protect her younger brother.


    Things might have worked out if she was stronger. However, it’s a cruel world that we live in.


    Objectively speaking, she’s only as skilled as a common knight, and she doesn’t possess any ability that makes her stand out.


    “I’m sorry, Duke Banfield. I wasn’t able to put a stop to Cleo.”


    I’m currently walking down a corridor with Lysithea, who approached me after I left Cleo’s office.


    Her face is as pale as snow, and her head is hanging low.


    I listen in silence as she beings to talk about how Cleo acts these days.


    “He’s completely changed after having a taste of power. He used to be such a kind child, but now he’s no different from his elder siblings. In fact, he’s even worse than them.”


    He’s trying to hurl me into a battlefield, ignoring all the hard work I put in to make him the Crown Prince.


    It’s a terrible act of betrayal no matter how you put it.


    Even so, I don’t hold it against him.


    –After all, I never trusted humans in the first place.


    Cleo’s betrayal was well within my calculations.


    Having said that, I didn’t think I’d be treated this coldly.


    Lysithea laments her powerlessness.


    “My words aren’t reaching him anymore. I told him numerous times that we should continue having an amicable relationship with you after all the help that we received, but he just wouldn’t listen.”


    Lysithea is a kind person by heart.


    However, it’s not appropriate to have this kind of conversation inside the palace.


    There are eyes and ears everywhere, and Cleo won’t be happy once he learns that his sister has approached me.


    Lysithea moves on to explain how she’s been treated recently with a self-deprecating smile.


    “He didn’t want to constantly hear me nag, so he removed me from my position. Now that I’m no longer his guard, I can’t even talk to him anymore. Still, I wanted to apologize in his place as his sister. If it’s at all possible–”


    Does she expect me to forgive him? To not hate him?


    Whatever the case, she doesn’t finish her sentence, probably out of a sense of shame.


    –And it’s good that she didn’t.


    Lysithea knows as well that there’s no turning back anymore.


    I flash a small smile and give her an appropriate response.


    “I understand what Lysithea-dono means. Now, if you’d allow me to excuse myself.”


    I turn my back on her and quickly leave without turning back.


    ◇


    I’m inside one of the rooms of my luxury hotel, a room that I’ve set aside for personal use in case I find myself in the Capital.


    News of my arrival must have spread as there’s been a steady stream of visitors from early in the morning.


    Among the visitors are Elliot of the Clave Company and Patrice of the Newlands Company, who’ve come to visit regardless of the time of day.


    Their expressions are dark, and I have them fill me in on recent events.


    “Were you also given the cold shoulder by Cleo?”


    The Clave Company that Elliot belongs to is among the Empire’s biggest merchant groups, and they even serve as imperial purveyors.


    Yet even they seem to be suffering from a decreased number of transactions in recent times.


    “Things are looking grim out here. Our company spared no effort in providing His Highness Cleo with everything he needed, only to end up in this predicament. Lord Liam, by all means, we’d like you to raise another candidate and have them compete for the throne.”


    They’re trying to target companies that are close to me.


    It’s not clear whether Cleo ordered this or if people around us are just trying to be careful.


    If this is something that Cleo and the Emperor cooked up, then it’s rather underwhelming.


    Unlike Elliot, Patrice seems to be at her wits’ end.


    “More and more executives of the Newlands Company are considering cutting off ties with Lord Liam and siding with His Highness Cleo instead. If you’re planning on supporting someone, please tell me. I’ll introduce you to someone convenient straight away.”


    Though she’s trying to appear calm, it’s clear that she’s agitated as she insists that I hurry up and raise an opponent that can go against Cleo.


    “What’s wrong? Trouble at the board meeting?” I ask with a grin.


    Patrice scowls as if she’s swallowed a bitter pill.


    “An increasing number of executives want to offer me to the prince as a gift.”


    Patrice, who’s been betrayed by her allies, gets comforted by Elliot.


    “That’s rough,” he says sympathetically.


    However, his eyes remain cold.


    At the end of the day, they weren’t friends.


    They wouldn’t care what happens to the other person as long as they’re not the ones being harmed.


    It’s a dry relationship, but at least they’re more trustworthy than people that move based on emotions.


    Those without power are cut off and thrown away after they’ve outlived their worth.


    This rings true regardless of the world I’m in.


    “Patrice, I’ll lend you one of Kukuri’s subordinates. Keep the hostile executives under control.”


    “That’s very thoughtful of you.”


    “In exchange, I want you to do me a favor.”


    “Do you want me to introduce you to someone that can become Cleo’s rival?”


    “Let’s discuss that at a later date. We’re about to go to war with the Kingdom of Dominion. It’s a great opportunity to earn money, is it not?”


    A flicker of light appears in the depths of Elliot and Patrice’s eyes when they hear this.


    Profits above all else. That’s what being a merchant is about.


    Elliot asks about the battle against the Kingdom of Dominion.


    “Profit is indeed important, but what are your plans in this war, Lord Liam?”


    He’s asking whether I intend to go all out to defend the country or fight passively and retreat to preserve our strength.


    Taking everything into consideration, the ideal choice would be to fight half-heartedly and retreat after coming up with an excuse, after which we’d meet at the negotiating table.


    However, I refuse to be so lame.


    “I plan on getting an overwhelming victory.”


    ◇


    The next person to visit me is someone from the Seventh Weapons Factory.


    Nias, their representative, is crying rivers in front of me.


    “They took away all our contracted work! They aren’t being discrete about it at all! I can’t believe they’d go this far just because we’re on good terms with Lord Liam!”


    The Seventh Weapons Factory consists of weirdos that pursue productivity, maintainability, and performance over design, but even then, they’d get orders from the Empire to produce weapons for them.


    They earn money by selling mass-produced weapons that the army has officially adopted, but it seems all the orders were canceled.


    As a result, the Seventh Weapons Factory is now in the red.


    Standing next to me is Eulisia, a former employee of the Third Weapons Factory.


    She’s accompanying me as my secretary, and she tells me of a complaint that she received from her former workplace.


    “The Third Weapons Factory has been getting fewer orders as well. It’s not in the red yet because of how popular it is, but if the Empire continues to give you the cold shoulder, they’ll probably reconsider their relationship with the Banfield Family.”


    Seriously, is this all that Cleo and the Emperor amount to? Just this?


    It makes me wonder if they’re doing this on purpose.


    Could they be playing around?


    I promise Nias who’s still crying that I’ll place a large order.


    “Stop crying. It’s gonna dampen my mood as well. We’re about to go to war with the Kingdom of Dominion, so I’ll be placing a large order, including spare parts.”


    “You promised!”


    Seeing how happy Nias has become, Yurishia shakes her head with folded arms.


    She must’ve noticed that this is only a temporary solution. It’s not going to solve the deficit issue that the Seventh Weapons Factory is facing.


    While I’m at it, I also inform Eulisia that I plan on purchasing a lot of equipment from the Third Weapons Factory.


    “Eulisia, tell the Third Weapons Factory that a large order will be coming in. No discounts required. We’ll buy them at a premium. We wouldn’t want to lose face in the Empire.”


    “–Will that really be alright?”


    Eulisia, who’s already somewhat a part of the Banfield Family, is aware of our financial situation.


    We don’t have much leeway right now because we’ve invested a lot of our budget into developing the territory and expanding the military.


    Even with the alchemy box, it’s getting difficult to keep up with our spending.


    “Don’t worry about it. I’ll prepare the money.”


    “I’ll try to contact them, but don’t get your hopes up too high.”


    “Tell them we’ll pay double the regular price.”


    ‘F-for real!?’ her expression seems to say.


    Nias, who’s been listening to our conversation, butts in and begs me with her hands held close together.


    “Lord Liam, the Seventh Weapons Factory is willing to go to hell and back for you! So please buy our products at a higher price as well. 50, no, 20% will do!”


    If the Seventh Weapons Factory loses a customer like me, they’d be forced to close down almost immediately.


    On a separate note, Nias is still a terrible saleswoman.


    “Your factory’s already at the brink of collapse, isn’t it? You should focus on getting out of the red first. I’ll be buying your products at a regular price, so bear with it for now.”


    “Nooo~”


    Nias wails in despair, but Eulisia only shrugs.


    “It’s your fault for letting others know your weakness. Having said that, the Third Weapons Factory has also sniffed out that Lord Liam’s in a bad position.”


    “–That’s right.”


    Sorry Eulisia, but I’ll be having your former workplace, the Third Weapons Factory, share its fate with me.


    Consider the extra payment my apology.


    ◇


    After all the guests have left, Tia and Marie enter the room to discuss what happened.


    Tia seems to doubt the merchants.


    “We should have Kukuri’s men keep an eye on Elliot and Patrice to make sure they don’t betray us.”


    As for Marie, she expresses dissatisfaction toward the Third Weapons Factory.


    “The Seventh Weapons Factory aside, I don’t like the attitude of the Third Weapons Factory. They’ve raked in so much thanks to Lord Liam, and yet they’re trying to take advantage of our situation the moment things get dicey.”


    I’m in a precarious situation, which is why many people have left our camp.


    But I’m satisfied with how things are turning out at the moment.


    I’d even say that it’s looking better than expected.


    “It can’t be this easy. They must be cooking something up behind the scenes.”


    Hearing what I said, Tia and Marie also become vigilant.


    It’s clear that they also suspect the Emperor and Cleo.


    Tia in particular is struggling to understand why Cleo and the Emperor aren’t using more effective means to cut us off.


    “It’s certainly strange. With how things stand, they should’ve gone with the carrot, not the whip. If they really wanted to weaken the Banfield Family, they would’ve had our allies pretend to remain friends so that they could stab us in the back. I’m starting to wonder whether they’re being serious or not.”


    Marie goes on to predict what the merchants and the weapons factories are thinking.


    “Even if they switch over to Cleo’s side, there’s no guarantee that they’d be safe. If they betray the Banfield Family only to get betrayed by Cleo, it’d be pointless.”


    They must be having trouble deciding which side to take.


    If they side with me, they’d be seen as a thorn by the Empire.


    But would they be safe with Cleo? No one knows.


    There’s no guarantee that they’d be treated like before even if they betray me and join Cleo.


    If I was in Cleo’s position, I would’ve gone ahead and promised to treat them better in the future.


    “Are they underestimating us, or are they taking this lightly? –It’s as if they don’t want to win.”


    Honestly, it’s quite unsettling.


    It’s off-putting that Cleo and the Emperor aren’t employing better methods.


    “–Is this the Guide’s blessing?”


    It was a quiet whisper, but Tia and Marie somehow manage to hear what I said.


    “What do you mean, Lord Liam?”


    “Is there something wrong with guides?”


    It’s kind of creepy that they were able to hear that, but for now, I shake my head.


    “It’s nothing.”


    Things are progressing a little too well.


    It’s hard to tell whether it’s the result of an intricate trap or the Guide’s blessing. Regardless, I should offer my thanks to the Guide today as well.


    
  


  To the Kingdom of Dominion


  
    By the time I returned from the Capital to my home planet, the spaceport was bustling with activity.


    Rumors have spread that I’ve been entrusted with protecting the border against the Kingdom of Dominion, and the Banfield Family has thus transitioned into a wartime regime.


    When I arrive at the spaceport, I’m greeted by Klaus, who’s been managing the affairs in my territory while I was gone.


    “Lord Liam, as per your instructions, we’re proceeding with preparations for departure.”


    I continue walking, and Klaus follows diagonally behind me.


    “His Highness the Crown Prince sure is a handful, don’t you agree?”


    I sarcastically call Cleo by his title.


    Klaus doesn’t comment on this and continues.


    “Lord Liam, since it’s an imperial order, there’s nothing we can do. Having said that, are we to fight seriously against the Kingdom of Dominion?”


    The Kingdom of Dominion loves to wage war, and would probably continue charging even if their army suffers damage.


    Fighting against them always results in a net loss, which is why the nobles in the Empire are hesitant to fight against them.


    However, I plan on going all out against such opponents.


    I won’t be holding anything back, and I intend to clash with the Kingdom of Dominion head-on.


    “Do you have a problem with that?” I ask while turning toward Klaus.


    He doesn’t seem so sure about my decision.


    “I believe our best course of action would be to focus on fortifying strategically important bases. To avoid losses, we should try our best to minimize contact with the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    If my goal is only to protect, then he’d be right.


    But why do you think I’m fighting for the Empire?


    An evil lord is someone that always pursues his own interests.


    “This is my war, and I’ve deemed that it would be beneficial for us. That’s why we’ll be going all out this time. Klaus, you shouldn’t hold back either.”


    “I’ll do my best.”


    “This is just my personal opinion, but you should really try to be more greedy.”


    Although he’s highly competent, Klaus doesn’t like to be in the limelight.


    Hmm, maybe it’s more appropriate to say that he doesn’t have much ambition.


    He’s reliable and performs impeccably as my right-hand man, but he’s too serious, which doesn’t fit the image of an evil lord’s subordinate.


    One could argue that he’s a loyal subject, but I prefer someone with a little more greed.


    I might be asking for too much, but he should really relax a bit.


    “Now then, let’s see how powerful the Kingdom of Dominion is.”


    ◇


    “They’ve gone too far this time!”


    A furious Brian greets me the moment I step into the mansion.


    Cleo’s betrayal had him fuming, especially considering how much support we provided him.


    After learning that we’ve been pitted against the Kingdom of Dominion, Brian’s anger level has shot through the roof.


    “Calm down. You’re already so old. Getting so angry is bad for your health.”


    “How are we supposed to remain calm in this situation!? Lord Liam, you should be angry as well!”


    It’s annoying that I have to follow Cleo’s orders, but this isn’t necessarily a bad situation for us either.


    — Now, we can openly make contact with the Kingdom of Dominion.


    I have some plans of my own in mind, but I don’t bother explaining them to Brian as he won’t understand.


    “There’s no need,” I say bluntly.


    Serena, who’s been standing beside Brian, gives me a serious look. Her eyes are sharp as if she’s searching for something.


    “Lord Liam, do you plan on committing to the battle?”


    “Of course. Why would I hold back?”


    “Is it out of your loyalty to the Empire?”


    “Loyalty?”


    I almost burst into laughter after hearing her question.


    Since she’s asking about loyalty, it seems she doesn’t understand me at all.


    “As if. In this world, results are everything. Loyalty is nothing more than an evaluation derived from a person’s actions before their death. –If I were to die in the war against the Kingdom of Dominion, the people will probably praise me for my loyalty.”


    There’s no point in discussing loyalty.


    I only trust those that have died for my sake.


    “Then–”


    Hearing my response, Serena’s gaze becomes sharper, but Brian’s scream interrupts her before she could say anything.


    “Lord Liam, please refrain from saying something so inauspicious! Not only are you the head of the Banfield Family, you are also the symbol of hope for the citizens of this territory! The Banfield Family only exists because of Lord Liam! You shouldn’t speak about your death even as a joke! Please have more self-awareness!”


    “R-right.”


    Overwhelmed by Brian’s momentum, I nod my head without realizing it.


    His eyes are bloodshot, which is seriously scaring me.


    Dude, don’t get so worked up. You might collapse from your blood vessels bursting.


    ◇


    After listening to Brian’s sermon, I return to my bedroom where Rosetta’s waiting.


    “Welcome back.”


    “This sucks. Brian, that bastard, had the gall to preach to me for an entire hour. Who does he think he is? If it was anyone else, I would’ve had him beaten to death.”


    I sit down on the bed, and Rosetta sits next to me.


    “Are preparations for the war going well? I hear the Kingdom of Dominion has the upper hand.”


    Rosetta holds my hands, feeling anxious. To reassure her, I squeeze hers with a little force.


    It seems she’s quite worried.


    “We’ll be sending out a fleet of 600,000 ships as our first batch.”


    Not all of them can be considered elite troops, but in terms of number, they should be sufficient for now.


    “I hear the Kingdom of Dominion is a scary country.”


    “Scary? The same could be said about any country in the world. Do you know what the Empire has been doing behind the scenes until now? At least the Kingdom of Dominion is simple and straightforward in their emphasis on military power.”


    I see the Empire as a bigger threat than the Kingdom of Dominion.


    After all, the “real enemy” that the Guide has mentioned resides in the Empire.


    Emperor Bagrada, a threat so great that the Guide felt compelled to warn me in advance.


    Hence, the enemy that I should be watching out for is the Empire, not the Kingdom of Dominion.


    Rosetta looks down sadly.


    “His Highness Cleo has changed. He used to be so kind.”


    “He was just pretending to be nice because he was weak.”


    “Maybe you’re right. –But even so, it doesn’t change the fact that it’s sad. Darling, what about you?”


    “I never trusted him in the first place.”


    If he was truly a kind person, he wouldn’t have treated his older sister, who’s been protecting him, in that manner.


    “–The troops will be leaving tomorrow. I’m entrusting you with the territory. Try your best to maintain order in the territory.”


    “When will you be coming back?”


    “Who knows? However, I won’t be able to contact you for a while. Amagi will stay behind in the mansion as well, so if you face any trouble, seek her help.”


    “Okay, Darling.”


    ◇


    Protecting the border isn’t an easy task.


    After all, the universe is vast, too vast, and defending the border entails securing bases on key planets and keeping an eye on locations that could be used to warp.


    There are two main categories of warping.


    The first is long-distance warping. This requires the construction of special gates in locations suitable for warping.


    The second type is short-distance warping, which can be done by spaceships without requiring a special gate.


    The advantage of long-distance warping is that one could quickly move to a specific location. However, it’s impossible without a special gate, and locations suitable for warping are rare.


    On the other hand, the advantage of short-distance warping is that it doesn’t need a gate. Having said that, short-distance warping consumes a lot of the spacecraft’s energy, and if it fails, it could lead to a disaster.


    When it comes to warfare, short-distance warping is the meta since gates could be destroyed or put out of commission.


    As a result, chance encounters with enemies don’t happen often, and the outcomes of large-scale battles boil down to which side occupies a better position.


    Since we don’t know where the enemies will strike, our forces must defend locations that are of strategic importance.


    It’s not ideal to separate our forces, but there’s nothing that can be done about it, so the hundreds of thousands of ships that we’ve brought along will be split into several groups.


    -Planet Augur-


    After arriving at the planet that was once under the Banfied Family’s protection, I visit its spaceport for the first time in a long while.


    “I wonder how Marion’s doing?”


    I think back to my junior from my time as an official.


    Eulisia, who’s tagging along, makes an exasperated face.


    “This isn’t the time to be joking around. The commanders of the expeditionary force will soon gather for a meeting.”


    “I’m curious to see with my own eyes how things are progressing on a planet that I took care of. ”


    Previously, I had dispatched Tia and Klaus to carry out development here, and I’m seeing the fruits of their labor.


    While the other hospitable planets around here look like rural villages, Augur looks like one of those small provincial cities from my previous life.


    However, I didn’t visit the spaceport incognito just to admire the sceneries of the planet.


    Three rough-looking soldiers approach us as I’m looking at some souvenirs at the spaceport alongside Eulisia, who’s wearing casual clothes.


    Ignoring me, the trio talks to Eulisia.


    “Hey, beauty. How ’bout some tea with us?”


    “We’re soldiers that belong to the Banfield Family.”


    They’re wearing military uniforms issued by our family.


    It seems they’re out on leave and have come to the spaceport for fresh air.


    I have no idea which division they belong to, but they appear quite frivolous.


    “I’m not interested,” Eulisia firmly refuses and turns her back on the trio.


    The rejection makes the trio upset, their face turning sullen.


    “–Hey, don’t get carried away. We’re soldiers employed by the Banfield Family. You’ll regret offending us.”


    “We serve Lord Liam, the invincible swordsman. Do you want to know what happens if you offend him?”


    “Look, your boyfriend’s too scared to speak back. Now, you better come play with us.”


    They’re using my name and the Banfield Family to get away with what they’re doing.


    –From the looks of it, they’re probably people from the planets that I recently acquired.


    Whenever I acquire a planet, the Banfield Family would absorb the military contained within it.


    They should’ve undergone re-education, but it appears it’s not very effective.


    I’m glad I was able to see this with my own eyes.


    For a moment I consider slashing these guys to death.


    However, I’m sure there are others like them, and killing these three won’t resolve the issue.


    As such, I decided to just leave this place with Eulisia.


    “B-boyfriend!? So we look like lovers, huh? How troubling~”


    –We’ve been mistaken for a couple, and for some reason, Eulisia is blushing from embarrassment.


    The three soldiers that have called out to us stare at me with jealous eyes.


    “Right, I almost forgot that you’re a disappointing woman as well. Anyway, it’s time for us to get going.”


    “W-wait up!”


    I pull Eulisia’s hand, trying to leave, but before we could, the soldiers stop us.


    “Hey, where do you think you’re going?“


    “–Scram.”


    “Hiiiiii!?”


    I give them a light glare, which terrifies them enough to make them fall on their butts.


    I leave with Eulisia in tow, ignoring the soldiers with terrible discipline that now stick out like a sore thumb at the spaceport.


    –I have no use for such people.


    ◇


    On Argos, our super dreadnought-class flagship, senior military officers are participating in a virtual holographic meeting.


    Naturally, Klaus is the one leading it.


    “The Banfield Family’s fleet numbers around 600,000. The Empire has also dispatched its troops, but–”


    Our knights and generals express dissatisfaction toward the Empire’s fleet.


    The senior officers that were dispatched as part of said fleet seem uncomfortable as well despite this being a virtual meeting, and for good reasons, too.


    A laugh almost escapes my mouth after hearing how many ships were sent to assist us.


    “I’m impressed they managed to gather this many. Most of them are outdated ships or mobile knights, and the ones that belong to the regular fleet haven’t received any supplies or maintenance.”


    The fleet stands at around 1.2 million strong, and although the number may sound impressive, what’s contained inside it is problematic.


    The Empire is currently facing a trouble of having to deal with an overflowing number of patrol fleets.


    These patrol fleets are provided only the minimum amount of supplies and maintenance, and they usually float around in empty space, doing nothing of importance.


    Each of these patrol fleets consists of dozens or hundreds of ships, and I bet even the Imperial Army has no idea of their exact numbers.


    In addition to them are the troops of frontier nobles, nobles that live in the countryside.


    Though their fleets each contain hundreds of ships, most of them are outdated.


    Last but not least are the ships that belong to the regular army, all of which seem to be in terrible condition.


    “Really makes you wonder whether the Empire is trying to wipe us out by having us clash with the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    I say this out loud as a joke.


    The knights and generals participating in the meeting don’t seem too pleased to hear this, but there’s not a single word of complaint since I’m the commander-in-chief…or at least there shouldn’t have been.


    “Does the Duke consider this battle already lost?”


    A middle-aged man who looks like a serious general stares intently at me.


    He seems like a decent man, at least much more so than the soldiers we met at the spaceport.


    Apparently, he’s one of the commanders that were dispatched along with the regular fleet.


    “Let me ask in return. Do you plan on winning?”


    I sense determination in the general’s eyes.


    The nobles, knights, and generals dispatched by the Empire also appear earnest.


    “Of course.”


    Since he’s so confident, I ask the general what plan he has in mind.


    “Tell me how we can win.”


    The general projects a 3D image inside the conference room.


    “Victory is ours as long as we station our soldiers on major planets and defend against the attacks of the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    We have 1.8 million ships under our command, and he’s essentially saying that we should split it into three groups and have them protect important bases.


    The strategy that gets proposed is one that Klaus has brought up before.


    I applaud the general.


    “Indeed, that’s our only option…if our goal is to defend, that is.”


    Inside the bustling conference room, I make my declaration.


    “We won’t be the ones defending this time. –We’ll be attacking the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    ◇


    The meeting eventually ends, and after a short break, another meeting is held, this time with only the members of the Banfield Family.


    Klaus is once again the one leading it.


    “Including Lord Liam’s personal guards, the first division will consist of 60,000 ships, led by Lord Liam. The second division will also consist of 60,000 ships, and it will be led by…me. The third division will consist of 30,000 ships, and it will be led by Christina-dono. The fourth division will consist of 10,000 ships, and it will be performing guerilla attacks under Marie-dono’s command. The fifth division-”


    This time around, the Banfield Family has dispatched 600,000 ships, and we’re currently in the middle of announcing how they’ll be split.


