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      Chapter 14: Blazing Souls


      After his battle with Shinomiya Amane, Kurogane Ikki was found collapsed in the waiting room. His heart wasn’t beating, and that information caused a huge stir not just among his friends and family, but those running the tournament and the audience as well. Many thought he might be beyond saving. Some of the tournament officials even started planning for just that eventuality and began adjusting the itinerary for the next day. Fortunately, Japan’s best doctor arrived to assuage everyone’s fears. The Doctor Knight saved Ikki’s life, but he didn’t manage to wake up in time for his final match. However, no one was willing to accept Stella’s victory by default, and even the tournament organizers were willing to delay the final match by a day.


      Stella Vermillion and Kurogane Ikki were two of the strongest Blazers to have ever competed in the Seven Stars Battle Festival, and neither the crowd nor the combatants would be satisfied until they had a proper match. No one was willing to go home until it was settled once and for all who was the stronger of the two. Especially since Ikki’s injury was one he’d sustained after the match had officially ended, and it had come while protecting the referee to boot. His actions deserved to be rewarded, not punished. Thus, everyone waited patiently for him to wake up and make his way back to the arena.


      The tournament officials bowed their heads over and over to all of their sponsors, shuffled the schedule around to have the planned exhibition match take place the day before the finals, and reimbursed the media companies that had to adjust their broadcast and reporting schedules. Everyone did everything in their power for Kurogane Ikki’s sake. And eventually, he came. It took until evening, but he ran into the arena still wearing his hospital clothes, his hair all disheveled. He looked like a complete mess, but his desire to fight was as steadfast as ever.


      The fighters’ wishes, the audience’s expectations, and the organizers’ desires were all aligned. There were no obstacles standing in the way of Ikki and Stella’s long-awaited duel. And so, it was decided that the finals would be held the next day. After a night of breathless anticipation, a blazing daybreak signaled the start of the fated day. The day of the Seven Stars Battle Festival finals.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Whoa. I can’t believe the crowd’s already this huge. It’s still morning, guys!” Tomaru Renren said, staring at the massive crowd in front of her in disbelief. She and the rest of Hagun’s student council had taken the early morning bullet train to Osaka, and they’d reached the Bay Dome, where the Seven Stars Battle Festival was being held, by 9 a.m. Despite how early they’d arrived, though, the venue was packed. It wasn’t just the stadium either; the station and the streets had been packed too. An inordinate number of people had shown up to watch the finals. “Will all these people be able to fit inside the stadium?”


      “There’s no way. A bunch of these people are probably just gonna be watching on the screens they’ve set up all around the plaza,” Saijou Ikazuchi responded, pointing to one of the big monitors that had been set up for the event.


      The majority of the crowd would be watching from outside, as far more people had shown up to see the finals than any of the other matches. The finals were always more popular than the rest of the tournament, but this year, it was going to be the Crimson Princess, the Rank A Blazer with the largest mana pool in the world, versus the Worst One, the only Rank F knight to have made it this far in history.


      Naturally, the large crowd had attracted plenty of entrepreneurial businessmen, and there were stalls selling food, souvenirs, and clothes dotting the plaza. There were also street performers playing music or juggling balls or performing magic tricks in the hopes of earning some tips. The whole plaza had the atmosphere of a festival.


      Misogi Utakata covered his mouth as he stared at the crowd, his face pale.


      “I think I might be sick. There’s too many people here...”


      “You okay, Vice President?”


      “No. It’s hot, it’s muggy, I’m tired, and I wanna go home.”


      “You could have just stayed at school.”


      “Are you kidding me? I’d be an idiot to stay back and do student council work while everyone else gets to have fun at the tournament. Whatever, let’s just head to the hotel. I need to get out of here fast or I’m gonna melt.”


      Utakata tugged on Saijou’s sleeve and started walking toward their hotel. “Melt” might have been a bit of an exaggeration, but it was true that they might get heatstroke if they stayed outside too long. They’d ridden for two and a half hours to get to the arena, and it would be a waste to end up watching the finals from a hospital bed rather than the stands.


      “It’s going to be hard to find Kanata-senpai in this crowd, isn’t it?” Renren asked.


      “Nah, I don’t think so,” Saijou replied, pointing off into the distance.


      “Over here, everyone!”


      Most everyone in the crowd was wearing T-shirts and shorts, but there was just one person wearing a full-length white dress and long white gloves—Toutokubara Kanata.


      “See? No need to worry.”


      “Aren’t you hot wearing all that, Kanata-senpai?”


      “I can bear it if I put my mind to it.”


      “So you are hot... Why not just change into something lighter?” Renren suggested.


      “Wait. Kanata, where’s Touka?” Utakata asked, cocking his head. He’d figured the two of them would be together, but the student council president was nowhere to be seen.


      “Touka-chan had some urgent business to attend to.”


      “What business?”


      “Heh heh. Oh, just some stuff.”


      Kanata didn’t elaborate, but seeing as she didn’t seem worried, Utakata figured it wasn’t anything dangerous. He saw no reason to pry further and just muttered, “Huh.”


      “Don’t worry, she’ll be back in time for the match. She was the one who suggested we all sit together, after all.”


      “I see.”


      “But man, I was worried we wouldn’t get a final match for a second there. I’m glad they adjusted the schedule. I’d feel bad for Kurogane-kun if he got disqualified after protecting the referee from something that happened after he won his match.”


      “The Management Committee members probably felt the same way. We haven’t had an exception like this ever in the tournament’s history. From what my family heard, it seems Prime Minister Tsukikage used his influence to secure the scheduling delay,” Kanata explained.


      “Isn’t he the one who ordered the attack on our school?” Renren asked.


      “Either way, that’s quite the exception.”


      “That being said, I don’t think even the prime minister could have gotten the stadium booked for an extra day. We’re lucky that Stella-chan went on a rampage on day one and shaved a day off of the original schedule. Our cute kohai has awful luck most of the time, but he gets lucky when it really counts,” Utakata noted.


      Renren nodded in agreement, then turned back to Saijou.


      “Who do you think’s gonna win, Saijou?”


      Saijou placed a hand on his chin and thought for a few seconds.


      “They’ve both gotten much stronger than they were during the selection matches. But based on what I saw at the semifinals, I think Vermillion has the upper hand. No amount of skill or technique can overcome that draconic strength of hers. My guess is that she wins this.”


      Renren nodded, processing all of what he’d said. The new Noble Art Stella had unveiled in her match against Ouma, Dragon Spirit, was quite the terrifying ability. It made sense that Saijou thought she’d be able to win the whole thing with it. However, Renren had a slightly different take.


      “It’s true that Stella-chan’s real power was awesome. I can’t imagine that a regular person would be able to handle a dragon’s strength. But Kurogane-kun’s made it this far by doing the impossible over and over.”
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      “So you think Kurogane will win?”


      Renren nodded again.


      “I fought him before, so I can tell. Stella-chan’s brute strength is in a league of its own, but Kurogane-kun’s technique is just as crazy. Do you remember how he beat me in the qualifying matches?”


      “He evaded your supersonic Black Bird, grabbed your collar, and slammed you into the ring, right?”


      “Yep. You know, normally, if you tried to do that, you’d just get your arm ripped off. But Kurogane-kun managed to grab me at the perfect angle to redirect my energy and use the speed of my rush against me. I’m pretty sure he’ll be able to do the same thing against Stella-chan’s strength.”


      “I can see where you’re coming from, but I think you’re underestimating Vermillion. She took my strongest attack, Crescendo Axe, head-on without budging an inch. And now she’s gotten even stronger thanks to her Dragon Spirit. No amount of technique can redirect that much force. Kurogane will just end up overwhelmed.”


      “He has the speed to dodge attacks he can’t parry. I bet you he runs circles around Stella-chan!”


      “In your dreams. Strength is everything in a battle.”


      “Yeah right! Speed matters way more in close combat!”


      “You just want the person who beat you to win.”


      “Like you’re any different!”


      “Hmph!”


      “Hmph!”


      “Aha ha. That’s enough, you two,” Utakata said, stepping in between them and pushing them apart. “You can keep arguing once we’re in our nice, air-conditioned hotel room. We’ll all get heatstroke if we stay here any longer.”


      “Good point,” Kanata said. “I’ll take you all to the hotel. There’s food as well in case you’re hungry.”


      Kanata started walking away, leading the group to one of the hotels run by her family.