    However, I’m not familiar with the names of the commanders from the fifth division onward.


    Knights that can also serve as commanders are extremely valuable.


    I’ve no doubt that the people being called right now are all excellent. However, very few individuals are capable of making a name for themselves like Klaus, our head knight.


    This is a huge problem.


    There are several people that surpass Klaus in terms of ability alone, but when it comes to producing results, none even come close to him.


    My junior disciples who are next to me watch on in dissatisfaction as Klaus continues his announcement.


    Both of them are dressed in ceremonial knights uniform, something which annoys Fuuka.


    “Was another meeting really necessary? He could’ve just told us which division we belong to individually. Also, why do we have to wear these? They’re not cute at all.”


    Rinho, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to mind the outfit.


    She’s just disgruntled to be on the battlefield.


    “It sucks to be separated from Master and Yasuyuki-kun. I like the outfit though. I look good no matter what I wear, and it feels like I’m cosplaying.”


    Anyway, they’re treated as colonels in the Banfield Family’s military.


    Truth be told, I wanted to have them as brigadier generals, but Klaus stopped me from doing so.


    Dissatisfied they may be, I brought these two runts to the battlefield at the request of my Master.


    “You guys have been horsing around too much. So much so that Master personally asked that I bring you two along. Reflect a little, will you?”


    They seem to know what I’m referring to as they look away from me.


    “Okie-dokie~”


    “We shall reflect, sire.”


    I can tell that these two definitely aren’t reflecting.


    “Think of this as a part of your training. I’ve brought your mobile knights as well, so I’m looking forward to your performance on the battlefield. Don’t put a stain on the title of One-Flash.”


    After retrieving the three Avid imitations that Cleo and Calvin prepared, I had them fixed and given to my junior disciples and Ellen, who’s not here.


    Fuuka appears interested in the war.


    “They have strong warriors, right? I personally prefer fighting with my body, but I guess mobile knights aren’t too bad.”


    Rinho, on the other hand, seems excited to spread the fame of One-Flash.


    “I guess this is a good opportunity to let others know that senior brother’s not the only member of One-Flash.”


    Such reliable juniors I have.


    Just as I’m thinking of preparing some opportunities to have them shine, Klaus finishes the announcement and turns to face me, hinting at me to say something.


    When I stand up from my seat, I come under the spotlight inside the dimly lit room.


    “I’m sure a lot of you are feeling frustrated right now. Why must we go out of our way to deal with the Kingdom of Dominion? This question must be in your minds.”


    There’s nothing wrong with being dispatched to the borders to fight against the Kingdom of Dominion, but the blatant harassment that the Banfield Family is receiving has everyone on edge.


    And I don’t plan on taking this lying down.


    “Just in case you’re under some misconception, I’ll tell you now that I have no intention of fighting for the sake of the Empire.”


    Things begin to get noisy as whispers are heard within the room.


    Klaus raises his voice in response to this.


    “Lord Liam is speaking. Please refrain from talking privately.”


    I wait until everyone quiets down.


    “A battle to protect the Empire? Nothing interests me less than that. Instead, my goal is to capture the capital of the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    Honestly, who cares about defending the Empire? From the beginning, I was planning on challenging the Kingdom of Dominion to a fight.


    The look of surprise on everyone’s face, including Klaus’, amuses me.


    ◇


    Some time had passed since Liam’s departure.


    At the Banfield Family’s mansion, Amagi was standing beside Rosetta, who had been put in charge of the territory’s affairs.


    Amagi was assisting her with some government affairs when she noticed a change in Rosetta’s physical condition.


    “Lady Rosetta, if you’re feeling unwell, you should take a rest.”


    “I-it’s fine. I’ve been entrusted with the territory by Darling. I must answer his expecta–!”


    Seeing Rosetta cover her mouth with her hand, Amagi immediately rushed over to her and performed a scan.


    Then, she immediately arranged for a doctor.


    Putting her left hand over her ear, she explained the situation to the person on the other side of the call.


    “Please have a doctor arrive immediately. Yes, it concerns Lady Rosetta.”


    As soon as it became clear who the patient was, the office door was flung open, and a group of nurses who were waiting outside entered the room, accompanied by a doctor.


    Female knights promptly surrounded Rosetta, standing guard next to her so that no one could harm her.


    The doctor began examining Rosetta, and a short while later, Brian arrived, panting and heaving.


    “Is Lady Rosetta safe?”


    “Men aren’t allowed to enter.”


    Despite being blocked by the female knights, Brian forced his way in, worried about Rosetta.


    “Is Lady Rosetta okay!? With Lord Liam absent, if something were to happen to Lady Rosetta–”


    The doctor ignored the fuss that Brian was raising and began discussing with the nurses.


    “Quite a rare occurrence.”


    “Given Lord Liam’s circumstances, maybe this was to be expected.”


    Brian, who overheard their conversation, interjected.


    “What does this have to do with Lord Liam?”


    Seeing how uneasy he was, Amagi stood up and brought him out of the room.


    Things had become even rowdier inside by the time they were in the hallway.


    While listening to the situation unfolding inside, Amagi placed her left hand over her ear.


    “–It doesn’t seem to be working. Contact with Master is being blocked.”


    Communication failures were common on the battlefield.


    This suggested that the battle against the Kingdom of Dominion was intensifying.


    “It’s only been a few months since Lord Liam was dispatched to protect the Empire’s border. Has the war progressed that far already? Is Lord Liam safe?”


    Since they couldn’t get in touch with Liam, who was the commander-in-chief, it meant things were getting dangerous near the border.


    Amagi narrowed her eyes.


    “The invasion of the Kingdom of Dominion must be fiercer than expected. We should have the second batch of troops depart early.”


    Brian fell to his knees.


    “To think both Lord Liam and Lady Rosetta are in dangerous situations.”


    Amagi looked up at the ceiling while Brian wallowed in sadness.


    “I must inform Master as soon as possible.”


     
  


  Defensive Battle?


  
    Flagship Argos, a super-dreadnought class battleship that’s over 3000 meters in length, capable of housing a small colony.


    All the important facilities are available inside, and as long as people didn’t seek luxury, they wouldn’t have any trouble living in it.


    Having said that, nobles are different.


    “As a true noble, I must waste resources even if space is limited.”


    The room that’s been prepared for me is equipped with everything that I’d ever need, and it could very well be mistaken for a room in a luxury hotel.


    It’s an absolute waste of space and equipment.


    It’s as if I’m spitting on the face of the people that meticulously designed the spaceship, trying their best to fit everything inside.


    However, as an evil lord, my quarters must be lush and grand, even if we’re currently on a battlefield.


    That said, my junior disciples have occupied my room after returning from their work.


    They’re lying around on my bed and sofa, dressed only in their underwear after taking a bath.


    Rinho, who’s lying on the bed, flaps her legs.


    “It’s as if this room’s in a different world. Almost makes us forget that we’re on a battlefield.”


    Fuuka, who’s on the sofa munching on snacks in bad fashion, agrees while laughing.


    “Senior brother always goes overboard with things.”


    Anyone would question the sanity of someone that brings a luxury liner into battle.


    Instead of being fed up, my junior disciples express amusement toward my evil lord behaviors.


    What I’d like to point out here is that my luxury liner also functions extremely well as a battleship.


    Since I’m a rich man, I can afford to have things that are both extravagant and highly efficient.


    “Even if others are struggling on the battlefield, as a nobleman, I shall live a life of luxury. –That is what it means to be an aristocrat.”


    I say this with a smile on my face, prompting Rinho and Fuuka to look at one another.


    “I mean, sure, we’re on a battlefield, but…”


    “We’re inside enemy territory, aren’t we? Man, senior brother and his crazy plans…”


    –Indeed, we’re not at the Empire’s border.


    Instead, we’ve crossed the border and are now invading the Kingdom of Dominion.


    In other words, we’re sitting in enemy territory.


    Why should I fight to defend the Empire?


    Since everything’s been left to me, I’ll do whatever I like.


    “It doesn’t matter where we are. We must be graceful–”


    Alarm bells start ringing when I try to teach my junior disciples about the ways of an evil lord.


    A small window pops up in front of me, and Eulisia, who seems to have just woken up, appears to make a report.


    ‘Lord Liam, the enemy fleet has noticed us and is approaching. They number at around thirty thousand.’


    While whirling a glass of alcohol, I let out a sigh. It’s to do with Eulisia’s appearance.


    “You have bed hair.”


    ‘W-well, I didn’t have time to fix it! Besides, it’s a first-class emergency!’


    I’ve come to the battlefield with Eulisia, who used to be my adjutant when I was in the military, but truth be told, I’d much rather have Amagi accompanying me.


    I left her in my territory since I was worried about its management, but now that we’re in enemy territory, I haven’t been able to get in touch with her.


    “Haa…I want to see Amagi.”


    ‘Why do you look so disappointed!?’


    “I am disappointed.”


    It’s truly regrettable.


    When I tell her so, Eulisia becomes expressionless.


    ‘Please hurry up and prepare for battle.’


    Before I could reply, she cuts off communication.


    If it had been anyone else, I would’ve had her heavily punished.


    Who does she think she is to behave so rudely to me?


    Honestly, there’s not a single decent woman around me.


    After putting down the glass, I stand up and look toward my junior disciples.


    Objectively speaking, they’re quite cute, and though I don’t feel aroused looking at them, they should still wear something.


    “Prepare for battle. Also, I can prepare as many clothes as you want. Don’t walk around in your underwear after coming out of the bath.”


    The two stand up while uttering complaints.


    Apparently, they find it troublesome to change clothes every time.


    “We’ve been fighting so often recently that it’s annoying to change.”


    “I know, right?”


    Fuuka stretches her legs after standing up. Then, she operates her terminal which is fastened to her wrist.


    After a few clicks, she immediately gets changed into her pilot suit.


    She finds that troublesome?


    I shake my head without saying anything.


    ◇


    Our fleet of sixty thousand has commenced its attack on the enemy fleet, which numbers around thirty thousand.


    I watch the scene unfold inside Avid, cutting down hostile mobile knights that approach me using Avid’s laser blade.


    After kicking away the newly-formed wreckage surrounding me, I begin to spectate as my junior disciples get to work on the battlefield.


    “They’re not half-bad.”


    Both Rinho and Fuuka are riding the white mass-produced version of Avid.


    Inside the cockpit, I can hear their voices.


    Wielding a longsword, Rinho’s mobile knight charges at a battleship.


    ‘C’mon! You’ll all die if you don’t stop me!’


    After saying that, she bisects the enemy ship using One-Flash.


    The ship explodes, but Rinho manages to come out unscathed and searches for her next prey.


    “Go big or go home. That seems to be her style of fighting. As for Fuuka…”


    Fuuka’s aircraft is wielding laser blades in each hand, and she’s up against countless mobile knights.


    ‘Bring me someone powerful! Weaklings like you aren’t qualified to be my opponent!’


    She charges forth, slashing her swords at the enemies.


    The light coming from her aircraft’s thrusters makes it look like she’s moving in a line, with explosions occurring wherever she passes.


    They’ve learned swordsmanship from the same master, but they’re walking down completely different paths.


    I’ve been watching the situation while defeating the enemies around me.


    Just then, I detect dozens of enemy ships approaching Avid, their main guns aimed toward us.


    Inside Avid, I pick up the enemies’ voices. Apparently, they’ve launched an attack after noticing my presence.


    ‘It’s Liam! If we take his head, we can win! We must take him down and protect our home! All men, fire!’


    “You guys must’ve organized this ragtag fleet in a hurry. Though I commend you for your spirit, you appear to be a few ships short.”


    Avid doesn’t bother to dodge the lasers and beams fired by the enemy ships as a spherical force field gets generated around it, repelling the attacks.


    Avid then points its left hand at the enemy fleet.


    Several magic circles appear behind it, and various weapons including heavy artillery manifest from within, bombarding the enemy ships.


    The enemy fleet gets engulfed in a sea of explosions, and soon, everything turns silent.


    “I wonder if their elite troops are looking for us right now? Oh well, it’ll be too late by the time they realize and rush over.”


    The first batch of troops deployed by the Banfield Family has entered enemy territory without clashing with the Kingdom of Dominion’s expeditionary force, and we’re now in the process of wreaking havoc.


    Naturally, the Empire’s borders will also suffer devastating damage as a result, but that’s none of my business.


    “Let us enjoy a fun fistfight! I hope you’re prepared, Kingdom of Dominion.”


    ◇


    Around the same time…


    The expeditionary force of the Kingdom of Dominion was confused by the weak resistance of the Empire’s defense force.


    Aluna, who was now the Crown Princess, was listening to a battle report on the bridge of their flagship.


    The Kingdom of Dominion had been winning consecutive battles, invading the Empire’s territory without suffering any real damage.


    However, Aluna didn’t seem pleased as she wrinkled her brows.


    “What’s going on here? Didn’t reports say that Duke Banfield will be heading the Empire’s army?”


    According to the information that their intelligence department had obtained, Liam was to be dispatched to the border, which was why Aluna was participating in the war.


    This would be her first battle as the Kingdom of Dominion’s Crown Princess, and it had garnered a lot of attention inside the kingdom, with its citizens expecting her to display a high level of skill and martial prowess.


    Winning was good, but it wouldn’t be evaluated highly if their opponents were a bunch of weaklings.


    Her dissatisfaction was reflected in her demeanor, and her subordinates were equally perplexed.


    “I doubt he’s fled. This might very well be a part of their strategy.”


    “It’s quite possible. After all, the Banfield Family was the one behind Lord Izel’s defeat.”


    “According to rumors, Klaus, the Empire’s strongest knight, would be making an appearance as well.”


    These two were the ones that the Kingdom of Dominion was really after.


    The heads of Liam, who was supposed to be the Empire’s command-in-chief, as well as Klaus, known to be the Empire’s strongest knight.


    The Kingdom of Dominion was under the impression that Klaus was the one behind their previous defeat, which was why their commanders resented him.


    However, at the same time, as warriors from the Kingdom of Dominion, they held him in high regard, so much so that he was thought to be their ultimate opponent.


    Aluna had personally come to the front lines to obtain Liam and Klaus’s heads.


    “I can’t imagine those two cowering in fear. But in that case, why aren’t they appearing on the battlefield? The Empire’s been ravaged to this extent already. I don’t think Liam’s the type to remain quiet after all this.”


    Aluna put one of her hands over her mouth, contemplating what was going on.


    That was when a subordinate of hers stood up from his seat after having received a message, seeking permission to speak.


    “Your Highness the Crown Princess!”


    “What is it?”


    “We’ve received an emergency call from the rears! The Banfield Family’s fleet has invaded the Kingdom of Dominion! Their number is estimated to be around five hundred thousand, and Avid, the mobile knight that took down Lord Izel, has been spotted as well!”


    People began to discuss amongst themselves inside the bridge as Aluna stood up from her seat.


    ‘We’ve been had!’ her expression seemed to say.


    However, that soon changed to a smile.


    “How bold of them to invade our land. I understand where they’re coming from though. After all, I also prefer offensive battles over defensive ones.”


    Aluna was happy to learn that Liam was behind them.


    Be that as it may, something bothered her.


    “But why would he corner himself like this? With only five hundred thousand troops, they’ll be surrounded once we turn around.”


    The fleet led by Aluna was in the millions.


    Her fleet vastly outnumbered Liam’s, and his actions seemed completely reckless.


    Aluna’s subordinates were awaiting her orders.


    “Your Highness, what shall we do? Should we continue invading the Empire, or should we turn back for Duke Banfield’s head?”


    To advance or to retreat.


    Their original goal had been to invade the Empire, but Aluna’s real targets were Liam and Klaus.


    She quickly came to her decision.


    “We turn back. If we miss this opportunity, we might have to wait dozens of years before we can confront Banfield again. We can invade the Empire whenever we want, but the same can’t be said about taking Banfield’s head.”


    Aluna revealed a beast-like smile as her subordinates stared at her in anticipation.


    “All forces are to aim for Banfield’s head!”


    Aluna opted to take Liam’s head over the Empire’s easily obtainable territory.


    ◇


    The Banfield Family’s second batch of troops arrived on planet Augur, where Liam had previously served as deputy.


    Decades ago, when the previous lord ruled, the people led miserable lives as the lord had taken away their technology and education. It had made Liam question whether this was truly a planet that belonged to an intergalactic nation.


    When Liam took over as governor, he had some of his territory’s citizens migrate over, making Augur a planet that had close ties with the Banfield Family.


    [Marion Sera Olgren], who was acting as Margrave Olgren’s deputy, greeted the generals of the second batch of troops that had hurried on over.


    Marion, who had short hair and a boyish look, seemed angry at the bewildered group of knights and soldiers from the Banfield Family.


    “You’re late! The Kingdom of Dominion almost managed to reach Augur!”


    One of the generals spoke to Marion on everyone’s behalf.


    “But we came ahead of schedule! Anyway, more importantly, is Lord Liam safe? We haven’t been able to contact him at all, and the people on the home planet are worried sick. How’s the war progressing? Why do I only see fleets dispatched by the Empire?”


    They had come with hundreds of thousands of ships as reinforcement, only to be greeted by over a million allied ships docked at the spaceport.


    These were the fleets that the Empire had dispatched, composed primarily of old-model ships. They were essentially paper mache tigers.


    Marion held her head in her hands as she replied.


    “Liam-senpai has gone into enemy territory. Easy job, my ass. What kind of punishment is this!? We almost had to confront the Kingdom of Dominion’s main army while we were stripped naked. I hate you, Liam-senpai.”


    There were tears in the corners of her eyes.


    Marion had been dispatched by Margrave Olgren to serve as a link between him and Liam.


    Previously, everyone had thought that Liam would be protecting the border.


    Even if he lost, it probably wouldn’t be one-sided, which was why she thought she’d be safe as long as she stayed next to him.


    The generals faced each other when they heard this.


    “What in the world…!?”


    “Did no one stay behind? Klaus-dono? Even Christina-dono or Marie-dono would do. It doesn’t matter who—”


    With tears in her eyes, Marion began to laugh.


    “There’s no one here! He took everyone with him to attack the Kingdom of Dominion!”


    The knights that had been listening were at a loss for words.


    “T-this can’t be good. There’s something we must tell him as soon as possible.”


    The second batch of troops was beginning to panic. That was when Marion delivered a message from Liam.


    “Oh, and this is an order from Liam-senpai. The fleets here are being reorganized. Bring them with you as reinforcements and attack the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    Under Liam’s orders, new ships and aircraft were being shipped in one after another, and the fleets dispatched by the Empire were being reorganized.


    The generals pressed Marion for more information, confused by the ambiguous order.


    “Reorganized? A fleet of this magnitude!? Also, is there any detailed instruction? Data that we can use? To begin with, how many reinforcements is he looking for!?”


    “I asked him those as well, but he said to make your own judgment. Seriously, what is he thinking…”


    Marion turned her head sideways.


    The knights and generals that had been watching covered their faces with their hands as they looked up at the sky.


    
  


  The Empire's Strongest Knight


  
    The second division under Klaus’ command consisted of roughly 60,000 ships.


    The fact that he had been entrusted with a fleet of equal magnitude as that of his master spoke volumes to the trust that Liam had in him.


    Klaus, burdened by Liam’s expectations, was leading his troops while bearing with the ulcer pain, and they had just managed to conquer one of the planets under the Kingdom of Dominion.


    He let out a deep sigh in his heart.


    (It’s finally over. I can take some rest now.)


    The Banfield Family’s fleets were wreaking havoc inside the Kingdom of Dominion despite the risk of being surrounded by enemy troops on all sides.


    One wrong step, and they would face complete annihilation.


    Klaus had had very little time to relax as of late and was constantly battling the pain coming from his stomach.


    That was when he received a certain piece of news from one of his subordinates.


    ‘Your Excellency, Chengshi and her fleet of 3,000 has launched an attack on one of the kingdom’s fortresses!’


    “H-huh!?”


    Excluding the disciples of One-Flash, Chengshi was one of the strongest knights in the Banfield Family, and she was currently under Klaus’s command.


    The knights that she led were all battle maniacs, and she herself was a psychopath that slashed at her master.


    Both Christina and Marie hated her guts, and if she was placed under their command, she’d no doubt be shot in the back on the battlefield.


    Having said that, she was a superb knight.


    Her piloting ability made her an ace among aces, and taking only strength into consideration, the unit that she led always competed for first or second in the Banfield Family.


    However, their personality was another matter altogether.


    Klaus had been entrusted with the problem children, and sure enough, they were giving him a headache even inside the Kingdom of Dominion.


    “I don’t recall receiving any report regarding a fortress.”


    After taking a moment to calm himself, Klaus asked how Chengshi and her troops were able to attack an enemy fortress that hadn’t even been spotted.


    The staff soon returned with the details.


    ‘While we were capturing this planet, they left the fleet, stating that they won’t be needed in this battle. They left under the pretext of scouting ahead, and they’re said to have attacked the moment they discovered the fortress.’


    Severe punishment awaited those that took independent action in the military, and the Banfield Family was no different.


    However, Chengshi’s position in the army made matters a bit trickier to handle.


    The staff reporting made a bitter expression.


    ‘Your Excellency, I believe it was a mistake to give her the authority to command an independent unit.’


    Because Chengshi and her men caused all sorts of trouble, they had been assigned to an independent unit. Being the problematic bunch that they were, there was a chance of them attacking their allies otherwise.


    If Liam had been around, they would’ve obeyed the strong and remained quiet, but with him gone, they did whatever they wanted.


    In the end, Klaus, worried that he wouldn’t be able to control them, had given them the authority to act as an independent unit.


    As a result, conflict within the army had diminished, but in return, they were being swayed around by Chengshi and her fleet.


    “How much force does the fortress have?”


    ‘We believe it has around 5,000 ships protecting it.’


    “5,000 huh… send reinforcements immediately.”


    Beating a fortress housing 5,000 ships with only 3,000 ships was a tough ordeal.


    Even if Chengshi came out on top, the damage would be astronomical.


    If these were disposable troops, he would’ve left them to their devices, but being the serious man that he was, Klaus gave orders to dispatch reinforcement to steadily begin capturing the fortress.


    (These problem children keep finding enemies and attacking them. Because of that, the second division is outpacing the others by quite a lot.)


    With the problem children charging ahead and Klaus following up on them, the second division was making great advances.


    ◇


    At the Kingdom of Dominion’s fortress.


    Having entered the fortress, Chengshi and her subordinates were rampaging in their mobile knights.


    The Banfield Family had provided them with state-of-the-art aircraft, and though they were deemed problem children, their strength was unquestionable, allowing them to trample the enemies.


    “These knights under the Kingdom of Dominion are not bad. I like how they’re not afraid to charge ahead.”


    Inside her cockpit, Chengshi smiled, her eyes the shape of a crescent moon.


    Controlling her mobile knight, she bisected an enemy aircraft that jumped straight at her, and just as she was finished with an enemy, another appeared in its place.


    Chengshi kicked her new opponent, making the enemy knight crash into a wall.


    Then, she quickly moved forward and dealt the finishing blow, thrusting her sword into the enemy’s cockpit.


    When the enemy knight stopped moving, she looked around in search of new preys.


    “Are we done already?”


    Everywhere around her, her subordinates were repeatedly stabbing the enemies that had already fallen.


    It was a rough and violent act, something which Chengshi and her men were accustomed to.


    Inside her cockpit, Chengshi was wearing her everyday casual clothes, not even bothering to put on her pilot suit.


    She looked quite young in appearance as she was given a new body after being defeated by Liam soon after her transition into a cyborg.


    Letting go of the joystick, she crossed her legs and relaxed.


    The fact that this was a battlefield didn’t matter to her. In fact, it felt more calming.


    “It’s about time that Klaus arrives.”


    One of the allied mobile knights approached her.


    ‘Big Sis, Klaus has sent reinforcements.’


    “Perfect timing as always.”


    Despite her young appearance, she was respectfully called “Big Sis” by the people around her.


    The reason was simple: she was strong.


    Strength was the only thing that mattered in this unit.


    Hearing that reinforcements have arrived, Chengshi decided to leave the troublesome post-battle cleanup to them.


    “We’ll leave the fortress in their hands and move on to our next target.”


    Upon receiving her orders, her subordinates stopped stabbing and began withdrawing from the fortress.


    They were here because they loved to fight. Whether or not they captured a fortress didn’t matter.


    As Chengshi was about to leave the fortress on her mobile knight, the subordinate that had spoken to her earlier came next to her to make a report.


    ‘That bastard Klaus is scolding us again, telling us to contact him before we attack.’


    This subordinate was a stern-looking man with a massive scar on his face.


    Hearing Klaus’s message, Chengshi gave a curt reply.


    “Tell him that we’ll be more careful next time.”


    However, her subordinate didn’t seem convinced.


    To them, strength was justice, and they couldn’t bear having someone like Klaus, who was weaker than them, acting as their commander.


    ‘What a nosy bastard. Big Sis, why don’t you replace him? Just roughen ‘im up a bit, and I bet he’ll become obedient.’


    Chengshi smiled through the monitor, seeing the vulgar smile on her subordinate.


    Then, she used her mobile knight to thrust her sword into the man’s cockpit.


    “I don’t need you anymore.”


    Chengshi’s eyes were cold as she turned one of her men into minced meat.


    “Who do you think you are to give orders to me? Besides, I like Klaus. He’s given us the authority to do as we like while handling all the troublesome work himself. –That’s why we must keep him at the top.”


    She had just killed an ally, but her subordinates didn’t utter a word of complaint.


    After all, it was that man’s fault for being stupid enough to anger their boss.


    Chengshi reminded her subordinates of their goal.


    “We can’t have an idiot like Christina at the top. She only sees war as a part of politics. Marie is no good either. Battles are meant to be pure, but she’ll taint it with matters of loyalty.”


    Chengshi knew well that if Christina or Marie were to become head knight, they’d try to crush her unit the first chance they get.


    “It might be a fun idea to fight them, but our goal is to fight and keep on fighting. To make this a reality, we must rack up Klaus’s achievements and solidify his position.”


    None of her subordinates objected.


    ◇


    News of the second division’s achievements have reached the first division via a report.


    Since it’s difficult to communicate with each other in enemy territory, we’re using the old-fashion way of having messengers arrive from the various fleets.


    A colonel that belongs to the second division proudly lists Klaus’s achievements thus far.


    “We, the second division, are making rapid advances under the command of His Excellency Klaus!”


    A 3D map of the Kingdom of Dominion’s territory is projected in the air, and it shows that the second division under Klaus’s command is ahead of all the other fleets.


    As the colonel has claimed, they’re taking down enemies left and right, making rapid advances.


    While remaining seated in my chair, I applaud the messenger.


    “Wonderful. I thought I was doing well, but it seems Klaus is doing even better.”


    The first division, which I’m personally commanding, has also taken down enemy bases one after another, but it still falls short of the second division’s achievement.


    An unstoppable momentum, there’s no other way to describe it.


    As expected, Klaus is amazing.


    Seeing me praise the second division, the messenger from the third division also gives his report, not wanting to fall behind.


    “The third division has recently taken down a key enemy base. If our fleet was as big as the second division—”


    There’s apparently an intense rivalry between the third division led by Tia and the second division.


    Having said that, the third division consists only of 30,000 ships, so keeping up with Klaus would be difficult.


    Even so, successfully taking down an important enemy base speaks to Tia’s ability.


    “I was the one that decided how many ships would be in each fleet. You have a problem with that?”


    “N-no, sir.”


    The messenger from the third division gets intimidated by my glare.


    Still, I praise them for their hard work.


    “Good job taking down the enemy base. The report says you’ve suffered some damage. Replenish your troops using ships from my fleet. Take some supplies as well.”


    “Y-yes, sir!”


    The messenger from the third division performs a salute.


    Next to him, the messenger from the fourth division, led by Marie, makes a bitter face.


    Their division specializes in guerilla warfare, and though they’re made up of elites, they only number 10,000 in total.


    Hence, there’s a limit to what they can do, and they can’t produce tangible results such as taking down an enemy base, meaning it would be harder for them to earn my praise.


    “What about the fourth division?”


    I encourage the fourth messenger to report Marie’s activities.


    “—We’ve been going around helping the other divisions.”


    “Continue doing so, and tell Marie that she’s done well. –Unfortunately, from the fifth division onward, I haven’t received any report that’s worthy of attention.”


    The fleets led by Klaus, Tia, and Marie have all produced remarkable results.


    However, the same can’t be said about the other divisions.


    There are more than a dozen divisions, each with 10,000 to 20,000 ships, but only a few have managed to take down enemy bases.


    “Those that previously served as knights in the Empire’s army are performing well. As for those that were raised in my territory…”


    I turn toward the messengers from the fifth army onward.


    They seem quite nervous.


    Some of them were defeated and had to join up with other divisions.


    Ability-wise, there isn’t any problem with the people leading them, but they’re sorely lacking in terms of experience.


    It was the right choice to bring them to the Kingdom of Dominion.


    “Tia, commander of the third division, will reorganize the other divisions. Tell your commanders that they and their staff members will be replaced if their report doesn’t satisfy me next time.”


    If they can’t produce any results after the reorganization, then that’s it for them.


    I have the messengers return after telling them that it’s their last chance.


    ◇


    With the messengers gone, I return to the bridge, only to be met with some of my staff officers.


    From their nervousness, I can tell that something’s up.


    “Did something happen?”


    “Lord Liam, the Kingdom of Dominion is gathering its forces. Their fleet is already 300,000 ships strong, and it’s rapidly increasing. Things might become dangerous at this rate.”


    To repel us, they’re probably thinking of gathering up their forces and crushing each division one at a time.


    “Then we’ll gather our forces as well and swiftly defeat them.”


    Unfortunately, the bad news doesn’t end there.


    “We’ve also received a report stating that their expeditionary army has turned back. Furthermore, a message has arrived. Apparently, our second batch of soldiers has arrived in Augur.”


    “—That’s earlier than expected.”


    The second group was supposed to come a little later. Did something happen back in the territory?


    After looking one another in the eye, the staffs continue their report.


    “This is a message from Brian-dono who’s in the mansion: If it’s possible, please return to the territory.”


    The message ticks me off.


    “What is he saying at such a crucial time? There’s no way I can leave right now.”


    If it had been anyone else, I would’ve had them fired for being incompetent.


    The staffs look troubled.


    “Similar messages have arrived from everyone that has been put in charge of the mansion, Lady Amagi included.”


    Everyone?


    Since Amagi’s been brought up, I can’t ignore this anymore.


    But it’s out of the question for me to return to my territory when the enemies are gathering.


    That said, if Amagi’s telling me to return….AGHHH, what am I supposed to do!?


    “—We’ll strike at the enemy fleet. Send a messenger to Klaus.”


    
  


  Competition


  
    Tia, who had conquered one of the kingdom’s important military bases, was watching the defeated allied forces enter the spaceport one after another.


    The huge fortress was made of three asteroids that were interconnected after being completely mined of their resources, and it was equipped with everything from weapon development and production factories to living quarters and military facilities.


    As such, the fortress could accommodate a fleet of up to tens of thousands of ships, and as it was central to the protection of the surrounding regions, it was probably of great importance to the Kingdom of Dominion.


    Tia had somehow managed to bring it down and was now observing the allied fleets from one of the passages connecting the asteroids.


    The columnar passage came with a moving walkway, so she didn’t have to walk herself.


    “They’re a disgrace to the Banfield Family,” she muttered spitefully, directing a cold gaze to the allied fleets outside.


    Many fleets were arriving at the newly acquired fortress, most of them in terrible condition.


    If this had been the result of a pyrrhic victory, she would’ve welcomed them warmly, praising them for their efforts.


    However, many of them were here after suffering defeat.


    Although she may have sounded a bit harsh, the Banfield Family had provided them with everything that they needed.


    The equipment and environment provided to them did not pale in comparison to those given to the Empire’s regular army.


    In fact, they received better treatment than most members of the army.


    Despite all this, they were still defeated in battle, which was why Tia couldn’t help but reprimand them.


    Standing beside her was her adjutant, who similarly had a look of disdain in her eyes as she watched allied troops pour in.


    “They’re only used to chasing pirates around. Hence, they’re weak against enemies that are at a similar level as them.”


    The Banfield Family was merciless when it came to dealing with pirates, and the recently recruited troops only had experience going after pirates that had already lost their will to fight.


    As a result, they didn’t know how to fight against enemies that were on equal footing.


    Many soldiers were still in the process of getting used to real combat, which was completely different from the training that they had received until now.


    The adjutant turned toward Tia to confirm their plan from now on.


    “Our Third Division has been tasked with reorganizing the army. How shall we proceed? Our fleet has already been replenished with troops from Lord Liam’s personal army, so there’s no need to take in these newcomers.”


    They had suffered more losses than they expected while capturing the fortress, and Liam, who acknowledged their achievement, had dispatched his elite troops to make up for their losses.


    Those that belonged to Liam’s personal army were all skilled. They had supported the Banfield Family since the time Liam became the head of the household, and they had survived countless fierce battles.


    Naturally, Tia was happy to hear the news.


    Liam sharing some of his personal troops was a form of acknowledgment.


    “Since the reinforcements are from Lord Liam’s personal troops, there shouldn’t be any problem with their quality. On a separate note, to give the defeated dogs another chance…he’s too kind.”


    If it had been up to her, she would’ve dismissed them on the spot or even had them court-martialed.


    Her adjutant shrugged.


    “At least they’ll go all out this time. It’s their last chance after all.”


    “—Useless bastards.”


    “But what should we do about the ones that did perform well?”


    There was a tablet made of reinforced glass in front of them which displayed the results of various generals and knights.


    Within the well-trained-yet-fragile army, some had managed to display promising results, and Tia wasn’t about to let them go.


    “Recruit them to our side. Don’t let Klaus or Marie take them in.”


    Even though they all belonged to the Banfield Family, Tia had subordinates of her own, and she planned on recruiting capable men to make her fleet stronger.


    —More than anything, she wished to surpass Klaus.


    A glint appeared in the adjutant’s eyes.


    “But of course. In terms of military exploit, we lost yet again to Klaus-dono. We can’t have to gap grow wider.”


    Tia’s face became blank.


    “Don’t think for a moment that you can monopolize Lord Liam’s affections forever. I’ll definitely return to being the Head Knight!”


    There was fierce competition even within the Banfield Family.


    ◇


    At around the same time, Marie, who led the Fourth Division responsible for guerilla attacks, was in a frenzy.


    She kicked and destroyed her commander’s seat situated on the bridge of her flagship, glaring with bloodshot eyes at the commander and his officers who had requested to be rescued.


    “‘We’re grateful for the rescue’, my ass! Lord Liam entrusted you with 15,000 ships, and yet you were losing against a fleet of 10,000! Is that head of yours a decoration!?”


    The ladylike tone that she normally had disappeared, and she went about beating the ones that she had rescued.


    Marie’s subordinates watched on as she rampaged, giving the fleet commander and his officers nothing but cold glares.


    Seeing that Marie had put her hand on the hilt of her sword, the commander rushed to apologize.


    “M-ma’am, I understand that you’re angry, but lynching goes against military regulations.”


    Marie nevertheless drew her sword and pointed it at the commander’s neck, her hand shaking in anger.


    “Dead men tell no tales!”


    To stop Marie who was on the verge of killing their allies, her adjutant approached the fleet commander and sent him flying with a punch before giving orders to his officers.


    “Take him away.”


    “Y-yes, ma’am.”


    They quickly rushed off and left the bridge.


    The adjutant then turned toward Marie, who was having a difficult time breathing due to her anger, and began to console her, together lamenting the incompetence of their allies.


    “As expected, they lack experience in real combat. Very few know what real war is like. The fleets that we absorbed from other households are particularly weak.”


    “Damn it all!”


    “—Lady Marie, please be mindful of the way you speak.”


    “Enough is enough! They’re all pulling my leg!”


    Those with experience fighting in fierce battles had been mostly divided amongst Liam and his key officers, Marie included.


    These were the elites that Liam had gathered while traveling incognito to various places, and they were given high-performance battleships and mobile knights to fight with.


    They were undoubtedly better off compared to the others, and the fact that she had been entrusted with a fleet that so much money was poured into was proof of Liam’s trust.


    However, Marie wasn’t satisfied with this.


    “Klaus, the Head Knight, and Christina, that minced woman, are taking down bases left and right, yet here I am, having to wipe the asses of incompetent allies. If it weren’t for them, we would’ve produced tangible results by now!”


    She grabbed a piece of her already destroyed commander’s seat and crushed it.


    She also wished to go after enemy fleets and bases, but they were constantly receiving requests for help, which left no time for her to act.


    To calm her anger, her adjutant reiterated the message that their messenger had brought.


    “Lord Liam said he appreciates our hard work.”


    “But we must go beyond that. We must surpass Klaus and that minced woman in terms of achievements and have them all kicked to the side. I’m the only one Lord Liam needs, the only one who should stand beside him.”


    ◇


    The colonel who served as the Second Division’s messenger returned to their flagship’s bridge with his head held high.


    “Lord Liam is overjoyed by His Excellency Klaus’ achievements,” he proudly reported.


    “Eh?”


    Klaus was puzzled to hear that his military exploits were praised during the meeting.


    While it was true that his division had achieved great things, from Klaus’ point of view, all he did was follow up on his subordinates.


    And there was a reason why he was upset to hear this news.


    (O-oh no. If I stand out too much, those two are going to raise a fuss again.)


    By those two, he was naturally referring to Tia and Marie.


    They were constantly aiming for his position, and if he stood out too much, they might end up doing something rash.


    There was a hint of madness in them, and Klaus was worried that they would send assassins after him.


    Though it might sound like an exaggeration, Klaus was convinced that those two were more than capable of pulling such a stunt.


    As that was the case, his original plan had been to support the other fleets in this war.


    However, because Chengshi and her subordinates kept advancing deeper and deeper into enemy territory, he had no choice but to follow along.


    The colonel continued to praise Klaus for his achievements.


    “As expected of the Banfield Family’s Head Knight. Your Excellency has shown the Kingdom of Dominion that the title of the Empire’s Strongest Knight isn’t just for show.”


    “The Empire’s Strongest?”


    While he was wondering what this was about, those around him also joined in to praise him.


    “It’s one of the nicknames given to Your Excellency, who’s been active in various places as the right-hand man of Lord Liam.”


    “My nickname!?”


    (Previously, it was the Divine General. But there’s more now!?)


    His subordinates spoke of the rumors surrounding him.


    “Apparently, His Excellency didn’t bat an eye even when the Prime Minister tried to recruit him. The Strongest Knight that possesses both unparalleled strength and unwavering loyalty.”


    “This is my first time hearing about that!”


    (What kind of nonsense is this? I turned him down because I didn’t think I’d be able to meet the Prime Minster’s expectations! Why is everyone praising me to high heavens!?)


    Everyone in the bridge seemed to be in a good mood.


    “We of the Second Division are honored to have Your Excellency as our commander.”


    “Lady Christina and Marie are amazing as well, but the face of the Banfield Family is none other than His Excellency Klaus.”


    “I hear a lot of children that are born in the Banfield Family’s territory are being named Klaus nowadays. Your Excellency’s popularity is truly unfathomable.”


    While everyone else was in a jovial mood, Klaus was not. In fact, he was sweating bullets.


    “You overestimate me. I’m not the kind of person everyone makes me out to be.”


    “Lord Liam has mentioned how humble Your Excellency is. As expected, Klaus-dono is unmatched!”


    With no way out, Klaus could only hold his head in his hands.


    (WHYYYYYY!!!)


    That was when they received a call from Liam.


    He was trying to communicate with them despite the risk of being intercepted by the enemies, which meant it was probably of utmost urgency.


    “Your Excellency, it’s an urgent message from Lord Liam!”


    ◇


    The First Division has been joined by troops from the Banfield Family’s second army, which numbers around 300,000.


    The fleets that have been reorganized in Augur are also joining us, but it seems they still need more time.


    Inside Argos’ conference room, the generals and military officers of the second army are criticizing the officers of the first army.


    “Why are we attacking!?”


    “I-it was Lord Liam’s orders.”


    “It’s part of your responsibility to stop him from making such decisions!”


    “We tried! B-but…”


    The officers of the first army take a glance at me.


    I lean back on my chair and smile as I look at the officers of the second army.


    “I prefer offense over defense.”


    “But Lord Liam, are you aware of the dangerous situation that we’re in?”


    Dissatisfied they may be, my subordinates cannot go against me, who stands at the top.


    “Of course. We have roughly 300,000 enemies in front of us and millions behind us, correct?”


    I believe the Banfield Family’s army numbers around 700,000.


    “We’ll first strike the enemies before us. Then, we’ll engage with their expeditionary fleet. I’ve already contacted Klaus. He should be here soon.”


    The second army reports who’s commanding the Kingdom of Dominion’s army.


    “It seems the expeditionary fleet is being led by Her Highness Aluna, who’s assumed the position of Crown Princess.”


    “Aluna?”


    What comes to mind is the party commemorating our ceasefire with the Kingdom of Dominion.


    She should be the woman who said, “Give me your genes!” the moment we met.


    “It’s her, huh—I don’t really like her.”


    What I mean is that I’m not good with people like her.


    But my subordinates misinterpret my words and assume I see her as a tricky opponent.


    “Since she’s the Crown Princess of the Kingdom of Dominion, her strength is all but confirmed. Lord Liam, you might have defeated Prince Izel in the past, but luck played a role in your victory. We shouldn’t assume it’d be like that this time as well.”


    Izel, an idiot that dared to challenge me.


    Indeed, he was quite powerful.


    I had won the duel, but looking at the overall picture, the Empire had lost the war, not to mention he caused us trouble even after his death.


    The Kingdom of Dominion values strength above all else, so the Crown Princess won’t be an easy opponent.


    It’s understandable that my subordinates are worried.


    “If we can’t even overcome an obstacle of this caliber, we’d have no hope in future battles. Besides, I must quickly return to my territory, so have that in mind.”


     
  


  The Strong


  
    The Kingdom of Dominion’s fleet led by Aluna was rescuing another fleet that had suffered attacks from the Banfield Family.


    As to be expected from the Kingdom of Dominion, the purpose of this rescue operation was to scavenge as much information about the Banfield Family as possible.


    Now that they were about to fight, Aluna wished to figure out how powerful their opponents were.


    A soldier whose injuries hadn’t completely healed was brought into the conference room where he was surrounded and asked a lot of questions.


    “Less than a million ships, you say!? How bold of them!”


    “If it weren’t Liam and Klaus commanding them, I would’ve assumed their commander was nuts!”


    “Since the knights want Liam’s head while the generals want Klaus’, why don’t we put up a bounty?”


    “There’s no need for that. Such a thing will only taint the battlefield.”


    Naturally, Liam and Klaus were the main topics of their conversation.


    Aluna, however, wished to know more about the other commanders as well.


    “Are there any enemies that we should be wary of besides Liam and Klaus?” she asked the injured soldier.


    “Apparently, there’s a troublesome fleet that’s ten thousand strong which is responsible for guerrilla warfare. Its leader is a knight named Marie.”


    “Marie? As I recall, the Empire used to have a knight named Marie Marian in the past. A female knight that was once part of the Three Knights. When I was young, my heart thumped whenever I heard about her tales.”


    Aluna chuckled as she reminisced about the stories that she used to hear regarding the female knight back when she was a child.


    An imperial knight that served the Empire more than 2,000 years ago. While the Kingdom of Dominion never met Marie on the battlefield, they’d heard various rumors about her.


    Though she had been forgotten within the Empire, her stories persisted to this day in the Kingdom of Dominion as its citizens loved to hear tales about heroes.


    The other generals also joined in on the conversation, livening up the mood inside the conference room.


    “Ah, Your Highness must be referring to Mad Dog Marie. The hero was given this nickname due to her violent style of fighting. I’ve always wanted to fight her at least once.”


    This was a sentiment that Aluna shared.


    However, at the end of the day, Marie was a figure from the past.


    She was more hung up about someone else, a knight that she could’ve potentially crossed swords with.


    “It’s truly a pity. I remember being disappointed after hearing the news of the princess knight’s defeat at the hands of space pirates.”


    “Is this about Christina the Princess Knight? She was indeed first-class, both as a knight and a commander. Alas, she was betrayed by her allies…”


    If Princess Knight Christina had been alive, Aluna would’ve had the chance to fight her.


    “To be stabbed in the back by her allies…it just means she wasn’t destined for greatness. That said, it would’ve been nice if we had met on the battlefield,” she muttered regrettably.


    There was a lot of chatter in the conference room when the injured soldier opened his mouth with a solemn expression.


    “This may just be a coincidence, but—”


    And that was how he began his tale.


    “The aforementioned commander of the guerrilla warfare fleet… her full name is Marie Sera Marian, and the commander who took down the asteroid fortress Torres is someone named Christina Sera Roseblair.”


    Aluna narrowed her eyes when she heard this, thinking the injured soldier was plotting something.


    However, on second thought, she dismissed the idea as the soldier didn’t seem to be lying.


    It was also unlikely that he had been tricked into believing a lie as the soldier had undergone several tests and screenings before arriving in this room, and he wouldn’t have been brought here if he was untrustworthy.


    “The Princess Knight’s middle name should’ve been Reta. Are you sure it’s not just a case of their commander being named after a famous figure?”


    “We aren’t. Nevertheless, this piece of information was brought back by our allies, who risked their lives to obtain it.”


    While everyone else appeared uncertain, Aluna ordered one of her subordinates to bring out the records.


    “Show me the records of those two in combat.”


    “Your Highness, we don’t have any detailed recordings of them. All we have are some videos recovered from our allies.”


    “It’s fine, so bring them out!”


    A visual of their fleets in combat was projected in the air, and Aluna watched this with a serious expression on her face.


    However, this soon turned into a smile, and she even began clapping by the end of it.


    “They will do.”


    “Pardon, Your Highness?”


    Aluna stood up from her seat, responding to her men’s confusion as she did so.


    “It doesn’t matter whether they’re the real deal or not! All we care about is how skilled they are, and we’ve just confirmed it. Let’s hope our battle doesn’t stain the name of the heroes.”


    And with that, Aluna left the conference room, laughing along the way.


    ◇


    ‘Lord Liam, please leave everything to me, your faithful servant Christina! I’ll put up a much better performance than that fossil woman ever will.’


    ‘Don’t believe in her nonsense, Lord Liam! That minced woman had her brain messed with so hard that she’s no longer capable of making proper judgments. Leave everything to me, and I promise to make a bloodbath out of the Kingdom of Dominion.’


    —I’m currently staring coldly at Tia and Marie, both of whom are being projected as 3D images in front of me.


    Our huge battle with the Kingdom of Dominion is drawing near, yet these two are still fighting between themselves.


    Klaus is also projected in the air beside them, but he’s quietly waiting for the right time to speak.


    I let out a small sigh.


    “Haa…Klaus, you’ll be in command.”


    ‘Eh? Will that really be alright? Wouldn’t it be better for Lord Liam to be the commander-in-chief?’


    “You want me to sit around doing nothing like a piece of decorative art? And let’s say I do. You’re going to stand beside me and take command of everything anyway. Might as well just hand you the authority while I go out and do my own thing. I’m especially looking forward to confronting Aluna, the newly appointed Crown Princess.”


    Izel, the former Crown Prince, was quite powerful.


    It might be an interesting idea to pit Aluna against Fuuka and Rinho.


    Tia freaks out when I mention going about my own business.


    ‘Lord Liam, please reconsider! You must stay in the backlines as the commander-in-chief. Otherwise, our troops won’t be able to fight with peace of mind.’


    “Oh, all it takes for you to be at ease is for me to remain seated on my chair? Utterly ridiculous.”


    ‘Lord Liam, you’re the cornerstone of the Banfield Family, the pillar that gives us strength to fight.’


    I can understand where she’s coming from, but it’s still a hard no for me.