      “Wait, there’s food? Sweet!” Renren exclaimed, immediately getting distracted.


      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to get so heated,” Saijou said.


      “Don’t worry, seeing you like that fits your appearance more than the calm guy you normally are.”


      “What?!”


      Saijou stood there, stunned. He hadn’t been aware of how imposing he looked to others.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Aha ha ha, look at all those losers down there!” Saikyou Nene said with a laugh, looking down from her hotel room terrace at the long, snaking line outside the Dome.


      “What are you doing?” Shinguuji Kurono asked with an exasperated sigh while lounging on the sofa.


      “Don’t you get a sense of superiority when you see a huge crowd struggling to get in when you know you’ll get to skip the line?”


      “No.”


      “Seriously? Are you even Japanese, Kuu-chan?”


      “I can’t imagine that’s something all Japanese people are supposed to feel.” Kurono took a cigarette out of her suit pocket, lit it, and brought it to her lips. Then, she added, “I heard you declined to be the guest commentator for the finals. Why? It’s a pretty cushy job, isn’t it?”


      “Yeah, but I’d rather watch my beloved disciple’s final match from the front row.”


      “Normally, I’d say you only taught her for a week, so you can’t really call yourself her master, but whatever you did, it sure transformed her quickly.”


      “Honestly, I’m just as surprised as you. I was pretty rough with her, but I didn’t think there was this much potential sleeping inside her.”


      “Now that I think about it, the reason she eats so much is probably to feed that draconic strength of hers.” As she said that, Kurono looked over at the table, which was piled high with the remnants of all the room service food Stella had ordered. Sleeping in the fetal position on the bed on the other end of the room was none other than the Crimson Princess, Stella Vermillion. “Nene, who do you think has the upper hand here?”


      “It’s hard to say. Either way, it’s going to be a match to remember. They’ve both honed themselves to two different extremes, and there’s no way either of them is going down without a fight. Though if you ask me, I think it’s going to end up devolving into a slugfest. A really high-level one, but still a slugfest.”


      “Why’s that?”


      “They’re lovers, and that’s how all lovers’ quarrels end up.”


      “If it just becomes a lovers’ spat, that’ll be rather disappointing,” Kurono said with a dry laugh, exhaling a puff of smoke. “Knowing those two, there’s no way it’ll be that cute. They won’t disappoint.”


      There was a sense of certainty in Kurono’s voice. Saikyou nodded in response.


      “Course not. To be honest, I’m worried one of them might die by the end of it. It’s going to be as harsh as our battle from way back when.”


      Though Saikyou’s tone remained playful, the look in her eyes was dead serious. She was reminiscing about the Seven Stars Battle Festival where she’d gone head-to-head with Kurono. Back then, she’d honestly been okay with dying if that was what it took to beat her rival. That was how much she’d respected and adored Takizawa Kurono. And she was sure Kurono had felt the exact same way. Ikki and Stella were no doubt cut from the same cloth.


      “But, well... If I have to say, I think Kuro-bou’s at a disadvantage here,” Saikyou said finally, answering Kurono’s initial question.


      “So the Demon Princess thinks the Crimson Princess has the upper hand, huh?”


      “I just can’t see our cute little princess losing.”


      Saikyou glanced over at Stella, who was still sleeping. She was breathing softly, clearly in a deep sleep. Saikyou knew she was gathering her strength for the battle to come. Even the mere act of opening her eyes took energy she didn’t want to spend right now. She would need every last drop of it for her match tonight.


      To Saikyou and Kurono, she looked just like a sleeping dragon. Overwhelmed by that image, Kurono gulped. At the same time, she turned her thoughts to the knight who’d be facing off against this dragon.


      Kurogane, what are you doing right now? What thoughts are running through your mind?


      Was he resting and gathering his strength like Stella was? Or was he too excited to sleep and waiting impatiently for the moment to come? Or was he perhaps doing something else entirely?


      “Either way, stepping in to make sure they don’t kill each other will mean risking your life. I can’t leave that job to any of the other half-baked knights here. We have to be ready to stop them if things get dangerous. The same way Nangou-sensei and Kurogane-sensei stopped us,” Kurono said.


      “I know. Believe me, I know,” Saikyou replied, her voice filled with grim determination.