    As someone who’s had a taste of despair in his previous life, I hate those that just sit around giving orders to people.


    Also, I want to watch how my troops perform up close.


    If I see someone with potential, I’ll nurture them, and if I see someone incompetent holding a high position, I’ll demote them.


    “Look at you, trying to give me orders.”


    I give Tia a good glare, which earns me a shiver from her. Nevertheless, she stares back, refusing to back down.


    —I’m giving her a chance to speak because she has the skill to back it up. If she was all bark and no bite, I would’ve killed her on the spot.


    That’s when Marie suggests a compromise.


    ‘Then please bring with you our most elite troops to act as your escort. It’ll have to be a fleet of no less than 100,000.’


    “Bringing that many with me will affect the rest of the fleet. Right, how about this? I’ll pick 30,000 from my personal army and take them out with me. That’ll make moving around easier as well.”


    ‘!?’


    ‘You should’ve just stayed quiet,’ Tia mutters beside Marie, whose eyes are threatening to pop out.


    As I’m deciding various things on my own, Klaus opens his mouth, no longer able to remain quiet.


    ‘That won’t do, Lord Liam. If something were to happen to you, it would spell doom for us. The Banfield Family won’t be able to recover from the damage.’


    Klaus is right, but…


    “Even if I were to perish, the Banfield Family will live on,” I mutter in a voice.


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    “Nothing. Also, relax. I won’t go down that easily.”


    I say this with confidence, but the trio doesn’t seem convinced.


    They understand better than anyone that a moment of carelessness can cost someone their life on the battlefield.


    However, since I have a flawless track record, they’re having trouble talking me out of my plan.


    “Alright, I’ll compromise here. On the surface, we’ll say that I’m the commander-in-chief, so you can tell everyone that I’m in the rear.”


    ‘Lord Liam, that just means you’ll do as you please!’


    I can infer from how alarmed she sounds that Marie isn’t happy with the compromise that I’ve brought up.


    “Heck yeah! And if you don’t listen to my arrangement, I’ll demote you!”


    For some reason, all three of them come at me even more aggressively despite the mention of a demotion.


    In fact, Tia doesn’t seem fazed by it at all.


    ‘If a demotion is what it takes to change Lord Liam’s mind, I’ll gladly take it!’


    “Mind you, I’ll only consider changing my mind.”


    Marie seems fine with that as well.


    ‘I shall be the one to be demoted. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to persuade Lord Liam.’


    “What happened to competing over promotions?”


    Next in line is Klaus, and the words of the man who’s risen to the rank of the Banfield Family’s head knight manage to astonish me.


    ‘These two ladies are indispensable members of the Banfield Family. Hence, I’ll be the one to accept the demotion.’


    “Are you for real?”


    ‘Yes. I’m more than willing to work as a regular knight from now on.’


    My subordinates are adamant about keeping me here, even if it costs them their career. All I can say is that their loyalty is surprisingly high.


    Or maybe they consider this an opportunity to work less. After all, even if they get demoted, their working conditions would be significantly better than in most other places.


    No…Marie and Tia aside, Klaus isn’t the type of person to do that.


    I raise both hands in surrender.


    “Forget it. I won’t be demoting you guys.”


    ‘I-is that so? Then are we right to assume that Lord Liam will be taking command from the rear?’


    It might just be my imagination, but for a split second, Klaus seemed disappointed.


    And it appears they’re under the impression that I’ve given in to their demands.


    “Nope, I’ll be doing as I please.”


    ‘Ehhhhhh???’ Klaus exclaims in surprise, probably feeling fed up.


    —Seriously though. I would’ve reduced your wages by now if you guys weren’t so competent.


    ◇


    —Several weeks later—


    Tia and the Banfield Family’s fleet which numbered around 700,000 strong was battling against the kingdom’s fleet which had become bigger over time.


    “Order the troops to go on the offensive! If we dilly-dally for too long, we’ll be put in a difficult spot!”


    Tia had on a bitter face as she looked over at the enemy fleet, which was only half their size. She was growing impatient as they were more tenacious than she expected.


    —Aluna and the kingdom’s main forces were returning from the Empire, closing in on the Banfield Family from behind.


    If they wasted too much time here, they might suffer a pincer attack, which would likely end in their annihilation.


    This was why Tia’s Third Division was launching an offensive against the kingdom’s fleet.


    However, the kingdom was fending off the Banfield Family relatively well.


    Although pirates had come to fear the Banfield Family, the same couldn’t be said about the Kingdom of Dominion.


    In fact, it was the other way around, with a fraction of their troops cowering before the kingdom’s fleet.


    Tia’s adjutant didn’t shy away from expressing her dissatisfaction when she saw this.


    “Our allies are pulling our legs.”


    Tia concurred, slamming her fist on her armrest.


    “Those useless cowards!”


    Many of her troops were wary of the Kingdom of Dominion, having had a taste of defeat before.


    Whenever they were ordered to attack, they would hesitate, focusing more on defense instead and disrupting their formation.


    The Third Division now numbered above 100,000, having absorbed many allied fleets.


    That said, most of these fleets had suffered defeat at the hands of the kingdom and weren’t capable of following orders properly, which frustrated Tia to no end.


    That was when her adjutant reported a sudden change in the enemy’s movements.


    Tia rushed to investigate what was going on, and she soon learned that two mobile knights had charged into enemy line.


    According to her adjutant, it was Fuuka and Rinho piloting the mass-produced Avids.


    “Disciples of the School of One Flash have slashed into enemy line!”


    “I can see that. Tell me something I don’t know.”


    The white aircraft that the two were piloting were replicas of Avid which boasted a high performance, and they belonged to a series known as the [Amaryllis].


    Rinho was piloting Ein, whereas Fuuka was piloting Zwei. Both their voices could be heard from the bridge.


    ‘Ready or not, here I come! You’re dead if you don’t run away!’


    Rinho was destroying enemy battleships one after another.


    ‘Ha! Senior brother’s knights aren’t that big of a deal after all, struggling against enemies of this caliber. I guess I should take the title of Second.’


    Liam bestowed numbers to his favorite knights, and within the Banfield Family, they were known as the Numbered Knights.


    Being given a number was proof of Liam’s trust, and no one had received it other than Klaus, who was given the title of First.


    Christina was furious to hear Fuuka mocking the knights.


    “I would’ve beaten her to a pulp already if she wasn’t Lord Liam’s junior disciple.”


    Her adjutant, on the other hand, leaped at the opportunity when she saw that the enemy’s formation had collapsed.


    “We should use this chance to get our troops back into formation.”


    “Place the cowards at the very front. Tell them that we’ll shoot if they try to run away. —I guess this is what happens when an army grows too quickly.”


    The troops from the newly acquired territories weren’t yet used to the ways of the Banfield family.


    Rinho and Fuuka’s laughter reverberated inside the bridge, which was enveloped in awkward silence.


    
  


  The Banfield Family vs. Kingdom of Dominion


  
    The Banfield Family was able to defeat the kingdom’s fleet which consisted of around 350,000 ships, but the damage that they received was also enormous.


    When they were first deployed, they had around 700,000 ships, but after the battle, they were whittled down to less than 500,000.


    “We won the battle, but now we have to face an enemy force several times our own.”


    From the bridge, Klaus watched as allied ships moved about.


    Their fleet now numbered around 500,000, and they were busy preparing for the battle against the kingdom’s main force, which was being led by Aluna.


    It was a sight to behold as battleships were lined up all around them, with the fleet being in perfect formation.


    Klaus, however, was suffering from ulcer pain as he observed the fleet from his flagship.


    (It hurts. My stomach hurts like hell. How are we going to get through this?)


    He couldn’t help but feel uneasy as he thought of ways to deal with Aluna’s fleet, which could appear at any moment.


    Klaus knew better than anyone else that his skill as a commander was ordinary.


    He didn’t think he had a chance against Aluna, someone who loved to fight and could easily lead a fleet of millions into battle.


    Indeed, they were up against an enemy fleet that numbered over a million at the very least.


    They had to confront such a massive army with less than half a million troops, which placed a great burden on Klaus.


    He wished to flee from his role, but his strong sense of responsibility was stopping him from doing so.


    “Any movement from the enemies?” he asked one of his staff.


    Scouts had been deployed to the surrounding areas to detect the movement of the enemy fleet.


    His staffs were also on high alert, not being able to relax in the slightest.


    “None, sir. But this might change at any moment.”


    “I see.”


    Klaus put on his best poker face, desperately enduring the stomachache.


    As the commander, he had to pretend as if he was fine, taking care not to agitate the people around him.


    His staff members were impressed by his façade.


    “His Excellency seems so at ease. It’s as if he doesn’t feel nervous at all.”


    “But of course. There was once a time when His Excellency led a charge against the Kingdom of Dominion’s fleet despite being outnumbered 10:1.”


    “I see, so something like this doesn’t faze him anymore.”


    Several decades ago, Liam had commanded Klaus to order his men to charge.


    Klaus played no role in coming up with this plan, but for some reason, he ended up getting the credit for it.


    Liam was at fault for this.


    He thought he’d be reprimanded by Amagi for being reckless, so he had pushed the achievement onto Klaus.


    It didn’t take long for his lie to be exposed, and as expected, Amagi scolded him for it, but the achievement remained as Klaus’s.


    Klaus had racked up so many achievements that Liam didn’t think it mattered if he had one more.


    However, Klaus’s stance was different.


    “That was all thanks to Lord Liam. It had nothing to do with me.”


    He was simply telling the truth, but the people around him got even more rowdy when they heard this.


    “Your Excellency is always so humble. Tia-dono and Marie-dono should take a page out of his book.”


    “No, as I said—”


    He tried to clear up the misunderstanding, but before he could do so, the operator raised his voice.


    “It’s an emergency call from one of the scouts! They’ve confirmed the location of an enemy fleet. Its size is believed to be around 300,000. They’ve also caught sight of another fleet that numbers in the hundreds of thousands,” he shouted anxiously.


    Everyone on deck tensed up when they heard the report.


    “300,000?”


    (They split up their forces? It’s definitely good news for us, but why would they do that?)


    Klaus wasn’t incompetent either and had been proceeding with the installment of defensive equipment, preparing an environment where they could engage their enemies.


    However, he wasn’t naïve enough to believe that this would be enough to beat the Kingdom of Dominion.


    “We need to hurry and report this to Lord Liam.”


    A ship departed from the Second Division to deliver a message to Liam.


    ◇


    -Inside the bridge of flagship Argos-


    I’m sitting in my luxurious chair, watching over the battlefield as messengers arrive one after another.


    “The Kingdom of Dominion split their forces?” I ask while wrinkling my eyebrows.


    Standing beside me is Eulisia in her military uniform.


    She’s needlessly talented, which is why she’s doubling as my adjutant despite already being my secretary.


    “Maybe they plan on cornering us?”


    A holographic image appears in front of me, showing us our current situation.


    It’s apparent that the enemy forces are trying to surround the Banfield Family’s fleet.


    The way they’re trying to corner us reminds me of a hunt more so than war.


    They’re cutting off our paths of escape.


    “I don’t like this at all. Look at them getting all thirsty for our blood.”


    I express my dissatisfaction, to which Eulisia gives a flat reply.


    “The fact of the matter is, we’re at a massive disadvantage. It’s no wonder they see us as prey.”


    “—You should be more considerate with your words.”


    “That’s what you get for always shutting me down when I act amicably.”


    Eulisia turns away from me and sulks.


    “I would’ve had you demoted for that if it weren’t for your skills.”


    “Are you sure? I act as your bridge with the Imperial Army, not to mention I have connections with the Third Weapons Factory.”


    It’s as she says. She’s disappointing and easily forgettable, but her connections make it difficult to demote her.


    Also, there’s no telling what kind of person would replace her, so I’ll bear with her for now.


    “How brazen of you.”


    “This amount of brazenness is necessary to be Lord Liam’s adjutant.”


    After wrapping up our conversation, I extend one of my arms forward to project a screen in the air.


    I stare at the clock that’s displayed on the monitor.


    —It seems this is as far as we go.


    “Time’s up. I guess it was too much of me to expect that we take down the kingdom’s capital.”


    Hearing me let out a small sigh, Eulisia, who’s standing next to me, asks what’s going on.


    Apparently, she wasn’t able to hear what I said.


    “Is something wrong?”


    “No, but we might’ve been pushing ourselves a little too hard. Tend to the wounded and have them retreat to the backlines.”


    “That’s a wonderful idea, if not for the millions of enemy troops approaching us from behind.”


    If we don’t get out of this, we’ll literally be wiped out.


    “We’ll just have to break through. Contact Klaus. We’ll charge through an affordable enemy line and retreat to the rear.”


    “—Are we seriously doing that? Wouldn’t it be better to slip past their encirclement?”


    “I’m always serious. I was getting tired of raiding the Kingdom of Dominion anyway. Let’s go back and regroup.”


    The soldiers that have been waiting around me react when I stand up from my seat to stretch.


    “Have Rinho and Fuuka prepare for battle. They’ll be leading the way.”


    Eulisia appears dismayed when I mention my cute junior disciples.


    “Lord Liam must treasure them a lot. Despite sending them off to their deaths, you don’t seem the least bit worried,” she says sarcastically.


    From an outsider’s perspective, it may seem like I’m having them march to their deaths.


    “I believe in the School of One Flash.”


    “This is insane, but so be it. It seems whatever goes in the School of One Flash.”


    Eulisia operates her terminal and has Rinho and Fuuka prepare for combat.


    She makes various arrangements to get the mobile knights [Amaryllis] ready for battle.


    Although she’s a disappointing woman, she’s one to always get her job done.


    Truth be told, as an evil lord, I have no business with a serious soldier like Eulisia.


    I’d rather have someone good at bootlicking next to me.


    However, in the long run, it would be problematic to have a subordinate who only has a big mouth.


    Someone like that wouldn’t hesitate to report lies or cover up information that may displease me, their superior.


    Having a subordinate like that would be detrimental to the entire organization.


    In that regard, it’s good to have someone like Eulisia, who wouldn’t hesitate to report everything, even if it displeases me.


    To go up against the Empire, subordinates like her will be necessary.


    —Her personality leaves much to be desired though.


    “This will be a good chance for those two to train.”


    “Which fleet shall we target for our breakthrough? Personally, I would suggest going after the fleet which has 300,000 troops.”


    Eulisia asks for my opinion.


    While there are fleets that number less than a hundred thousand, they’re probably traps, which is why she brought up one of the medium-sized fleets.


    If I were in her shoes, I would’ve suggested the same.


    However, I’m the lord, the commander-in-chief.


    “Let’s spice things up a bit and bite the bait that they’ve put forward.”


    “Bait? Do you mean the small fleets?”


    “No, I’m talking about them.”


    I point at the holographic image.


    To invite us in, they’ve purposely prepared a fleet that numbers around 600,000, which is approximately the same size as ours.


    “—We’ve spotted the enemy commander’s flagship in that fleet. Our allies risked their lives to obtain this piece of information, so there’s no doubt in its authenticity.”


    According to the scouts that we’ve sent out, the enemy commander’s flagship is in that fleet. I have a rough idea of what the Kingdom of Dominion is thinking.


    “They probably let the scouts go on purpose. Since they’ve kindly invited us in, it’d be rude to ignore them, right?”


    Eulisia’s expression becomes dark.


    “So we’re jumping into their trap?”


    “See, traps are everywhere. We’re in their territory, so they have a much better grasp of the terrain. Things are going to be dicey no matter which route we choose, so why not aim for their commander’s head?”


    It appears the Kingdom of Dominion doesn’t have the intention of letting any of us go. They plan on killing us all, down to the last person.


    “Now then, what shall I do?”


    ◇


    -At the Argos’ hangar-


    Both Rinho and Fuuka were in their pilot suits as they walked up to the two Amaryllis mobile knights placed near Avid.


    They had their swords on their waists as well.


    “Senior brother really works people to their bones, doesn’t he?”


    Though Fuuka complained, she didn’t seem upset about it at all.


    Rinho revealed a faint smile.


    “Well, it’s at least better than watching the small fries fight each other. Oh, have you heard? Aluna, the Crown Princess of the Kingdom of Dominion, apparently wants Senior Brother’s genes.”


    Fuuka was puzzled to hear this.


    She wasn’t ignorant about sex and the like, but she couldn’t understand Aluna’s feelings.


    “They just have to bang once, right? Or ask him for his genes upfront.”


    Rinho shook her head, feeling hopeless after hearing Fuuka’s comment.


    “It’s not that simple, idiot.”


    “What’d ya call me just now!?”


    Fuuka blushed, angry about being ridiculed.


    Rinho ignored her and jumped onto Ein, the first of the Amaryllis unit.


    When she boarded the white aircraft which resembled Avid in appearance, Ein’s twin eyes glowed.


    Clicking her tongue, Fuuka boarded Zwei.


    When the two units were ready to head out, the runway lights were lit up.


    There were lights in the air that indicated where they should launch.


    The mechanics around them either waved their hands or performed a salute to send them off.


    Fuuka didn’t give them a time of day, instead tying up her curly orange hair after observing her surroundings in the cockpit.


    They didn’t have to do anything as the launch was mostly automated.


    “Senior brother recently scolded us for playing around too much, so we should earn some achievements this time. If we don’t, he might forbid us from vising Master’s house.”


    Fuuka was aware of the fact that they had been neglecting sword training.


    After all, they had been spending a lot of time at Yasushi’s house. However, it was the only place that felt like home to them.


    The earliest memory she had was of her and Rinho rummaging through trash cans in the back alleys.


    Yasushi had reached out to them in their time of need. Not only did he teach them swordsmanship and One Flash, but he also gave them something that they lacked: a family.


    Yasushi was their father, Nina their mother, Yasuyuki their cute little brother, and Liam their scary older brother.


    Though they weren’t related by blood, they were a family united by something much stronger, a bond known as the School of One Flash.


    Fuuka put on her helmet and grabbed the control sticks before taking a deep breath.


    Zwei, the second of the Amaryllis unit, prepared for take-off.


    “I guess it’s time to repay Senior Brother for everything he’s done for us.”


     
  


  Desertion


  
    The Kingdom of Dominion’s flagship was a massive 6000-meter-long battleship, which made it look like a moving fortress.


    Onboard the ship was Aluna, the up-and-coming Overlord, and the people around her were cheering as they sensed the movement of the Banfield Family.


    Inside the bridge, Aluna had stood up from her commander’s seat.


    Her body was shaking, not from fear, but from anticipation, and she looked like a maiden in love, her cheeks blushed as she watched the Banfield Family advancing in their direction.


    “I thought the Empire lacked warriors, but it seems the Banfield Family is different. Good, you really are the best, Liam!”


    To make sure that they got to battle Liam, she had spread her troops over a wide area around the Banfield Family’s fleet.


    It turned out to be a wasted effort, but Aluna and her subordinates were delighted by the result.


    The military officers and knights on the bridge all sang Liam’s praise.


    “As expected of the Empire’s hero!”


    “What a pity that he serves the Empire.”


    “He’s a true man!”


    The kingdom’s warriors were looking forward to the upcoming battle.


    Pointing at the enemy fleet displayed on the monitor, Aluna clasped her outstretched hands.


    “Come—I’ll crush you.”


    However, that was when they detected an unusual movement from the Banfield Family’s fleet.


    Feeling offended, Aluna twitched her eyebrows.


    “—The heck?”


    Her voice sounded dangerously low.


    A portion of the Banfield Family’s fleet was deserting.


    If this had been a part of their plan, she wouldn’t have said anything, but no matter how she looked at it, those troops were simply fleeing the battle.


    It felt as if someone had dumped cold water on her just as she was thinking of ways to fight the Banfield Family.


    “I guess Klaus and Liam aren’t that impressive after all. They don’t even have a grasp over their own army.”


    Because of this, Aluna’s evaluation of Liam dropped ever so slightly.


    ◇


    Marie, who was on the bridge of her ship, was dumbstruck.


    “You mean they fled?”


    After the fleets were reorganized, tens of thousands of additional ships were placed under her command.


    Her brain froze for a moment when a good chunk of them suddenly up and left.


    However, as a first-class commander, she quickly got herself back together and laid down orders to deal with the deserters from her fleet.


    “Mow down the traitors!”


    She ordered her troops to attack, destroying the ships that belonged to the deserters one after another.


    But not all troops followed her order.


    In fact, only around 10,000 troops were carrying it out, alongside the troops directly affiliated with the Banfield Family.


    Marie’s adjutant frowned, immediately checking the identities of the troops under their command.


    Most of them were troops that they had absorbed from other families.


    Soon, the number of deserters began to climb.


    “Useless vermin.”


    Those words from her adjutant told Marie everything she needed to know about the situation, but there was nothing she could do to change the tide.


    By now, around 30% of the troops under her command had deserted.


    Looking over to the other fleets, she noticed that the Tia was also missing 20% of her troops.


    Those led by Liam and Klaus were barely holding on as their fleets were composed of elites or direct affiliates of the Banfield Family. Otherwise, their situation wouldn’t have been much different.


    Marie felt the blood drain from her face. After everything had been said and done, it didn’t change the fact that deserters had appeared from her fleet.


    Unity and discipline were what allowed the Banfield Family to produce such stellar results until now.


    However, their army had grown too quickly in the past few years, and they were losing control over the troops.


    Given enough time, Liam would’ve built a strong army, but he didn’t have the luxury to do so at the moment.


    “—Kill them.”


    “Pardon?”


    Marie’s voice was so strained that her adjutant failed to catch it.


    Marie repeated her order, grabbing the adjutant by the collar.


    “Kill them all. If we allow any more deserters, we’ll lose the battle before we even engage the enemy.”


    The Banfield Family’s fleet was falling apart before it could face the Kingdom of Dominion.


    Her adjutant was about to relay the order when a message arrived from Liam.


    ‘Marie, ignore the deserters.’


    Liam who appeared on the screen seemed calm and not the least bit flustered. He was sitting in his chair, behaving like nothing had happened.


    “B-but as things stand, our fleet will crumble before the fight begins!”


    ‘And what of it? For now, concentrate on the enemies before us. You just have to follow my orders.’


    The call was cut soon after.


    “—We’ll follow Lord Liam’s orders. Hold your fire and don’t attack the deserters,” Marie said with clenched fists.


    ◇


    The Banfield Family’s army numbered around 500,000, but a fifth of them had deserted.


    Inside the bridge of flagship Argos, Eulisia broke out in a cold sweat as she watched the ships go.


    (Now we’re outnumbered even more than before.)


    Against regular enemies, the Banfield Family would have no trouble defeating them, even if they were outnumbered.


    However, their opponent this time was the Kingdom of Dominion.


    A fleet of 600,000 highly trained troops equipped with weapons made of cutting-edge technology.


    Eulisia couldn’t picture them winning at all, but for some reason, the people onboard were calm.


    There was tension in the air, but they had not given up the fight yet.


    (How could they remain calm in this situation?)


    It was difficult to believe that they could stay calm in a situation where defeat seemed certain.


    Liam yawned as he looked at the status of his army on the monitor.


    Eulisia approached one of the staff officers on the bridge and called out to him.


    The other commanders and staff officers were busy discussing among themselves, but the role of this particular staff was to stand near Liam and await orders.


    “Hey.”


    “Yes, Major General?”


    Eulisia asked the staff, who was a colonel, about the situation on the bridge.


    “How come everyone’s so composed? Do we have a secret weapon or strategy?”


    “A secret weapon? Lord Liam might have something up his sleeve, but we weren’t told anything.”


    “Then how are you not panicking!?”


    The colonel, who was reprimanded by Eulisia in a hushed voice, shifted his gaze towards Liam.


    “Major General, you may not know this, but the people here have fought alongside Lord Liam since his first battle.”


    The colonel appeared to reminisce about Liam’s first battle.


    “Lord Liam has always fought in battles where the odds were stacked against him.”


    “But it was never to this extent, right?”


    “Actually, in his first battle, Lord Liam fought against a fleet five times his own and won.”


    Eulisia realized that Liam had obtained the absolute trust of his military.


    However, things were still not looking good for them.


    “There’s no end to the deserters. Will we be alright?”


    “It’s deplorable, isn’t it? My superiors have a lot on their plate right now, all because of them.”


    This was why the commanders and staff officers on the flagship were so busy.


    Eulisia glared at the colonel.


    “We might lose before the fight begins at this rate.”


    “—Is that how it looks?”


    The colonel turned his gaze to the staff officers that were busy at work.


    When Eulisia also directed her gaze there, she noticed one of them speaking to a fleet commander. Their conversation was different from what she was expecting.


    “Are there any deserters from your fleet?”


    ‘Course not! Don’t lump us together with those ungrateful bastards.’


    “Ungrateful?”


    ‘Lord Liam saved our hometown. If we run away here, we’ll be branded as traitors.’


    “—I see, it’s good that none of your troops have deserted. Your fleet will join the Third Division and fight under Lady Christina’s command.”


    After cutting off the communication, the staff went on to call another commander.


    Though many ships had deserted, many more had remained.


    Eulisia couldn’t contain her surprise when she saw this.


    (How is this possible? Normally, more and more deserters appear over time, leading to a domino effect.)


    Despite the many desertions, the Banfield Family’s fleet was someone managing to remain afloat, which came as a great surprise to her.


    “It seems Lord Liam is as popular as ever with his citizens. He’s even obtained the support of the people living on the newly acquired planets,” the colonel muttered.


    ◇


    Tia had witnessed something unbelievable.


    “—So the fleet didn’t crumble.”


    With deserters appearing left and right, she thought the fleet would crumble before they clashed with the Kingdom of Dominion.


    However, it managed to remain intact, though it was reduced to a mere 400,000 troops.


    20% of them were gone, but they were still in fighting condition.


    Tia burst out into laughter inside the bridge.


    “As expected of Lord Liam!”


    At one point, she was prepared to have Liam escape alone, even if it meant going against orders.


    But that was no longer necessary.


    Tia’s adjutant asked her for instructions.


    “Lady Tia, the fleet is ready.”


    “—Focus. Our target is the Kingdom of Dominion’s army which lies before us.”


    “Yes, ma’am!”


    Tia took a quick glance at the deserters that were still being projected on the monitor.


    (I would’ve liked to butcher them myself if we survived the battle, but it seems that won’t be possible.)


    ◇


    The ships that had deserted had gathered to form an improvised fleet.


    Their leader was a man who once served as a different family’s commander.


    From the bridge of his battleship, he watched as the Banfield Family’s fleet clashed head-to-head against the Kingdom of Dominion.


    “What a bunch of idiots. You’ll never win by attacking straight on.”


    “Will we be able to escape? We’re surrounded by the Kingdom of Dominion’s army on all sides,” his adjutant asked worriedly.


    “We’ll target a small fleet and charge past them. It’s common sense to attack the weakest link. Liam’s a fool to go after the commander’s head.”


    “You’re absolutely right, sir! Liam will never be a match for your intellect!”


    The adjutant flattered the commander to make him feel better.


    There wasn’t a semblance of loyalty in them.


    One of the reasons was that they were originally from a different family, but more importantly, they had not undergone military re-education, which was usually required of new troops.


    They were the type of soldiers that cut corners and thought of ways to deceive their masters for profit.


    But this wasn’t entirely their fault.


    The way their masters treated them played a role in it as well.


    From many years of servitude, they had learned that their loyalty meant nothing to the nobles.


    The commander came up with a plan for their future.


    “We’re lucky to have these state-of-the-art equipment. Considering the size of this fleet, we’re bound to do well even as pirates. From now on, we’ll live comfortably by extorting from the nobles.”


    After suffering years of abuse under the nobles, a man who once held great ambitions had fallen into depravity.


    “Commander, we’ve spotted a fleet with roughly 10,000 ships. We can break through the encirclement if we defeat them,” his adjutant reported.


    “Turns out the kingdom’s commander is a fool as well. She spread her forces too thin. Eating through them would be a walk in the park.”


    However, just as they were about to attack the Kingdom of Dominion’s 10,000-strong army, the tables were flipped.


    The moment they entered firing distance, more ships appeared on either side of the kingdom’s fleet through short-distance warping.


    They numbered in the tens of thousands.


    “!?”


    The commander of the deserters was shell-shocked.


    They received a message from the Kingdom of Dominion’s fleet commander.


    ‘Your cowardice has put a stain on Her Highness Aluna’s glorious battle, and for that, you shall be exterminated!’


    There was an endless stream of reinforcements on the kingdom’s side, and they all seemed angry at the deserters for some reason.


    The small-sized fleets were a decoy. The plan was to have allies rush in if they were attacked.


    Liam didn’t attack them as he knew they were traps. However, the deserters’ commander had failed to take this into consideration.


    With defeat imminent, the commander offered to surrender.


    “Wait, we surrender!”


    But the enemy commander’s response was cold.


    ‘—We’ll turn you into space trash.’


    The fleet that deserted the Banfield Family was thus destroyed by the Kingdom of Dominion.


     
  


  Clash


  
    Before me, the Kingdom of Dominion’s fleet numbering 600,000 is rapidly approaching, having assumed a conical assault formation.


    They seem intent on a head-on collision.


    The Banfield Family likewise specializes in conical assaults. It can be considered one of our trademark moves, but the Kingdom of Dominion has taken this to a whole new level, almost sublimating it into a form of traditional art.


    Facing enemies that are tougher than any of the space pirates or fleets that we’ve encountered, my miliary personnel show signs of tension.


    “They’ve entered the range of our optical weapons!” the operator shouts.


    Since both fleets are charging at one another, the distance between us is shortening at an alarming rate.


    Normally, we’d start attacking and bombarding the enemy fleet the moment we could, but I fold my arms and tell my men to wait.


    “Don’t shoot until we’re in effective range.”


    Although it’s possible to hit enemies from a distance, close-range artillery battles require a tremendous amount of energy.


    Using optical weapons and deploying shields at close-range consume a lot of energy, so we can’t have it wasted on firing long-range artillery.


    The Kingdom of Dominion seems to understand this too as they aren’t attacking us from long range either.


    Violent as they are, the fleet under the Kingdom of Dominion is operated extremely well, being both powerful and well-coordinated.


    The enemy fleet swiftly closes in on us, and the operator reports that we’ve entered effective range.


    “We’re in effective range!”


    With a smile on my face, I extend my right hand forward.


    “Commence attack!”


    In response to my command, allied troops begin firing their optical weapons simultaneously, and the enemy fleet responds in kind.


    Beams of light intersect as allied troops erect barriers to shield against the attack.


    The battlefield gets illuminated as beams are shot out of hundreds of thousands of battleships.


    Most of the ships around Argos specialized in defense, and they help block the enemy’s attacks, protecting the flagship from harm’s way.


    On the other hand, the lasers and beams emitted from Argos ruthlessly pierce through enemy warships, each penetrating two or three shielded enemies.


    Argos is a state-of-the-art super-dreadnought class battleship, and it’s made from all sorts of rare metals that have been processed by Nias, who has a nasty personality despite her excellent skills.


    I invested a massive budget into constructing the ship without taking cost performance into consideration, making Argos a battleship version of Avid.


    It should be able to hold its ground against hundreds of battleships without any problem.


    “We outclass the enemies in every regard.”


    And that’s why I’m advancing fearlessly, ignoring all the attacks from the optical weapons.


    There’s no way that I’d lose.


    Unfortunately, the same can’t be said about the rest of my fleet.


    Destroyers and cruisers of both enemies and allies are being pierced by optical weapons, causing them to explode because they are unable to deploy powerful shields. The shields that they come up with are quickly shredded by the relentless attacks.


    The Banfield Family’s fleet isn’t outdated. In fact, its battleships boast one of the highest performances in the Empire.


    The fact that they can be destroyed so easily is proof that the kingdom’s warships are also high-performance.


    There’s no doubt that they are stronger than any of the fleets we’ve fought until now.


    If things continue like this, we’ll be put in a disadvantage as our fleet is smaller in size.


    “Reposition the shield ships that are around Argos. Have them protect the vulnerable ships.”


    I give out orders in a calm manner.


    Eulisia, who’s standing beside me, widens her eyes.


    “But that’s going to lower the flagship’s defense!”


    “It’s more effective this way.”


    The shield ships move away from Argos to protect the destroyers and cruisers.


    Attacks from optical weapons begin landing on Argos, but they get dispersed after emitting a strong light. The shield that surrounds Argos is too powerful, rendering their attacks null.


    A smirk appears on my face.


    “Let’s use that.”


    Those onboard Argos become restless.


    Eulisia turns towards me and asks, “You sure? It’s too early, don’t you think?”


    “Let’s show them what we’ve got.”


    The military personnel around us move in a hurry to prepare for the activation of Argos’s secret weapon.


    “Preparations for multiple magic circle deployment complete!”


    “Deployment of energy shield complete!”


    “Deployment of spatial magic circles complete!”


    Numerous magic circles appear around Argos.


    At the same time, similar-looking magic circles appear amidst the enemies.


    Behold our secret weapon—


    “I prefer something more flashy, but I’ll put up with it for now.”


    — long-distance bombardment using spatial magic.


    When Argos shoots into the magic circles around it, the attack gets unleashed on the other side.


    The advantage of using spatial magic in attacks is clear. It’s like placing a cannon in the middle of the enemy formation and letting it loose.


    The attacks can cause a massive disturbance in their formation as they get hit from an unexpected angle.


    Having said that, it’s not flashy at all.


    “Disturbance in enemy fleet confirmed!”


    “Concentrate our firepower on that location!”


    The military personnel onboard Argos get to work, taking advantage of the enemy’s confusion.


    It really is an effective form of attack, albeit a complicated one.


    With both enemies and allies constantly moving about on the battlefield, it’s not an easy task to calculate where to place the magic circles.


    Even if it’s possible in theory, realizing it is another hurdle.


    However, being the genius that she was, Nias had successfully made it.


    Anyway, this is our secret weapon.


    All in all, I think it’s amazing, and it’s effective to boot.


    But it’s plain as hell!


    “I want something more flashy,” I sigh as I say so.


    Eulisia’s cheeks twitch when she hears this.


    “Is that all you have to say after witnessing such a sophisticated attack?”


    “I prefer flashy attacks that even beginners can appreciate over something only experts can understand.”


    The enemy fleet seems disoriented, still trying to figure out what had happened.


    Some of the ships are attacking each other, thinking they’d been stabbed in the back.


    Since the attack came from somewhere totally unexpected, it’s not surprising that they’re confused.


    With their enemies before them, they concentrated their shields on the bow of their ships, leaving the other parts vulnerable to attacks.


    Unfortunately, we can’t perform this sort of attack repeatedly. It’s a problem that we’ll have to fix in the future.


    The military personnel suddenly frown.


    “They’ve already rebuilt themselves.”


    “It’s to be expected of the Kingdom of Dominion.”


    The kingdom’s fleet is gradually regaining its composure.


    If they had been space pirates, their fleet would have collapsed by now. The speed of their recovery is astonishing, even for an army.


    Done poorly, the fleet would’ve collapsed, but the Kingdom of Dominion seems to be built different.


    As a result, our hidden weapon doesn’t do as much damage as we expected.


    “We’re about to clash with the enemy fleet!” the operator shouts.


    I raise the corners of my mouth.


    “Put Argos at the very front.”


    ◇


    The vanguards of both fleets were entangled in battle.


    Typically, the stronger fleet would swiftly overpower the weaker one in extremely close-ranged battles.


    However, as both armies were equally strong, neither of their formations broke.


    Watching everything unfold from the kingdom’s flagship, Aluna narrowed her eyes.


    “How wonderful. It’s a pity that they let some of them flee, but they managed to build themselves back up again in such a short period. —That said, we outnumber them greatly.”


    Since they were evenly matched in terms of quality, the battle would boil down to who had the bigger army.


    Allowing a hundred thousand deserters to flee had sealed the enemy’s fate.


    Things might have been different, however, if they had a similar number of troops.


    “I had hoped to defeat you on equal terms, but alas, such is the nature of the battlefield. Your bravery will be recounted in our tales for generations to come,” said Aluna, feeling disappointed for having her battle against a strong opponent ruined.


    That was when a report arrived from the operator.


    “W-we’ve confirmed the presence of a super-dreadnought class battleship in the enemy’s vanguard!”


    Upon hearing this, Aluna closed her eyes.


    A super-dreadnought class battleship, meaning one of their highest commanders had to be onboard.


    It was obvious that they were pushing themselves to break through this situation.


    “They must’ve had a famous general come forward. Unfortunately, that won’t be enough to overturn this difference in numbers.”


    Normally, that would’ve been true, but it was the Banfield Family they were facing.


    “We’ve identified the ship. The name of the ship is Argos… and it’s the flagship of the enemy commander Liam Sera Banfield!!”


    When this was announced, Aluna rose from her seat, her eyes wide open.


    “I-impossible. He came forward himself?”


    Argos appeared on the monitor in front of her, and its figure was seen charging into the kingdom’s fleet, destroying their ships one after another.


    Near the flagship, two white mobile knights were swiftly taking down enemies to the left and right, while the Banfield Family’s fleet followed closely behind them.


    Aluna hugged her own body as she trembled with excitement.


    “Bravo, Liam, bravo! You’re truly a man worthy of being the father of my child! Hurry and prepare Arachne for battle!” she commanded.


    ◇


    On the bridge of the super-dreadnought class battleship Vaal, Tia, who had stood up from her commander’s seat, was trembling.


    “Get Lord Liam to step back! Bring Vaal to the front and use it as a shield for Argos!”


    Tia was pale in the face and shivering uncontrollably, so much so that her adjutant had to calm her down.


    “Please compose yourself, Lady Tia.”


    “And how am I supposed to do that in this situation!? W-who sent him forward!?”


    “Who else could it be but Lord Liam himself?”


    Having the supreme commander lead the charge was unheard of, and it definitely wouldn’t be executed unless the order was given by the supreme commander himself.


    His subordinates should’ve stopped him, but for better or for worse, Liam held all the power as a lord.


    If Tia had been beside him, she would’ve risked her life to stop him, but even then, it was unlikely that he would listen.


    “Send Vaal to the front!”


    She tried to have her ship approach Liam’s, but her adjutant stopped her.


    “If the ship advances forcefully, it’ll disrupt the fleet’s formation!”


    If the super-dreadnought class battleship were to charge forward, it would affect the formation of their densely packed allies.


    They would have to move aside to avoid being hit by Vaal, and in the worst-case scenario, this could lead to a major accident.


    The adjutant had to prevent something like that from happening.


    Tia, who was worried sick about Liam’s safety, finally realized the possibility. After a moment of consideration, she made a painful decision with her head hung low.


    “Send the fossil woman forward! —Her ship’s agile.”


    Tia was strongly against relying on Marie, but with Liam’s life at stake, she had no other option.


    The bridge crews including Tia’s adjutant were surprised to hear this.


    “B-but Lady Tia…”


    To ask for help from an enemy faction was akin to Tia throwing away her pride.


    “Just do it. Whatever it takes to save Lord Liam’s life.”


    Owing Marie a favor was something her pride could not allow, but she was willing to let go of such pride for Liam.


    ◇


    Meanwhile, Marie was also panicking.


    “Can’t you go any faster?”


    Knowing that Liam had charged into the enemy fleet, Marie was sweating profusely and trembling.


    Those onboard couldn’t bear to watch their superior acting this nervous. Normally, she behaved graciously without a hint of rush.


    Her adjutant tried to calm her down.


    “Please calm down. We’re moving at maximum speed already. Besides, Argos is moving forward as well, making it difficult to catch up.”


    Marie’s fleet was advancing through the gaps of allied ships, chasing after Argos which was steadily moving forward.


    Tia had made a path through which they could pass, adjusting the location of allied ships.


    With Liam in danger, a rare event happened where the two rivals cooperated.


    “PLEASE COME BACK, LORD LIAAAAAAM!!!”


    Knowing full well that it was futile, Marie reached out her hand towards Argos, which was displayed on her monitor.


    ◇


    Tia and Marie weren’t the only ones panicking.


    While enduring a pain that felt as if a hole was being formed in his stomach, Klaus screamed inside his head.


    (Don’t go forward, Lord Liam!!!)


    Unlike Tia and Marie, he had seen this coming.


    Something similar had happened previously when they confronted the Kingdom of Dominion with a smaller number, so he had been worried that Liam would pull off another stunt.


    —Which was why he had positioned his ship where he could help Liam if he had to.


    “Where are the shield ships that we’ve dispatched to Argos?”


    “They’re about to catch up to them,” his subordinates replied.


    The shield ships that were meant to protect Klaus had been sent forward in advance to protect Liam.


    This was the result of his preparations.


    His subordinates, however, thought he had predicted the events that would unfold during the battle, which led to an even higher evaluation of him.


    “Moving several steps ahead of the others. As expected of His Excellency Klaus!”


    Klaus glared at the subordinate that said this.


    “This isn’t the time to joke around. We must protect Lord Liam at all costs.”


    (Enough of that nonsense!)


    Hearing his harsh words, his subordinate apologized.


    Klaus wasn’t in the right state of mind to care about what the others said anymore.


    (I don’t wanna do this anymore——)


    
  


  Arachne


  
    Rinho, who was on Eins, the first of the Amaryllis, was fighting on the battlefield where light constantly flashed about.


    “There are enemies everywhere! This is the best!”


    Contrary to her neat and docile appearance, Rinho was a wild woman, and her bloodshot eyes darted about, cutting down a mobile knight that approached her.


    Her weapon of choice was a katana, which was longer than the blades that Fuuka preferred, and she was cooking up a storm with her singular sword.


    There were lenses within Eins’s eyes that moved in response to the enemies’ movements.


    An aircraft that was sneaking up on her from behind was cut down as she turned around and slashed, causing it to explode.


    Sweat dripped down Rinho’s forehead as she continued to deal with the enemies that rushed up to her.


    “If I was fighting with my actual body, I could’ve dealt with them all in one go!”


    The Amaryllis were copies of Avid, and they could reproduce the One Flash.


    However, unlike Avid, their self-repair function wasn’t as powerful, and vigorous movements put a lot of strain on their joints.


    Hence, despite containing plenty of rare metals, Eins couldn’t keep up with a serious Rinho.


    Eins and Zwei were destroying nearby enemies one after another, but their white armor plates were full of scratches.


    An enemy battleship appeared before Rinho.


    “Down with you!!”


    Rinho unleashed a One Flash as she shouted, bisecting the ship.


    The ship consequently exploded, and the space debris created hit Ein’s armor.


    There was a lot of debris floating about in space on the battlefield.


    They were constantly colliding with said debris, so troops from both sides were covered in scars as they fought one another.


    Having said that, the scratches on Eins’s armor were mostly due to enemy attacks.


    Previously, someone had managed to land a powerful blow on her, but even so, it wasn’t enough to destroy Eins.


    The problem was, there was no end to the enemies.


    Immediately after the ship was destroyed, another one appeared in its place.


    The new arrival aimed its main cannons at Eins, and Rinho was blown away by the subsequent attacks.


    Eins had deployed an energy shield, but it had been pierced and the attack had hit its armor.


    Rinho was unharmed as Eins’s armor was made of rare metals, but it nevertheless annoyed her.


    “Bastards!!”


    Fuuka’s Zwei passed by Eins while Rinho screamed.


    Wielding two swords, she was destroying enemy ships as they came.


    Against multiple enemies, Fuuka had an edge over Rinho.


    ‘You should just lie down and sleep while I take care of everything.’


    Rinho clenched her teeth hearing Fuuka’s provocative words.


    “Shut up, or I’ll kill ya too!”


    Rinho swung her sword horizontally, cutting down the mobile knights that had gathered around her.


    Explosions were constantly happening around Eins and Zwei.


    Fuuka, who was on Zwei, had a sword in each of her hands.


    ‘Who’s afraid of who? We can settle this here if you want.’


    They spoke as if they were going to start killing each other on the battlefield, but this was considered part of their sisterly conversation.


    The two of them had grown up in the back alley after being abandoned by their parents, and they considered such conversations normal.


    They were careful of what they said when they were before Yasushi and Liam, but there was little to be done about their foul mouths.


    Even as they bickered, they continued to cut down enemies that swarmed around Argos.


    That was when a mobile knight with a distinct appearance showed up before them.


    Its body was adorned in shades of brown, giving it an earthy hue, and although it had a humanoid form, there was something about its aura that felt different.


    It was roughly 18 meters in size, which was typical of a mobile knight, but it had 8 arms and no legs, looking as if it had come out of an ancient ruin.


    Rinho sensed that something wasn’t right and immediately had Eins take a step back.


    “Where did this creepy thing crawl out of?”


    Fuuka was equally wary of this new foe.


    ‘Senior brother once mentioned that the kingdom owns an ancient mobile knight. I heard it’s absurdly strong.’


    “Heh~ in that case, if I defeat this guy, won’t Master praise me?”


    Rinho immediately unleashed a One Flash at the earth-colored mobile knight.


    Sensing danger, the mobile knight avoided destruction by sacrificing four of its arms.


    Fuuka was puzzled to see this.


    ‘Is it just a lookalike?’


    It was too weak for an enemy that they both considered dangerous.


    Rinho, however, was furious that she had failed to take down the enemy with her One-Flash.


    “Identify yourself.”


    Even though it had lost four of its arms, the earth-colored mobile knight answered her question with composure.


    ‘How lucky of me to encounter a swordswoman from the School of One Flash. I’m Aluna, the Crown Princess of the Kingdom of Dominion.’


    Rinho fixed her gaze on the opponent who claimed to be the Crown Princess.


    She could certainly sense a strong presence emanating from the mobile knight.


    She had no means of confirming whether her opponent was actually the Crown Princess, but she knew that she was facing an enemy that she had to defeat.


    “To appear on the battlefield like this, you must be as crazy as Senior Brother. But it was a mistake to appear in front of me.”


    Feeling frustrated over her previous failure, Rinho dealt the finishing blow, this time causing the mobile knight to explode.


    ‘My prey!’ Fuuka wailed.


    “First come first serve. I’ll have Master praise me lots. Senior Brother might even reward me.”


    She had defeated the Crown Princess.


    It seemed as if everything was over, but allied mobile knights suddenly exploded around them.


    “The hell?”


    Rinho looked over, anticipating a new enemy, only to be met with a surprise.


    “You gotta be kidding.”


    There it stood, an earth-colored mobile knight identical to the one that she had just defeated.


    Moreover, the one piloting it seemed to be the same person as well.


    Messages began to flood in from her allies.


    ‘The Crown Princess has made her appearance on the battlefield. She’s on her mobile knight!’


    ‘Same here!’


    ‘Are they decoys?’


    ‘She’s shown up in various locations! There are more than a hundred confirmed appearances!’


    Rinho clicked her tongue listening to the report from the operator.


    “Now that I think about it, someone cloned Senior Brother during the previous battle. I guess that’s what’s happening here as well.”


    Aluna laughed out loud at the mention of a clone.


    ‘You’re mistaken. I don’t need the help of others. I’ll give you a hint. The one before you is undoubtedly me, and so are the other aircraft on the battlefield. They’re all me.’


    Fuuka, who wasn’t interested in the mumbo jumbo, cut in between Rinho and Aluna.


    ‘Yeah? Well, I don’t care! I’ll destroy you, all of you!’


    Fuuka unleashed a One-Flash at Aluna, but this time, she got away with sacrificing only two of her arms.


    Aluna sounded impressed.


    ‘Oh, you still go me. The School of One Flash is unfathomable indeed. If we were fighting with our actual bodies, I might’ve died from that.’


    Simmering with rage, Fuuka continued to fire One Flashes at Aluna.


    ‘—Kill.’


    Zwei’s joints screamed under the immense burden.


    Aluna giggled when she noticed this.


    ‘Is that a mass-produced version of Avid? It seems the specs aren’t up to par. It can’t keep up with your abilities!’


    Zwei soon reached its limit, and its left arm came flying off.


    Fuuka cried out in frustration as her mobile knight now lacked an arm.


    Rinho cut off the communication and took off her helmet.


    “How troublesome,” she muttered.


    ◇


    The Banfield Family’s advance had come to a halt.


    Aluna, riding an ancient mobile knight whose length spanned more than a hundred meters, had single-handedly forced them to stop.


    It had the upper body of a mobile knight and the lower body of a spaceship, its appearance closely resembling that of the monster Arachne.


    Inside the cockpit, Aluna was wearing a brown visor, and she was controlling more than a hundred offshoots of Arachne at the same time.


    Indeed, the 18-meter-sized mobile knights were all Arachne’s offshoots.


    “—Hmm, they’ve already destroyed 30 of them. As expected of the Banfield Family. Still, I’m lucky to have encountered someone from the School of One Flash. I’ll use them to practice for my fight against Liam.”


    Even if the offshoots were destroyed, it was of no concern to Aluna.


    The amazing thing about this ancient knight was that it allowed Aluna to personally pilot all 100+ offshoots without actually being inside them.


    Furthermore, whenever one got destroyed, its experience would be fed to Aluna.


    This meant she could fight against Fuuka and Rinho as many times as she wanted.


    “Oops, there goes another one.”


    The Amaryllis had destroyed another offshoot, so Aluna sent in the next one.


    Arachne was mass-producing the offshoots, sending them into battle whenever they were ready.


    The Amaryllis were destroying the offshoots one after another, but the other knights and spaceships of the Banfield Family were gradually being mowed down.


    With Arachne, she could go up against an entire fleet without putting herself in danger.


    It didn’t really align with her fighting style, but there was something about it that appealed to her.


    “Good. With this, I can grow even stronger. Fight me until your dying breaths, swordswomen of One Flash!”


    ◇


    “GO DOWWWWN!!”


    Zwei, with only one of its arms left, struggled to take down Arachne’s offshoots, and Fuuka, its pilot, was sweating bullets.


    Inside the cockpit, Fuuka was breathing heavily, and she ground her teeth when she noticed the appearance of another offshoot.


    “There’s no end to them,” she complained.


    Rinho agreed.


    ‘Yeah, but if you weren’t so reckless earlier, we would’ve been in a better spot right now.’


    “Oh, shut your trap!”


    ‘Hey, unlike you, I haven’t damaged my aircraft. I wonder how you’re going to explain this to Senior Brother.’


    “T-that’s none of your business.”


    Fuuka’s voice lacked the confidence she had before. She dreaded the forthcoming reprimand she would receive for damaging Zwei.


    “T-that aside, our allies really are pathetic.”


    The knights on their side were having a lot of trouble against Arachne’s offshoots, and they were being destroyed in rapid succession.


    Arachne’s offshoots weren’t as high-specced as Avid or the Amaryllis, but they had a higher performance than the regular knights of the Banfield Family.


    In addition, all 100+ offshoots were being controlled by Aluna, a monster-class pilot.


    Ganging up on the offshoots did little to solve the problem as more kept appearing in their place, and they always returned stronger than before.


    Now, it wasn’t possible to destroy the offshoots with a simple One Flash.


    ‘Your aircraft has reached its limit. Hurry on back and call Liam. You no longer have what it takes to defeat me.’


    “Hah! We don’t need Senior Brother’s help against the likes of you!”


    Fuuka was putting on a brave front, but she was also aware that Zwei had reached its limit.


    (This is bad. We’re really going to lose without Senior Brother. If only we were fighting with our bodies…)


    She was confident that she would win if they fought with their real bodies, but saying that was right now pointless.


    They received a call from Liam just as they were about to gang up on the offshoot.


    ‘—What’s taking you so long?’


    His voice was cold and unforgiving, as if he was admonishing his unworthy juniors.


    “S-senior Brother!?”


    ‘A-about that!’


    Arachne’s offspring used this opportunity to catch them off-guard, shooting beams at them from its eight arms.


    As a result, a portion of Zwei’s armor was blown away.


    “YOU WRETCH!”


    However, before Fuuka could do anything, the offshoot was pierced by a battleship’s cannon.


    Argos had come up behind them.


    ‘Return to the ship. We’ve achieved our goal. We’re now going to forcefully push through the enemy fleet using Argos,’ said Liam.


    With Liam declaring that they were going to leave the battlefield, offshoots began gathering in droves.


    ‘Liam, be my oppo—’


    However, Liam had no intention of facing Aluna.


    ‘—Argos, maximum output.’


    ◇


    —It seems my junior disciples are weaker than I thought.


    “They barely held on against Aluna. They may not have lost, but that’s it.”


    I express my disappointment while being seated on the bridge.


    Eulisia, who’s standing beside me, appears surprised by what I said.


    “They fought well enough, did they not?”


    Certainly, if they were ordinary knights, I would’ve praised their hard work.


    However, they carry the title of One Flash.


    —Considering Master Yasushi’s reputation, the performance they put on could only be labeled as miserable.


    “I was hoping for a victory. It pains me to do this, but I would have to deliver the unfortunate news to Master.”


    The operator informs us of the duo’s return.


    “Eins and Zwei of the Amaryllis have returned.”


    I extend my right arm forward.


    “Playtime’s over.”


    Argos’ output increases, and the energy shield becomes thicker until it’s capable of repelling any attack.


    With Argos leading the charge, the Banfield Family attempts to break through the kingdom’s fleet.


    Eulisia suddenly looks up at the ceiling.


    “Why are there shield ships here? They seem to belong to the Second Division. The Fourth Division is rushing over as well.”


    “Klaus is being overprotective again.”


    A bitter smile escapes my mouth.


    I appreciate the fact that Klaus is looking out for his master even in this situation.


    “Since the shield ships are here, he must have read ahead. I’m truly blessed to have him as my vassal. I wonder why he was poorly evaluated in his previous workplace.”


    Eulisia offers a possible explanation.


    “Maybe he was too good, so much so that his employer didn’t know what to do with him.”


    “Makes sense.”


    It’s a reasonable story.


    Anyhow, several mobile knights with eight arms have approached us and are attacking Argos.


    ‘Fight me, Liam!’


    Aluna’s voice reaches Argos.


    She must be talking to me on all frequencies—not that I care.


    “You seem to have an interesting aircraft, but I don’t have time for you right now.”


    ‘Wait! Have a match with me—’


    “Nope, not waiting.”


    The eight-armed mobile knights collide against Argos’ energy shield in an attempt to break through, but they ultimately fail and explode.


    “I’ll visit you again in the future. When that time comes, I’ll play with you.”


    Enemy knights and battleships that come into contact with Argos are forcibly pushed away—all that stands in our path shall be destroyed.


    The ultimate push.


    It wouldn’t have been possible with Argos’ incredible defense.


    ‘FIGHT ME, LIAAAAAAAM!!’


    We pass through the kingdom’s fleet with Aluna screaming behind us.


    The Banfield Family has managed to come out on top.


    “Now then, let us head back home.”


 
 
   


  Pitiful


  
    —Planet Augur—


    The planet which was once under the management of a cruel governor dispatched by the Empire has made great progress.


    It’s become an important base in our war against the Kingdom of Dominion, and a huge budget has been set aside for its development.


    Resource satellites have been brought over, a mine has been opened up, and a base is being built.


    The spaceport’s constantly getting expanded, attracting merchants from all over the Empire. To support us in our fight, they’ve been gathering whatever materials we need.


    With human resources, money, and materials, it’s no wonder the planet’s undergoing rapid development.


    I’m currently receiving a report inside a conference room that has been prepared at the spaceport.


    “Our army has been reduced to half of what it was in the past.”


    Klaus is representing the commanders, with the pale-faced Tia and Marie beside him.


    Looking at the results alone, the Banfield Family has lost the war.


    “We’ve also dealt a considerable amount of damage to the Kingdom of Dominion, so strictly speaking, it can be considered a tie. However, the damage we incurred in exchange is too great.”


    Klaus tries to hold me accountable, and for good reasons too.


    “I know, I know. I won’t blame you guys for the losses.”


    We then move on to discuss what to do next.


    “It’s going to take some time reorganizing the army. Meanwhile, we won’t be able to deploy our troops.”


    “I’ll leave that to you and Tia. I have something to do back in our territory.”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    Klaus appears taken aback after hearing that the commander-in-chief is leaving the field to return to his territory.


    “Yeah, you heard that right. After we finish sending off the dead, I’ll be returning to my territory. Argos needs to undergo maintenance and get resupplied, so we’ll be using Marie’s fleet instead. Might as well also bring the injured with me. You’ll take my place while I’m gone.”


    “U-understood.”


    I stand up from my seat after handing Klaus the position of deputy commander-in-chief.


    The trio seem confused as I let out a small sigh.


    “—I wasn’t able to make it in time.”


    It’s not only the four of us in the room, and Klaus looks over at the two that are standing a distance away from us.


    Rinho and Fuuka are standing there with their cheeks red after being slapped by me.


    “Lord Liam, will you be taking them with you?”


    I direct a sharp gaze at the two, prompting them to tense up.


    “Slackers have no right to meet Master.—I’ll entrust them with this planet’s defense. Klaus, command them as you please. If they disobey orders, tell me. I’ll teach them a lesson myself.”


    Rinho and Fuuka tremble hearing my angry words.


    The School of One Flash isn’t a place for losers.


    They seem to have put up a fairly good fight against Aluna’s Arachne, but they’ve sullied our reputation by not bringing home victory.


    As I approach the two of them, they lower their heads in shame and frustration.


    “Don’t embarrass Master in your future fights.”


    And with that, I turn my back on them.


    ◇


    Marie, who had returned to the Banfield Family’s home planet, was accompanying Liam through the corridors of the mansion.


    They were in a convertible, heading for a place where medical facilities were located.


    “Lord Liam, why are we heading there?” Marie asked in wonder.


    “Hm? Oh, it’s because Rosetta’s there.”


    “Lady Rosetta? Did something happen to her?”


    Marie turned pale when she heard this.


    An event significant enough for Liam to return to his territory despite being in the midst of war had taken place at the mansion.


    Did something happen to Rosetta?


    Her worries had unfortunately hit the mark.


    “Yes.”


    Liam seemed composed, not the least bit worried about Rosetta’s safety.


    As an aristocrat that governed a territory, his conduct was exemplary.


    However, his indifferent attitude hurt Marie greatly.


    Rosetta had confided in her that she genuinely loved Liam, not as a partner for a political marriage, but as someone she truly cared for in her heart.


    Hence, the lack of concern from her liege left her slightly dismayed.


    When the two arrived at Rosetta’s room, they got off their vehicle, upon which they were greeted by Brian, who rushed over.


    Falling to his knees, he began to bawl in front of Liam.


    “Why…why didn’t you come a little sooner…”


    Brian shed tears on a daily basis, but something felt different today, which fueled Marie’s anxiety further.


    She would usually keep her mouth shut, but her emotions got the better of her.


    “Brian-dono, what happened?”


    “Lady Rosetta…she…!!”


    Marie broke into a cold sweat at the mention of her lady’s name.


    Liam brushed passed Brian while Marie braced herself for the worst.


    Marie clung to his sleeves after witnessing how exasperated he seemed.


    “Lord Liam, how could you be so cold? Was Lady Rosetta nothing in your eyes!?”


    Liam narrowed his eyes and shook Marie away.


    “—Let go.”


    Marie shed tears of grief as she sat on the floor after being shaken off.


    —That was when the door opened, and the one standing there was Rosetta.


    “Welcome back, Darling! Wait, what’s wrong? Why is Marie crying?”


    “Eh!?”


    Rosetta was in her nightgown, and she looked as energetic as ever.


    Liam shook his head.


    “How should I know? More importantly—”


    Rosetta smiled seeing Liam hesitate and invited him into the room.


    Unable to process what was happening, Marie inquired Brian, who still had tears in his eyes.


    “Brian-dono, I thought Lady Rosetta was unwell?”


    “Did this Brian ever say that Lady Rosetta was unwell? Oh, how long I’ve waited for this day to arrive!!”


    And with that, Brian began weeping again.


    Someone inside must have heard this as a cry rang out from inside the room.


    More precisely, it was a baby’s cry.


    “Ugyaaaaaaaaaaa!!”


    Marie was so surprised that she let out a shriek before jumping up and dashing into the room.


    ◇


    Inside Rosetta’s room.


    A small bed has been prepared next to the big one.


    In addition to some maids, there are several nurses inside, and though they’re hidden from view, Kukuri’s subordinates have also been stationed there.


    And then there’s Amagi.


    Upon seeing me, she briefly shuts her eyes, lowers her head, and raises it back up.


    There’s a soft smile on her face.


    Rosetta makes her way to the tiny bed and holds the baby there in her arms.


    “Darling, look, it’s our child.”


    Rosetta seems to have awoken her motherly instinct as she hugs the child like he’s the most precious thing in the world.

    [TN: For now, I’ll assume the child’s a boy.]


    I look at the baby in her arms. Oh, the baby has stopped crying.


    I would’ve been moved to tears if it was my previous life, but the first thought that comes to my mind is ‘Is he really my child?’


    I’m one of the most powerful aristocrats in the Empire, and there’s absolutely no room for an adulterer to enter my mansion.


    This is something I understand clearly, but I can’t help but worry if he’s really my child.


    Rosetta urges me to hold the baby.


    “Here, Darling.”


    “Nn.”


    The baby looks at me sleepily when I hold him in my arms.


    “He doesn’t seem to hate it.”


    “He must feel safe in your arms. By the way, you seem quite accustomed to holding babies, Darling.”


    “Hm? Maybe you’re right.”


    I didn’t think there’d come a day when I use my experience from my previous life.


    Marie watches enviously from afar as I hold the baby.


    Brian, on the other hand, is filming us.


    “Lord Liam, please smile more.”


    “I refuse.”


    Saying that, I return the baby to Rosetta.


    The figure of Rosetta cradling the baby overlaps with the image of my previous life’s wife.


    Well, ex-wife.


    —Even after climbing all the way to the top, gaining enough power to threaten the Empire, I’m disturbed by the memories of my previous life.


    It’s pathetic.


    “Rest your body. I’ll take care of your work. Marie, tend to Rosetta’s needs while I’m gone.”


    Marie quickly scurries over to Rosetta’s side.


    “Leave it to me, Lord Liam! Lady Rosetta, I’m glad you’re safe.”


    “You’re such a worrywart, Marie.”


    I walk away, turning my back on Rosetta and the baby.


    ◇


    I ignore the lonely expression on Rosetta’s face and exit the room with Amagi tailing behind me.


    “Master, what was that attitude just now?”


    “—What a pitiful child.”


    After leaving the room and coming to a place where Rosetta can’t hear us, I confess my feelings to Amagi.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean exactly what I said.”


    “He was born as the young master of a ducal household, and he’ll be able to live a more privileged life than most people. I don’t see how he’s at all a pitiful child.”


    “You’d be right, if his father wasn’t me.”


    “?”


    “I’m an evil lord.”


    Being born into the Empire’s number one ducal household with a caring mother like Rosetta.


    Everything’s great up until that, but as luck would have it, his father is the Empire’s number one villainous lord.


    All because of that, he’ll be remembered as a pitiful child that was born into a wicked household.


    He might’ve been better off being the child of another family.


    Unfortunately, he’ll have to bear a heavy burden due to all the misdeeds his father has committed.


    Amagi silently stares at me.


    There’s something sad about her expression that I can’t quite grasp.


    “—I sympathize with the baby, but he has nothing to blame but his luck for being born as my child.”


    ◇


    Inside the room where Liam and Amagi have left.


    Marie was crying tears of joy as Rosetta held the baby in her arms.


    However, Rosetta looked sad for some reason.


    “I wonder if Darling’s not happy about this child.”


    To relieve her anxiety, Marie reassured her by saying how absurd it was for Liam to be in the territory right now.


    “That’s not true at all! We’re currently at war with the Kingdom of Dominion. Normally, it’d be impossible for Lord Liam to be back before the war ends. He had to force himself to rush back.”


    “Is that so?”


    Having finished recording, Brian chimed in to comfort Rosetta.


    “Absolutely. Lord Liam is simply unsure of how to interact with his child.”


    “You think so?”


    “Yes. —After all, Lord Liam spent very little time with his parents. From an early age, he had to behave maturely and act as the lord. Although it was reassuring, I can’t help but feel sorry for the way he grew up.”


    Liam’s parents had moved to the capital when he was five years old.


    And even before that, they didn’t spend much time with Liam.


    Brian revealed a sad smile.


    “But the Banfield Family has finally welcomed an heir! This Brian is extremely—”


    Brian covered his face and started crying.


    Seeing this, Rosetta brought her face close to her baby.


    A dog’s spirit was watching them from the corner of the room.


    It had been keeping an eye on Rosetta and the baby to make sure the Guide didn’t do anything funny.


    This was the perfect opportunity for him to inflict mental damage on Liam, and if something had happened to the mother and child, Liam would no doubt have suffered a blow.


    Now that its job here was done, it disappeared from the room.


    ◇


    Half a year later.


    The war between the Empire and the kingdom had temporarily calmed down as both sides had suffered considerable damage.


    The Banfield Family’s fleet had been reduced to half its former size, whereas the kingdom had its territory ravaged by Liam.


    While the kingdom had also wrecked some of the Empire’s territory, it had nothing to do with Liam in the slightest.


    And that was why they were at a standstill.


    In that timeframe, Liam had returned to Augur with his fleet.


    “We lost half our fleet six months ago, but it was worth it,” he said in a meeting for executive officers.


    He spoke openly about the Banfield Family’s army.


    “Our army grew too quickly, and a bunch of unnecessary people got mixed in. The war helped weed out the useless ones.”


    The high-ranking officers weren’t too happy about Liam using the war with the kingdom to screen the soldiers.


    However, all the big shots including Klaus remained calm, with individuals like Marie and Tia even showing a faint smile.


    “It’s as Lord Liam says. Klaus-dono and I have reorganized the fleet. Now, it can be considered elite again.”


    The expression on the soldiers had changed after experiencing real combat, and Tia was pleased to report that the Banfield Family’s army had regained its former quality.


    Marie was glad to see that the riffraff was gone.


    “We were able to rid ourselves of those incompetents.”


    Nevertheless, a lot of allies had died.


    Representing those that weren’t happy about this, Klaus issued a complaint to Liam.


    “Even so, we went too far this time.”


    Liam, however, smiled fearlessly.


    “Normally, I wouldn’t have done something this extreme, but we didn’t have much time. His Majesty and His Highness were urging us on after all.”


    Having said his piece, he stood up from his chair with a serious expression.


    The air around him made the officers hold their breath.


    “—It’s no longer convenient to leave the territory unattended for an extended period. We’re not going to waste time anymore. We’re going full throttle from now on.”


    “You mean—”


    Before Klaus could stop him, Liam laid down the orders.


    “We’re moving out.”


 
     

  


  Super Avid


  
    The Empire is on the move.


    By the time Aluna received this piece of news, the imperial army numbering a million had already begun invading the front lines.


    “A million? They still have troops in reserve?”


    Aluna, who was having a meeting with her staff officers on the bridge of her flagship, questioned the size of the Empire’s fleet.


    If they had so many troops, why didn’t they mobilize them from the beginning?


    One of the staff came up with a plausible explanation from the information that they had on hand.


    “We believe they’re mostly members of the Imperial Army, not the Banfield Family.”


    “—So they’re sending in their real army.”


    Liam was the odd one here for attacking with his own fleet. In situations like this, it was normal to fight alongside the Imperial Army.


    “He’s lost a considerable number of troops during the previous battle. He might be a duke, but losing hundreds of thousands of ships is nothing to scoff at.”


    Aluna felt exasperated knowing that Liam was relying on the Imperial Army to invade.


    “Still, it’s just a million ships. We have three times that number.”


    Although the Kingdom of Dominion had also suffered heavy losses, they had a home-field advantage when it came to defending their territory.


    Aluna’s expression turned grim.


    “I won’t forget the resentment of being ignored on the battlefield.”


    An unbelievable report arrived while she was fuming.


    “Your Highness!”


    “What is it?”


    “The Imperial Army is destroying our fleets one after another and heading for the capital with unstoppable momentum!”


    “What!?”


    Her brain froze for a moment when she heard that the Imperial Army numbering one million was heading straight for the capital.


    The idea of taking down the capital was nothing new, but doing so without adequate preparation was a foolish undertaking.


    Issues with supply and maintenance would undoubtedly arise, and the army would run the risk of being isolated in enemy territory.


    This was why wars usually progressed very slowly, with each side capturing important bases before moving forward.


    “He must be looking down on us.”


    Aluna couldn’t comprehend Liam’s actions. However, she felt uneasy after hearing that the Imperial Army was advancing with incredible momentum.


    “—Assemble all units. We mustn’t allow any more defeats!”


    ◇


    Within the Kingdom of Dominion.


    After boarding Avid, I lightly grasp the control sticks and tap on them with my index fingers.


    The scenery reflected on the monitor is that of the Kingdom of Dominion’s fleet, now reduced to space debris.


    “They’re quite tough, but they’re nothing special.”


    Avid is standing there holding a katana, with Eins and Zwei of the Amaryllis flanking it.


    Zwei’s left arm has undergone on-site emergency repair, and while I brought my junior disciples along to serve as escorts, my true intention is to teach them how to behave on the battlefield.


    In other words, it’s part of their training.


    Creating some distance with the two aircraft, I make Avid turn around.


    Our allied fleet which has undergone reorganization comes into view, appearing much more united than before.


    It’s still far from ideal, but it’s at least better than what we started with.


    “The Kingdom of Dominion turned out to be a real godsend, don’t you agree?”


    I ask this of my junior disciples in an intimidating manner.


    Their faces, which are projected on the monitor, seem considerably firmer than before, with no trace of joking around.


    Their eyes are gleaming like the time we first met.


    —They’re the eyes of swordsmen.


    ‘Yes, and I’ll be the one to slay Aluna,’ Fuuka says, determined.


    However, Rinho interjects, ‘She’s mine. Get in my way, and I’ll kill you before finishing her off.’


    Conversations like these are commonplace, but this time around, their words are dripping with killing intent.


    After being separated from Master, they’ve finally gone back to how they were before.


    Ideally, Master’s presence or lack thereof shouldn’t affect their performance, but I’ll leave that aside for now.


    “She’s too much for you guys to handle. Besides, I promised to face her this time, so hold yourselves back.”


    ‘But Senior Brother!’ ‘Why!!’


    Through the monitor, I glare at them for questioning my orders. In response, Avid lets go of its sword and grabs the Amaryllis by their necks.


    The sword floats about in space before disappearing into a magic circle.


    The two Amaryllis desperately resist Avid, but to no avail. It seems Avids dissatisfied with them as well.


    “I don’t have time for this. We need to wrap this up quickly so that I can return to our home planet.”


    Fuuka and Rinho lower their heads in frustration.


    That’s when we receive a call from Tia.


    ‘Lord Liam, we’ve received a report from the scouts. The kingdom is assembling its fleet near its capital. They have approximately three million troops under their command.’


    Since we’re heading for the capital, it seems Aluna is preparing the stage for us.


    “How considerate of her. We should get going as well then.”


    A massive magic circle unfolds behind Avid, and the bow of an enormous battleship appears from within.


    The battleship slowly comes out and transforms.


    “Izel was able to entertain me. Let’s see how well Aluna fares.”


    ◇


    The Kingdom of Dominion had been waiting for the Imperial Army’s arrival.


    Aluna, who was onboard Arachne, observed the battlefield from various angles through the hundreds of offshoots that all served as her eyes.


    Arachne was an atypical knight that allowed Aluna to grasp everything that was happening on the battlefield.


    However, Aluna was witnessing an unbelievable sight.


    “What a monster.”


    The Imperial Army had brought along a humanoid weapon that was larger than most battleships.


    The humanoid weapon was equipped with optic lasers on each of its fingers, and small-sized ships were being swallowed up by its attacks.


    One of the kingdom’s battleships was pierced by a beam, subsequently leading to its destruction. An offshoot was dragged into the mess and crushed as well.


    The experience from the offshoot was propagated back to Aluna, but there was nothing she could learn from it.


    ‘Your Highness! That’s the giant humanoid weapon that the former Crown Prince Izel took down!’


    Her subordinate’s report only served to infuriate Aluna.


    She was supposed to be the strongest of them all. Since Izel was able to defeat it, she’d have no trouble dealing with it either, right?


    That felt like the hidden message she was receiving.


    In actuality, Aluna was struggling to come up with a countermeasure against the giant humanoid weapon.


    (Its performance must have gone up after Izel defeated it.)


    More offshoots tried to approach the giant humanoid weapon, but they were met with an even fiercer barrage of attacks.


    The two aircraft flying around the giant humanoid weapon were proving to be a headache as well.


    All in all, more than 60 offshoots had already been destroyed.


    ‘Die!’


    An offshoot was destroyed by a dual-wielding mobile knight.


    ‘It’s all because of you that Senior Brother scolded us! —Pay for your sins by disappearing from my sight.’


    Another offshoot was cut down, this time by a different knight which was also painted white.


    “They’re stronger than before. How troublesome.”


    If it had been one or the other, she would’ve been able to handle the situation somehow.


    However, she was struggling to deal with the combined onslaught of the giant humanoid weapon and the swordswomen of the School of One Flash.


    Nevertheless, she wasn’t about to raise the white flag anytime soon.


    “—Then how about this?”


    The offshoots were paired up and combined back-to-back so that they had an unhindered view of their entire surrounding.


    Then, Aluna had them attack enemies other than the giant humanoid weapon and the two swordswomen.


    “You guys are strong, I’ll give you that. However, wars aren’t fought alone. How will you cope with this, Liam?”


    Aluan switched her strategy to eliminating Liam’s allies.


    ◇


    —Boring.


    That’s my honest opinion.


    “So she’s given up on defeating me and has switched to a battle of attrition, where we compete over who kills the small fries first.”


    Both sides have been fighting without being able to land a decisive blow on the other, so Aluna’s begun aiming for our allies instead.


    By the way, the giant humanoid weapon, which is a mouthful to say, is called [Griffin], and I’m using it to take down enemy ships left and right.


    Basically, we’re both wearing each other down by taking care of the small fries.


    How pointless. How utterly pointless.


    Aluna’s made the right call, but it’s taken all the fun out of the fight.


    She’s definitely a gifted commander though, unlike Izel who was more of a warrior.


    “She excels in military combat. As an individual, Izel seems to be the stronger of the two—”


    As I’m analyzing the fight, I chance upon something interesting from the information that Griffin has gathered from the surrounding.


    I display it on my monitor, and it shows one of our mobile knights fighting against one of Arachne’s offshoots.


    In this battle between mobile knights, Arachne’s offshoot seems to have the upper hand.


    Both in terms of the aircraft’s performance and the pilot’s skill, Aluna is several steps above that of general knights.


    Some of our units are ganging up on the offshoots, while others are aiming their battleships’ main guns at them.


    Amid all this, some mobile knights are destroying the offshoots by themselves.


    “—Umu, they’re working hard.”


    Most of our strongest knights come from elsewhere.


    However, among the knights that are producing results on the battlefield, there are those who were born in the Banfield Family’s territory.


    It’s almost been a century since I formed the Knights Order, but it’s only now that talents are starting to emerge.


    This battle signifies the birth of the Banfield Family’s ace pilots.


    “It was definitely worth losing half our troops.”


    By sacrificing half our fleet, we’ve gained powerful allies.


    “The Knights Order is finally beginning to take shape.”


    I say this not only in terms of quantity, but also in terms of quality.


    “We have Aluna to thank for this! As a reward, I’ll take care of her myself.”


    Griffin’s hatch opens, and Avid comes out from within.


    Griffin stops in its tracks, and I have Avid head towards Aluna.


    I cut down the enemies that appear before me as I move forward, be it the offshoots or battleships, eventually closing in on the ancient weapon that Aluna is on.


    A battleship comes in between us to protect her, but it gets swiftly chopped in half by Avid which appears unarmed.


    Avid weaves through the bisected battleship and appears before Aluna, who seems shocked and immediately tries to create some distance.


    She begins retreating by activating the reverse jet engine, and Avid gives chase, destroying any and all mobile knights that approach us.


    ‘W-what have you done!?’


    Aluna doesn’t seem to understand what’s happening.


    It can’t be helped, since the allies around her are being destroyed one after another, seemingly for no reason.


    Avid’s not equipped with any weapon, which is why from Aluna’s point of view, it would look like her allies are self-destructing.


    “You were able to see past my junior disciples’ One Flash. You’re talented, alright.”


    ‘What nonsense are you spouting! You didn’t do anything!’


    Not only is she talented, but she also has a lot of combat experience, making her a formidable foe.


    It makes sense that Rinho and Fuuka couldn’t beat her.


    They might’ve won if they were fighting with their real bodies, but it would’ve probably resulted in them getting injured as well.


    Unfortunately, she has no chance of seeing through my One Flash.


    After all, neither I nor Avid are using a weapon.


    “What you’re seeing is the real One Flash. It’s nothing like the half-assed technique that my junior disciples use. Still, I’m grateful for what you’ve done, so I’ll show you the real thing.”


    It goes without saying that I’m lying.


    Secret techniques aren’t meant to be shown.


    Anyone who sees it must be killed! That’s what secret techniques are meant to be.


    But Master once told me in the past that as long as One Flash is trained to completion, none of that will matter.


    Because it simply can’t be seen.


    The lower portion of Arachne’s body gets detached, and the mobile knight that Aluna is on grows eight arms.


    ‘You spent too much time dilly-dallying!’


    Looking around, Avid’s been surrounded by hundreds of offshoots, and each of their eight arms is about to launch an attack.


    The idea of overwhelming me with numbers isn’t bad.


    After all, battles are all about numbers.


    However, against me who has overwhelming strength, these aren’t nearly enough.


    The attack that rains down on us gets easily repelled by Avid’s force field.


    “You should’ve prepared tens of thousands of these if you wished to challenge me. With only this many, they’re not a threat at all. Even Izel was stronger than this.”


    Avid is an ideal aircraft that’s disregarded cost performance. An ancient weapon’s got nothing on Avid.


    ‘Ku!’


    I slowly approach Aluna, who has no means of destroying Avid.


    “Tell you what, after I fought Izel, Avid underwent some modifications. What do you think was used at that time?”


    ‘Could it be—!?’


    The eight-armed ancient weapon that Izel used to pilot. Unlike Arachne, its emphasis was on individual strength.


    When it was finally destroyed, it turned into a liquid, but I had them retrieved and analyzed.


    “Izel’s aircraft was of use to me. I wonder what I can get from yours?”


    After analyzing Izel’s ancient weapon, Avid and Griffin were modified.


    Aluna charges at me when I tell her how much their performance was able to improve


    However, she isn’t attacking out of anger, but rather out of delight.


    ‘That’s what I’m talking about! You’re the best, Liam! The weak are food for the strong. If you can become stronger by consuming me, I’m all for it! Eat to your heart’s content!’


    Aluna holds back nothing in her attack, activating beam swords in all eight of her aircraft’s arms.


    Her aircraft excels in group combat, which makes it inferior to Izel’s when it comes to direct specs, but this one also has its advantages.


    Also, I have a favorable impression of Aluna.


    She always goes straight to the point, like that time when she asked for my genes. In fact, I’d like Cleo to take a page out of her book.


    “I’ll keep you alive for now.”


    Right after saying that, I slash off all eight of the ancient weapon’s arms.


    Aluna’s bitter voice could be heard from the ancient weapon which is now floating about in space.


    ‘What are you planning to do?’


    She seems to be dissatisfied with me for not finishing her off, but I have a use for her.


    I’ll make her work until the day she dies.


    “From now on, everything within the Kingdom of Dominion, which naturally includes you, will be under my rule.”


     
  


  Epilogue


  
    The imperial fleet which consists of hundreds of thousands of ships is overlooking the capital of the Kingdom of Dominion.


    Inside the bridge of our flagship Argos, we’re discussing the matter of who will be going down.


    “I have to beat up the Overlord, so me going down is a given.”


    When I notify Klaus and the other prominent figures of our fleet about my decision, they immediately frown and express disagreement.


    “It’s too dangerous. Please descend after we’ve confirmed that it’s safe.”


    I shake my head in response to Klaus’s suggestion and look down at the planet which is being projected on the floor.


    “No, I shouldn’t waste any more time.”


    Hearing my words, everyone except Marie looks at each other, confused.


    Tia asks for permission to speak.


    “Lord Liam, if I may.”


    “Shoot.”


    “Lord Liam seems to be in a hurry, more so than ever before. May I ask why? From what we were told, our home planet should be safe and sound.”


    Marie, who’s been enjoying the look of confusion in everyone’s eyes, laughs at Tia in a mocking way.


    Since she’s the only one present who knows what’s going on, she must be feeling superior to the others.


    What happened to Rosetta was apparently kept secret, and the military personnel that delivered the message weren’t told the details.


    I was under the impression that they were aware of what transpired back in the mansion, but I guess not.


    Hence, I pretend as if I’ve just remembered.


    “Right, I forgot to tell you guys, but a child was born.”


    “My, then congratulations are in…I BEG YOUR PARDON!?”


    Tia, who was about to utter some congratulatory words, suddenly stiffens up in shock.


    The people around us discuss whose child I might be referring to, but the truth quickly comes to light as they think back to how I left the battlefield and returned to the territory amidst the war.


    Even Klaus who’s usually composed seems taken aback by my child’s birth.


    Marie speaks on my behalf and tells everyone of the situation back on our home planet.


    “The Young Lord has been born! Lord Liam doesn’t wish to be tied down by matters relating to the Kingdom of Dominion for much longer. As such, we must swiftly lay waste to the kingdom and return to our main planet.


    Marie had followed me back to the planet, so she was aware of my child’s existence.


    She probably remained silent all this time because she wanted to be the only one to know the truth.


    But there’s something that I must correct.


    “When did I ever mention destroying the kingdom?”


    “Eh?”


    Marie becomes stunned.


    I explain my plan with the Kingdom of Dominion moving forward.


    “I’ll be allowing the Kingdom of Dominion to continue existing as it is.”


    My subordinates stare at me in wonder, unsure of what I’m thinking. However, no one disagrees with what I say.


    Klaus clears his throat.


    “We can discuss the matter of the Kingdom of Dominion later. —Lord Liam, why didn’t you notify us of the Young Lord’s birth?”


    Tia, who has finally brought herself back together, speaks up as well, looking as if she’s about to cry.


    “I concur! The birth of an heir is an auspicious occasion for the Banfield Family!”


    “It has nothing to do with the war. And this doesn’t have anything to do with the child. —I simply wish to return home and rest.”


    Despite my curt attitude, Marie nods as if she understands what I’m thinking.


    “Lord Liam must be eager to meet the Young Lord again.”


    “When did I say that?”


    The people around me seem convinced that I want to go back to see my child.


    —These guys are pissing me off.


    You all better be prepared for when I bestow rewards.


    After clearing her throat, Tia takes a step forward.


    “With this, the Banfield Family has finally rid itself of its biggest problem. However, given the uncertainty of our future, relying solely on the Young Lord would be insufficient. With that in mind, I would like to propose that I give birth to Lord Liam’s second child, who will become the Young Lord’s younger sibling.”


    If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve been happy that a beautiful woman was willing to throw herself at me and give birth to my child.


    Unsurprisingly, Tia’s suggestion gets shot down by Marie, who tries to nominate herself.


    “Lord Liam, please choose this Marie over the minced woman!!”


    Those around us are staring at them with cold eyes as they compete between themselves.


    Rinho and Fuuka are immersed in their own discussion, not caring about the conflict between Tia and Marie.


    “Senior brother’s child, huh? You reckon he’ll personally teach One Flash to his child?”


    “Dunno, but the baby could be considered our nephew. What gifts should we prepare for him?”


    “How about the head of the kingdom’s ruler?”


    “Don’t you think a sword’s better?”


    What a problematic duo. They’re trying to decide between a head and a sword.


    The answer is neither. They’re both too early for the baby.


    Feeling fed up, I reject both Tia and Marie.


    “I don’t expect any nightly duties from you two.”


    They stare at me in shock.


    “Eh?”


    “B-but.”


    They wouldn’t have been so shocked if all I did was reject their advances, but they freeze up when I tell them that I don’t see them as women.


    The people around them avert their gazes.


    Having said my piece, I turn to face Klaus.


    “Klaus, you and I will discuss what to do about the Kingdom of Dominion. What a busy week it has been.”


    “Ueh? Um…understood.”


    Next, I call out to Rinho and Fuuka who are still chatting.


    “Rinho, Fuuka, both of you are coming with me. Think of it as a trip to the kingdom’s capital.”


    “Senior Brother, can I be the one to chop off the Overlord’s head?”


    “Then I’d like to deal with their powerful warriors.”


    “No, I want you two to remain civilized this time. —But you may cut down the idiots that pick a fight with us.”


    I leave the bridge with Klaus and my junior disciples.


    ◇


    The royal palace where the Overlord resides.


    I’m sitting on the throne, with Fuuka and Rinho flanking me on either side. Their swords are dripping with blood.


    “This is lame.”


    “Anyone else? We’ll welcome you anytime.”


    Earlier on, I had them deal with the idiots that attacked us.


    However, after realizing the overwhelming difference in power, the kingdom’s officials have become quiet.


    I pass judgment upon the Kingdom of Dominion.


    “The territories that have been seized during the war will be returned to their previous owners. But from now on, you will all be working under me.”


    The civil officials and the military officers present at the scene become rowdy when I tell them that I don’t plan on destroying their kingdom.


    The Overlord orders them to quiet down. He’s a huge, muscular man, and the air around him is different compared to the others.


    Even so, he’s nothing before our might.


    Aluna, who hasn’t fully recovered from her injuries, is also standing nearby.


    The Overlord walks up to me.


    “We’ve been vanquished. I’d like to hear why the victor isn’t trying to destroy us.”


    He behaves in an imposing manner, to which Rinho and Fuuka take offense.


    “Who do you think you are? You’re before Senior Brother.”


    “The defeated should crawl on the floor like the worms they are.”


    I raise my hand slightly to stop the two from attacking the Overlord before responding to his question.


    “I’ll say this in a way that all of you would understand. I only received orders to protect the Empire from your attacks. I was never told to destroy the kingdom.”


    Why would I bother destroying the kingdom for the Empire?


    From start to finish, I fought this battle for myself.


    “—As long as you agree to work for me, I’ll spare the kingdom and leave it in your care. Easy, yeah?”


    Being presented with such favorable conditions, the Overlord puts his hand on his chin and takes a moment to think.


    The Overlord puts forth a condition just as I’m thinking of cutting him down if he gets carried away.


    “If we’re coming under you and not the Empire, we accept. But there’s a condition.”


    “Speak.”


    “We want your child. Give us your genes.”


    “—Hah?”


    The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.


    The request takes me by surprise, and I turn my gaze to Aluna.


    For some reason, she looks away with a blush on her face like a maiden.


    There must be something wrong with my senses today.


    “If you’re talking about Aluna—”


    The Overlord shakes his head before I could finish.


    “No, it’s not!—I’m the one that wants your genes.”


    “Come again?”


    The Overlord proudly makes his declaration.


    “I wish to give birth to your child!”


    For a brief moment, my mind blanks out.


    A huge, muscular man wants to have my child.


    I thought the people around him would be shocked as well, but to my utter amazement, all the kingdom’s officials seem to agree and are in high spirits.


    “A brilliant idea, my lord!”


    “He has the heart of a maiden!”


    “A child born between our lord and Liam-dono is sure to become the strongest warrior!”


    While cheers echo throughout the audience hall, I shake my head.


    I’m tired, and in so many different ways.


    —I want to go home.


    ◇


    When I return to Argos, Klaus, who’s been waiting for me, rushes over.


    “Bad news, Lord Liam!”


    “What is it?”


    I’m still feeling overwhelmed after being confessed to by a man. The diverse cultures and practices of intergalactic nations have once again left me stupefied.


    It’s true that the Overlord would be able to give birth to my child if he undergoes gender change surgery, but the image of his original figure has already been ingrained in my head—


    As it turns out, it’s the usual two causing the trouble.


    “Christina-dono and Marie-dono are making a fuss, saying they wish to change genders.”


    “—Lead the way.”


    What a troublesome duo.


    Together with Klaus, I head to the area where the medical facilities are located.


    ◇


    As a super-dreadnought class battleship, Argos has been equipped with various facilities, including those for gender reassignment surgeries.


    However, there’s only one such facility onboard, which Tia and Marie are fighting over while wearing sporty underwear.


    “Let go! I’ll be the one to undergo surgery first!”


    “Out of my way! If I can’t serve Lord Liam as a woman, at least I’ll serve him by becoming the best knight!”


    It seems they plan on becoming men and being recognized as knights after being told that I don’t see them as women.


    Considering how often their thoughts overlap, I can’t help but think they’re closer than they make it out to be.


    Klaus holds his head in his hand.


    “As you can see, this is what they’re arguing over. Please do something, Lord Lia— Lord Liam!?”


    I’m currently hiding my face with both hands.


    Klaus becomes alarmed when he sees how red my ears are.


    “Lord Liam, what happened?”


    I’m quite picky when it comes to women, but I have preferences as well, one being that I don’t like women wearing flashy underwear.


    The sporty underwear that the two of them are wearing is right up my alley.


    Even I’m surprised by how embarrassed I feel right now.


    “—Have them put on some clothes.”


    “Eh? R-right. Both of you, you’re before Lord Liam.”


    The medical staff that was in the room quickly had them put on bathrobes.


    Upon hearing that I’m here, Tia and Marie fall to their knees.


    They look considerably downcast. My words must have had a strong impact on them.


    Seeing them reminds me of what the Overlord said.


    —He’s probably going to appear in my nightmares for a while.


    In a sense, he’s tougher to deal with than Izel and Aluna.


    The Overlord’s given me quite the trouble, which goes to prove that he’s a formidable enemy.


    “Tia, Marie, raise your head.”


    “—Ha!”


    Their answers overlap, and they raise their heads.


    Because of the stimulation I felt just now, they suddenly look cute in my eyes.


    At the very least, they’re more pleasing to the eye than the Overlord.


    “You’re both fine as you are. —It was my bad. I hope you continue to serve me as before.”


    It seems the incident with the Overlord has inflicted more damage on me than I thought.


    Feeling slightly depressed, I speak to them in a kind manner.


    Remembering their figure from earlier, I become embarrassed, and my face becomes hot.


    I look away, but it’s already too late.


    Tia and Marie have stood up.


    “Lord Liam, are you feeling aroused!? Please don’t hold back and ravish Christina’s body!”


    “Shove it, minced woman! Lord Liam, Marie belongs to you both in heart and spirit. Please do as you wish with my body!”


    Having sensed my arousal, they actively appeal themselves before me.


    Even still, they’re better than the Overlord, which is a scary thought in and of itself.


    “Let’s head back.”


    Catching my cue, Klaus, who’s standing beside me, helps me back to my room.


    “Lord Liam, you must be tired. Please go take a rest. I’ll take care of the aftermath.”


    “—Right.”


    At the end of the day, Klaus is the most reliable.


    “In that case, I shall accompany Lord Liam in bed!”


    “This Marie will serve as Lord Liam’s body pillow!”


    I quickly run away from them.


    ◇


    —I’ve returned to my territory, but for some reason, there’s a demonstration going on.


    “Why is this happening!? We’ve got an heir now, so what’s up with the demo!? It’s because of that, isn’t it? They’re angry because of all the casualties from the war!”


    The Banfield Family had to pay a great price in the battle against the Kingdom of Dominion.


    I did expect a fair number of complaints and calls for me to take responsibility. However, I didn’t think they’d go so far as to start a demo.


    Amagi and Brian are with me in my mansion’s office.


    “Certainly, we’ve incurred a great loss and made the lives of our citizens more difficult. Among those that are participating in the demo, some of them are expressing their dissatisfaction.”


    “—Wait, that’s not their main reason? Then why are they holding a demo?”


    If the losses incurred in the war aren’t the main reason, why in the world are they holding a demonstration?


    As I’m wondering what’s going on, Brian brings out his tablet terminal and happily begins to explain.


    “Allow me! Demonstrations are currently taking place on planets that have been ruled by the Banfield Family for several decades. Most of them are demanding a second child, but it’s also meant to be a festival to celebrate the birth of the Young Lord, Lord Edward.”


    “They’re holding a demonstration and a festival at the same time!? Are my people all stupid!?”


    Is there something wrong with their heads? Do they just want to cause a scene?


    Brian continues as I’m experiencing a headache.


    “There’s a faction demanding Lord Liam to ‘Cherish Lady Eulisia as well!’ It appears their numbers have increased compared to before. When I informed her about this, she was over the moon and went out to deliver a speech.”


    “What is she thinking!?”


    It’s not just the citizens. My subordinates are idiots as well.


    After seeing them come up with demonstrations like the child-making demo, I’m convinced that the citizens will do anything to raise up a fuss.


    I thought about cracking down on them, but even my subordinates are participating in the events.


    Why do I have to go through all this?


    Frustrated, I slump down on my chair and shove all the paperwork aside.


    “I’m not doing this anymore! I’m taking a break for the day. In fact, I’m going straight to sleep.”


    I wonder if the Guide can do something about this if I pray hard enough.


    As I entertain such foolish thoughts, I notice Amagi casting a disapproving gaze in my direction.


    “Master, there’s still something important that you must do today.”


    “I know, I know.”


    Helpless, I stand up from my chair and head to the audience room.


    ◇


    Meanwhile, the Guide, who was at the Empire’s capital, was trembling while reading an electronic newspaper that he had picked up.


    “Liam’s firstborn? Things are really progressing in his favor while I’m away.”


    The guide shook his fist in frustration.


    He was currently living in the garbage dump of the back alley. For some reason, the Guide found this place calming.


    Looking up at the Capital’s artificial sky, he said, “Now that he has a baby, I have even more ways to mess with him. Unfortunately, I can’t get too close to the Banfield Family’s home planet, lest I get badly burned again.”


    This was his chance to inflict mental anguish upon Liam, but the Guide wasn’t feeling too confident due to his previous ordeal at the Banfield Family’s territory.


    He might be able to achieve something if he really pushed himself, but it probably wasn’t worth the pain he’d have to undergo.


    While the Guide was struggling to decide what to do, the dog spirit had appeared beside him, baring its teeth.


    Since the Guide harbored thoughts of harming Edward, Liam’s son, it didn’t hesitate to deliver all the blessings that the child had received.


    The bundle of blessings held in its mouth transformed into a ball and rolled towards the Guide, coming to a stop right at his feet.


    “Huh? What’s this?”


    At first, he couldn’t discern what it was.


    It appeared to be wrapped in something, but the truth eluded him.


    If he were at his prime, he would have immediately recognized it, but in his weakened state, he carelessly reached out to grab the ball.


    He picked up the lump of emotions, which exploded in front of him, corroding his body as if it was poison.


    “HIGYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!! BUT I’M INNOCENT!!”


    After making a spitting gesture, the dog spirit left.


    It had taken the Guide painstaking effort to recover his body, yet it was gone, just like that.


    He began to weep at his misfortune.


    “This is too cruel. What did I even do to deserve this? All I did was spread some misfortune here and there. Why am I being treated like this!”


    It was truly a selfish claim to make.


    The Guide was once again back to being just a hat, but he didn’t wallow in despair this time.


    “—Strange. Something’s not right. I’m so far away from Liam. How could his gratitude and the blessings that his child received reach all the way here? This definitely isn’t normal.”


    It finally dawns on him that someone or something might be out to torment him.


    “Is someone trying to get in my way? —Then they better be prepared. No matter how many times I’m brought down, I can make a comeback again and again! The Empire’s Capital is brimming with negative emotions that have accumulated over the years. Eventually, I will recover my strength, no, I will gain more power than ever before, and I’ll show everyone that tormented me what hell truly is.”


    The Guide said this with an eerie laugh.


    However, it didn’t sound as threatening coming from a hat with small limbs attached.


    ◇


    The war with the Kingdom of Dominion has come to an end.


    Based solely on the outcome, it may appear that the Banfield Family ended up drawing the short end of the stick, having lost half its fleet without gaining anything in return, only succeeding in repelling the kingdom’s fleet.


    —However, we did end up benefiting from the war


    The Banfield Family’s audience hall.


    I’ve called upon my subordinates that have played an active role in the war.


    “This battle was truly meaningful. We were able to sift through the trash and discover you all, diamonds in the rough.”


    Some of them might feel unhappy hearing me dismiss the comrades that fought together with them as trash.


    However, it’s true that a lot of people fled in the face of the enemy, which is a serious crime in the military, and I have no intention of forgiving those people.


    On the other hand, I plan on rewarding those that contributed to the war.


    “You’ll each be receiving a promotion, along with a hefty sum of money. And to the families of the deceased, I promise suitable compensation as a token of our gratitude. —Now that that’s out of the way, let’s get to the main event.”


    There is tension in the audience hall.


    “For a while, I’ve only had Klaus as a member of the Numbers, but it wouldn’t be appropriate to keep it that way. Let’s decide who becomes Two and so on.”


    There’s a buzz in the audience hall.


    Tia and Marie are looking at me with expectant eyes, but I won’t be promoting them because of all the trouble that they’ve given me.


    “—Kukuri, show yourself.”


    A man clad in a black coat and wearing a mask suddenly emerges from the floor of the audience hall.


    Kukuri’s the leader of the Banfield Family’s Black Ops.


    An unsettling atmosphere forms inside the hall.


    “It’s the Black Ops.”


    “But I thought only knights can become members of the Numbers!”


    Many people are under the impression that numbers are given only to knights, but I don’t recall ever saying that.


    “Kukuri, I appreciate all the work you’ve put in throughout the years. You shall be the one to receive a number after Klaus.”


    “Kihihihi —Lord Liam, we of the Black Ops have no need for such titles.”


    “Just shut up and take it. Consider it proof of my appreciation.”


    “—As you will.”


    While remaining on his knees, Kukuri sinks back into the floor and disappears.


    I guess he doesn’t want to show himself before so many people.


    “Now then, onto the next person. —Step forward.”


    I turn my gaze to the red-haired female knight who’s been waiting in the back.


    Heeding my call, she approaches me with calm steps.


    Not an ounce of panic can be seen as the young girl gets down on one knee and lowers her head.


    “Ellen Tyler —No, as someone qualified to be an imperial knight, I should be calling you Ellen Sera Tyler.”


    Her long red hair’s been tied up in a ponytail, and she’s styled her bangs asymmetrically, with one side longer than the other.


    I’ve been busy for the past few years, making preparations and going to war with the Kingdom of Dominion.


    In the meantime, Ellen has finished her training.


    Rinho and Fuuka, who were lined up among the military officers, whistle when they see her.


    “Turns out Ellen’s back.”


    “She’s grown taller as well. —I wonder if she can exchange blows with us now?”


    Ellen smiles upon noticing the curious gazes of my junior disciples.


    “I’m glad to see that you two haven’t changed.”


    While she still maintains a slightly childish appearance, it is evident that she has matured on the inside.


    I have Ellen stand up.


    “Rise.”


    “Ha!”


    Ellen’s really grown a lot in the time I’ve neglected her.


    “You’ve changed a lot.”


    “I’ve been training for the past few decades. I was under the care of Lord Kurt as well.”


    I had her work as a soldier under Kurt for some time. He must’ve drilled a lot into her during that period.


    “In that case, I will grant you the seal of approval for the School of One Flash at a later date. For now, you shall be bestowed with the number ‘Three’.”


    “Ha!”


    Two people have already received their titles.


    Tia and Marie are still waiting for their names to be called, but I ignore them and continue.


    “And this will be the last. [Emma Rodman], step forth.”


    “A-as you will!”


    A female knight who’s younger than me comes to the front with a flustered look. She probably didn’t expect her name to be called.


    Emma’s a young female knight with brown hair and a bob cut, a native to the Banfield Family who retains her naivety.


    I nominated her because it makes for a good success story.


    Others might become envious of her, but at the same time, those with ambition will strive to reach greater heights so that they’ll be the ones promoted next time.


    Just to be clear though, she’s put in her fair share of work until now. It’s just that her achievements paled in comparison to those of our main cast.


    When Emma’s name gets called, Tia and Marie reveal complicated expressions.


    Among those present in the audience hall, there are some that cheer her on.


    —I didn’t know she was this popular.


    “I’m looking forward to your future success.”


    Emma’s been restless up until now, but upon hearing my words, her expression becomes firm, as if she’s made up her mind about something.


    ◇


    Back in my room, I lift Edward up and lie down with him on top of the spacious bed.


    Rosetta, who’s watching my interaction with Edward, smiles.


    “He’s grown a lot, hasn’t he?”


    Because of the war and its aftermath, I was unable to return to the territory for nearly a year.


    In that timeframe, Edward seems to have grown quite a bit.


    Even in this world, babies grow up fast.


    Edward is looking at me, but he’s not smiling.


    “I guess after being apart for a year, he doesn’t see me as his father.”


    Rosetta strongly denies what I say.


    “That’s not true! I showed him videos of Darling every day, telling him that daddy’s a busy man.”


    “Was that necessary?”


    “Of course, it was! And I promise you Edward missed his daddy as well! Whenever he watched a video of Darling, he’d cry out for his ‘dada’.”


    You sure you didn’t mishear things?


    I give Edward’s cheeks a light pull.


    “Grow up strong and healthy. You will one day succeed me as—”


    I stop just as I’m about to say “duke”.


    As things stand, Edward likely won’t become a duke.


    Still, for the time being, I want him to grow up healthy.


    As the son of an evil lord, I’ll let him live a happy life, though I can’t promise for how long.


    It should be fine as long as I’m here, but no one can say for certain how one would grow up.


    I entrust Edward to Rosetta before sprawling down on the bed and expressing my gratitude to the Guide.


    —I wasn’t too sure about having children, but it turned out better than I thought.


    I pray harder than usual.


    For some reason, it feels like I can hear the distant sound of the Guide screaming.


    It’s probably just my imagination.


    But then again, he’s quite shy. Maybe he’s shouting to mask his embarrassment.


    ◇


    The Guide was writhing in pain after being basked in Liam’s gratitude.


    Meanwhile, Bagrada, who resided within the palace, was grinning in a vulgar manner, having heard about the outcome of the war against the Kingdom of Dominion.


    “Good, let there be lots of bloodshed and hatred.”


    Bagrada could’ve cornered Liam even further, but he chose not to on purpose.


    “The more active he is, the closer I will get to my goal. Once all the conditions have been met—”


    He didn’t care about the war’s outcome.


    For him, what mattered was that the war happened.


    “I thought it will take a bit more time, but the plan’s been brought forward thanks to the Duke. I have great expectations for you, Liam-kun.”


     
  


  [Interlude 1] Number 4: Emma Rodman


  
    (I’m so nervous!!)


    [Emma Rodman] was sitting crouched on the sofa


    She was currently inside a lounge of the Banfield Family’s mansion.


    Only a select few that had been assigned a number by Liam were allowed into the lounge, with the exception being Liam himself, Amagi, Brian, and several maid robots that were responsible for cleaning the room on a daily basis.


    Exceptions were also given to those that had received temporary permission from Liam, and there were two such individuals inside the room at the moment.


    They were naturally Christina Sera Roseblair and Marie Sera Marian, and the two were sitting on the opposite side of the sofa.


    The sofa was arranged in a circular shape, and Emma was seated across from them.


    A red-haired female knight sat beside Emma, who was visibly stiff with nervousness. The knight wielded a katana, and she had been previously assigned the number 3.


    They were seated a meter away from each other, and the subtle distance made it difficult for Emma to initiate a conversation.


    The knight in question was sitting with her legs crossed, fiddling with her hair, and showing a clear lack of interest in those around her.


    Emma then turned to look at one of the walls. She saw a large man in a black cloak standing there, wearing a mask.


    It was Kukuri, who was in charge of the Banfield Family’s Black Ops.


    Emma was honestly surprised to see the eerie man there.


    Rumor had it that anyone that saw him would be silenced.


    Beads of sweat formed on her forehead as she waited for a certain individual to arrive.


    Eventually, the lounge doors were flung open, and in came Liam, who was holding a child in one arm, accompanied by Amagi and Brian.


    When Brian saw her, he gave her a faint smile, which helped ease her up a bit.


    (—Ojii-chan.)


    Brian wasn’t her actual grandfather, but they had known each other for quite some time.


    Behind them was Klaus Sera Mont, the leader of the Numbers.


    Seeing how tense she was, he smiled.


    Relief washed over Emma when she saw her former boss.


    (Phew, Captain Klaus is here as well. Oh, I suppose I should be calling him Commander-in-Chief.)


    She was acquainted with Christina and Marie as well, but she felt uneasy around them as she had made it into the Numbers ahead of them.


    Everyone in the room stood up and knelt at Liam’s appearance.


    Liam plopped down on the sofa and talked about the child he was holding to the Numbers.


    “At ease. —Now, Marie might be aware already, but this here is my child.”


    Emma broke into cold sweat now that she was looking at Edward from the rumors.


    Edward was Liam’s child, his only child at that.


    He was to succeed his father and become a Duke in the future, which meant he was like the Banfield Family’s crown prince.


    Not many people were allowed near him, which made Emma all the more jittery.


    (I’ve come a long way.)


    As she was wondering why she’s been allowed into the Numbers, Liam explained the reason behind this gathering.


    “I’ve prepared this lounge for you guys. Use it however you like.”


    Klaus, their leader, spoke up in response.


    “Lord Liam, the other knights might not be happy if you give us too much preferential treatment.”


    “And what’s wrong with playing favorites? I have high hopes for the people gathered here. Besides, I wanted to introduce my child to you guys.”


    Videos of Edward were already being circulated, but seeing him in person was a different story.


    This was supposed to be proof of Liam’s trust, but Emma was feeling troubled inside.


    (What should I do? Lord Edward…he-he’s…)


    Edward was slapping Liam’s cheeks, giggling as he did so.


    Pechipechi.


    This lasted for a while, but Liam continued to behave arrogantly like usual, ignoring Edward as he spoke.


    It was a bizarre sight, one which made her hold back the urge to laugh.


    “Master, if I may.”


    That was when Number 3, [Ellen Sera Tyler], stood up.


    She was the successor of the School of One Flash and a direct disciple of Liam.


    Although she had no achievement within the Banfield Family, she was allowed to join the Numbers.


    There was a fearless smile on Liam’s face as droplets of Edward’s saliva dripped onto his clothes.


    “Speak.”


    “Yes. I’d like to request an opportunity to prove myself so as to silence the people around us.”


    “Huh?”


    Liam, whose words were the law inside the Banfield Family, raised an eyebrow, feeling displeased.


    “I was the one who bestowed your position. Who dares speak up against it?”


    Ellen responded to the question without a trace of fear.


    “Thought they may not express it openly, they would no doubt harbor some dissatisfaction.”


    “—You’ve grown bold.”


    Liam glared at Ellen for a brief moment before breaking into a grin.


    Edward, who seemed to find everything funny, began headbutting Liam continuously.


    (He’s using Lord Liam’s clothes to wipe his runny nose.)


    While Emma was lost in her thoughts, Liam came up with a suggestion.


    “Very well. Then I’ll have you hunt down some pirates alongside Emma Rodman.”


    A holographic image appeared in the center of the sofa.


    “The headquarter of the idiots that betrayed me is aiming for independence. Their military power and training aside, their equipment is on par with the regular army. It wouldn’t do to leave them alone, so go wipe them out.”


    A fleet had betrayed the Banfield Family back in the Kingdom of Dominion.


    The planet where the traitors were from thought they had offended Liam and began seeking independence.


    Since the relationship between the Banfield Family and the Empire was deteriorating, they reckoned they could probably claim independence before siding with the Empire.


    Though they had a proper base of operation and equipment on par with the army, Liam was calling them pirates.


    “—Can you do it?”


    Ellen gave a quiet nod.


    “I’ll see to it that it is done.”


    Liam’s gaze then turned to Emma, who stood up and straightened back before replying in a shaky voice.


    “Y-yes, sir! I-I’ll do my best!”


    Liam wasn’t too pleased by this.


    “There’s no need to work hard as long as you bring results. All’s fine if you can satisfy me even while cutting corners.”


    Hard work didn’t mean anything to him.


    Emma was puzzled to hear this.


    “U-um…”


    Even though she was fidgeting right now, Emma was a capable individual that had been allowed into the Numbers.


    As for why someone like that would be so nervous…


    (I-I’m speaking to Lord Liam right now!!!)


    —Emma was actually a huge fan of Liam.

  


  [Interlude 2] Number 1: Klaus Sera Mont


  
    The Banfield Family’s mansion, situated on their home planet, was enormous, resembling a city and accommodating a large population of residents.


    Among them was Klaus, a knight who had been given a splendid mansion.


    Not only was he the Head Knight of the Banfield Family, but he was also the strongest knight in the Algrand Empire, and his name resonated throughout the nation and its surrounding regions.


    Furthermore, Klaus was part of the Numbers, a group of knights that had received Liam’s recognition, and had been awarded with the title of Number 1.


    He had just now returned to his house, which he thought was a little excessive.


    “I’m home.”


    Simply put, he was a knight burdened by a position that didn’t align with his true abilities.


    With a tired look on his face, he stood in front of a huge gate, which eventually opened.


    Waiting inside were a group of servants, lined up on either side.


    They bowed in unison as Klaus entered.


    “Welcome back, Master.”


    The mansion, which was comparable to a castle, was something Liam had prepared for him.


    Liam’s instruction was simply to “prepare a mansion suitable for Klaus”.


    However, the individual who received the order blew it out of proportion, exclaiming “Since it’s for the Head Knight of the Banfield Family, this level of grandeur is customary!”


    And this was the result.


    Personally, Klaus didn’t feel too comfortable with the excessive treatment.


    (The house is too big, and there are servants everywhere. —I can’t relax at all.)


    Ever since he started working for the Banfield Family, he had continued to receive promotion after promotion.


    When he first started out, he used to live outside the mansion with his family, and they had a servant who helped around the house.


    Despite this, he was content, as he now lived a significantly better life than before when he served in a different household. His family was happy as well, so he did his best to put up with his slightly hot-blooded colleagues.


    However, before he knew it, he had climbed all the way to the top and become the Head Knight.


    His hot-blooded colleagues were now after his life, and he had somehow become one of the higher-ups of a huge faction.


    He had even earned the trust of his employer, Liam, something which troubled him greatly.


    Upon learning of Klaus’s return, a woman swiftly descended the wide stairway of the rear hall.


    She was Klaus’s wife.


    “Welcome back, Dear!”


    His wife happily welcomed him, with several maids following close behind her.


    Despite their mistress behaving in a manner unbecoming of a lady, they refrained from saying anything, understanding that it was a special moment for the couple’s reunion.


    “I’m back. I’m glad to see that you’re well. How are the kids?”


    Klaus smiled at his wife’s cheerful appearance and asked how their children were doing.


    His wife became exasperated when she heard the question.


    “They’ve become independent, remember?”


    “R-right.”


    (So they’ve left the house already. It feels kind of lonely…)


    Klaus had been away from home most of the time, and he regretted not being able to witness his children’s growth firsthand.


    His wife took notice of his feelings and consoled him.


    “I told them that you’re coming back, so they should be here in a few days. It seems the people at work told them to take a break.”


    In contrast to his wife’s smiling face, Klaus’s face was twitching.


    (Are the people in their workplace being considerate and helping them make time for me? Could there have been orders from above!?)


    Although Liam was arrogant, he was quite generous to his subordinates.


    It could’ve been Rosetta as well. Now that she had a say in the internal affairs of the territory, she had begun to pay more attention to those working for their household. Maybe she was looking after him and his family.


    But would they go so far for a subordinate? It seemed far-fetched, but it was definitely possible.


    Another possibility was that the people in their workplace were trying to butter up to Klaus, whose authority was only below that of Liam and Rosetta.


    Either way, Klaus felt apologetic for the inconvenience their reunion might have caused to the others.


    “I’m looking forward to it. Let’s all have a meal together once they’re here. —Oh, right.”


    As he was contemplating whether to deliver some gifts to his children’s workplace, his wife called someone over.


    Soon after, a teenager was brought before him by a servant.


    “Dear, you might know this already, but we’ve been taking care of this child for a while.”


    Upon seeing the child who had been brought before him, Klaus felt a cold sweat run down his back.


    “—Yasuyuki-dono.”


    “I-I’ll be under your care, Your Excellency Klaus Sera Mont!”


    Klaus was as nervous as the child was.


    Liam had entrusted him with [Yasuyuki], the biological son of Sword God Yasushi, which explained the teenager’s presence in the mansion.


    (I see, so it’s already time for his training.)


    He had forgotten about it because of his busy schedule, but it was time for Yasuyuki-kun to leave his parents’ house and train under him.


    Klaus braced himself and said, “From today onwards, you’ll be trained as a knight apprentice at our household.”


    “—Yes.”


    Yasuyuki was tense but determined, and Klaus was worried as to what he could teach the young boy.


    (What a predicament. I’ll try my best to teach him various things, but I’m not a first-class knight to begin with, so there’s no telling how he’ll grow under my guidance.)


    Could a second-class knight like himself raise a first-class knight? He had his doubts.


    However, he knew that Liam wanted Yasuyuki-kun to become a bureaucrat, not a knight.


    Sword God Yasushi had once said that Yasuyuki had no talent for the sword, which was why Liam didn’t want the child to become a knight.


    (Whatever. If I fail, Lord Liam will stop having such high expectations of me. Even if I try my best, things probably won’t change anyway. For now, I’ll teach him what I know. To begin with, it doesn’t seem like Lord Liam wants Yasuyuki-kun to become a knight, so…)


    And thus began Yasuyuki’s training under Klaus.


    ◇


    Several months later.


    Klaus had come to a certain realization.


    (Huh? You call this talentless!?)


    They were in his mansion’s garden, and Yasuyuki-kun was facing a seasoned knight with a sword in hand. Regardless of the perspective, he did not appear to lack talent.


    Although he wasn’t strong enough to overwhelm his opponent, he was somehow managing to hold his ground against a first-class knight experienced in actual combat.


    Taking his age into consideration, he could easily be deemed a rare talent.


    One of Klaus’s subordinates that had been watching praised Yasuyuki-kun.


    “As expected of Lord Klaus. You’ve raised Yasuyuki-dono into a fine knight that excels in both literary and military arts.”


    “No, this is all the result of his hard work and talent.”


    (It’s not just martial arts. He’s book-smart as well! How in the world is he talentless?)


    —Indeed, Yasuyuki was excellent in every sense of the word.


     
  


  [Interlude 3] Number 3: Ellen Sera Tyler


  
 
    Ellen Sera Tyler, also known as Knight Number Three, was an elite among the elites.


    Her sword master was Liam, the successor of the School of One Flash, and the Banfield Family had provided her with the best environment for her growth as a knight.


    Despite being of common birth, she had been able to enroll in kindergarten under Liam’s recommendation, eventually graduating from both the military academy and the imperial university, earning the qualification to become an imperial knight.


    Upon joining the Imperial Army, she was assigned to a fleet commanded by Kura Sera Exner, a close friend of Liam, where she experienced numerous battles and earned several decorations for her service.


    From an ordinary knight’s perspective, Ellen walked an ideal path filled with promotions and honor.


    Appearance-wise, Ellen has blossomed into a fair lady, garnering praise from other ladies around her.


    In a sense, she was a knight that had everything.


    Despite being a commoner, Ellen was taken under the wing of Liam, who was an Earl at the time, and was granted the opportunity to become a knight.


    Thereafter, she was bestowed the title of Knight Number Three as proof of her master’s trust and was entrusted with significant power and authority.


    Now, she was both a knight and a general, and a fleet of 15,000 ships was to be prepared for her.


    As someone that served Liam, who held tremendous power, Ellen had acquired strength equivalent to that of a distinguished aristocrat.


    Ellen was not only a swordswoman of the School of One Flash but also a disciple of Liam. Moreover, she held the prestigious title of Knight Number Three.


    Although she had a cute appearance, she was the subject of fear and awe among those around her.


    “M-master, this is so embarrassing.”


    “You’ve grown quite a bit.”


    However, none of that mattered at the moment as she found herself hunched over in a hot spring, desperately trying to hide her sensitive parts.


    Behind her was Liam, who was washing her hair.


    Ellen’s face was bright red, and there were vivid scars on her body, a result of her training with Liam.


    Her wounds had been smeared with a clear liquid which protected her from the stinging pain that she would’ve otherwise experienced when entering a bath.


    Not a trace of lust could be found in Liam’s eyes as he faced her back, something which made her sulk.


    “Master, I’m not a child anymore.”


    “To me, you’ll always be a child. How nostalgic. You used to run around the hot spring naked. It feels like just yesterday.”


    “P-please forget that.”


    Ellen’s ears turned red as Liam recounted embarrassing stories of her childhood.


    However, this only fueled Liam to continue talking about her embarrassing episodes.


    “I remember scolding you once for swimming in the hot spring, but you were so stubborn and refused to stop. In the end, I had to carry you out.”


    “—That did happen, didn’t it?”


    Ellen’s cheeks twitched, and her eyes wandered, ashamed of her past self.


    Liam laughed when he saw this.


    “You used to ask, ‘If freestyle isn’t allowed, then how about breaststrokes?’”


    ‘Why was I so adamant about swimming in the hot spring?’


    Ellen wanted nothing more than to lecture her past self, but there was nothing she could do about what had already happened.


    “Please stop with the past events!”


    “Oh? I thought you’ve matured a bit based on how you were behaving. Turns out you’ve only grown physically.”


    “Master’s teasing me again! I was trying my best to show you how much I’ve grown.”


    Sensing her frustration, Liam stopped poking fun at her and continued washing her hair.


    Ellen enjoyed taking baths.


    (Master’s still so particular when it comes to baths. Not that I hate it though.)


    There existed devices that allowed people to wash their bodies in a matter of minutes.


    Not only was it a cleaner method compared to taking baths, but it also saved time. Hence, bathing in a hot spring could be considered a hobby.


    Liam had a fondness for bathing in hot springs, and as his disciple, Ellen frequently accompanied him during these baths.


    To Ellen’s disappointment, Liam entered the hot spring after helping her wash her hair.


    She believed she had grown into a fine woman, but her master still treated her like a child.


    Picking up a bath towel nearby, Ellen wrapped her body with it before entering the hot spring as well.


    (I guess I’m still a child in the eyes of Master…)


    Ellen tried to initiate a conversation with Liam, who was looking up at the ceilings.


    “Master.”


    “Yeah?”


    “It’s about Young Master Edward. Will Master be taking him in as a disciple?”


    Liam turned to face Ellen.


    “Why do you ask? Does it bother you?”


    “Well, if Master does decide to take him in, he’ll be my first junior disciple.”


    There used to be a time when she believed she alone would suffice as Liam’s disciple.


    However, according to the rules of One Flash, those who had obtained a full license were obligated to take in three disciples, which meant Liam had to raise two more to fulfill his duties.


    Besides, Ellen had received her license already, which meant it was time for her to become independent.


    Liam seemed to contemplate for a moment before staring at Ellen and smiling.


    “You’ve become full-fledged now. How about taking Edward in as your disciple?”


    “Eh? B-but…”


    Liam looked up at the ceilings again as he spoke.


    “I’m too busy at the moment. If it’s judged that Edward lacks talent in the sword, I’ll give up on teaching him One Flash.”


    “—Why don’t you consult with Master Yasushi? He should be capable of assessing someone’s aptitude for One Flash.”


    Ellen mentioned Yasushi, whom she still had doubts about.


    Liam put his right hand over his face.


    “According to Master Yasushi, I’m supposed to use this opportunity to train my eyes to recognize talent. But to my surprise, I’ve realized that I’m quite biased towards my own child. That’s why I’ll be entrusting Edward to you.”


    Liam had been unable to come to a decision on his own and instead opted to leave Edward in the care of his disciple, Ellen.


    “Me? His Master?”


    Ellen was at a loss as to what to do.
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