      Indeed, the reason she’d turned down the commentator job was so that she could focus all her attention on making sure she didn’t miss the vital moment to step in and stop the match. But right now, there was something more important that she needed to say to Kurono.


      “By the way, Kuu-chan.”


      “Hmm? What’s up?”


      “This is a nonsmoking room.”


      “...Tell me that before I light my cig next time.”


      Blushing, Kurono hurriedly put out her cigarette.


      “I’ll think about it,” Saikyou said with an impish smile.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      While Stella was gathering her strength, Ikki was in one of the KOK league training facilities near the stadium. During the Seven Stars Battle Festival, they were open to tournament participants, and Ikki was fighting a mock battle in one of the rings. His opponent was none other than Black Sonia, Alisuin Nagi.


      “Haaah!”


      Ikki launched himself at Alisuin, who took a step back.


      “Shadow Beast!” she shouted as she threw three Darkness Hermit daggers at the ground, where they melted into a black puddle, creating new shadows.


      Two large tigers and one large bear spawned from the shadowy puddles and charged at Ikki. Ikki didn’t slow down in the slightest, meeting the beasts head-on. He sliced straight through the tiger that tried to bite down on his head, then dodged the bear as it swiped its claws at him and cut it in half with his backswing. The second tiger tried to attack him while he was busy dealing with the other beasts, but in the briefest opening that he showed, he simply used his fastest technique, Thunderclap, to catch it unawares.


      The three Shadow Beasts dispersed into black mist, but Alisuin had known from the start that they alone wouldn’t even slow Ikki down. They’d been nothing more than a smoke screen. The black mist hung around in the air, robbing Ikki of his vision for a split second. In that moment, Alisuin used her Shadow Walk to slip from shadow to shadow, finally moving into Ikki’s. She then jumped out of Ikki’s shadow, hoping to take him by surprise.


      I’ve got you now!


      She swung Darkness Hermit at the back of Ikki’s neck, but her blade never reached its target.


      “Huh?!”


      Ikki thrust Intetsu behind him, the sword’s jet-black point aiming straight for Alisuin’s forehead. Without even turning around, he had read that she would strike from behind and prepared an appropriate counter.


      “Tch!”


      Alisuin brought her dagger down to block the thrust, barely getting it into position in time. But that hasty block left her open for a moment, and Ikki never let an opening slip past him.


      “Gah!”


      There was a dull thud as Ikki’s back kick hit Alisuin in the solar plexus and she was sent flying across the ring.


      “Cough, cough! H-How cruel. A true gentleman should never kick a maiden in the stomach.”


      “S-Sorry?”


      “Why are you phrasing that like a question?”


      “I mean, this was supposed to be a practice match, right?”


      “Sorry, just a little joke,” Alisuin replied with a smile. “It looks like your body’s still in great shape even though you slept for a whole day, Ikki. I’m relieved.”


      “It’s all thanks to you sticking around to help me warm up.”


      Ikki lowered Intetsu, confident that the practice match was over. As he’d said, he’d asked Alisuin to spar with him so he could warm up for the fight to come. Now that he was sufficiently warmed up, there was no need for him to deal a decisive blow on her.


      As the two of them stepped out of the ring, Ikki’s sister, Kurogane Shizuku, came running up to them. She gave Ikki an exasperated look and said, “You shouldn’t be fighting practice matches when your real match is tonight. What if you get hurt?”


      “Ha ha, my bad. But I was asleep for so long that I needed to make sure I’m good to go.”


      “I understand that, but you also need to conserve your energy. Look at how much you’re sweating... Wait, what?” Shizuku’s expression stiffened as she took out a towel and cleaned the sweat from Ikki’s forehead. It was as cold as ice. “Onii-sama, are you...”


      “Guess I can’t hide it, huh?” Grimacing, Ikki took the towel from Shizuku and muttered, “You’re right, this isn’t sweat from exertion. I’m scared...of facing Stella.”


      As hard as it was to believe, Ikki was actually nervous. No, not just nervous. He was scared of Stella Vermillion. When he’d seen how easily she’d handled Tsuruya Mikoto in her first match, he’d figured she’d gotten quite a bit stronger than when he’d first fought her all those months ago. But after seeing her in the semifinals, he’d realized that she’d grown far stronger than he’d expected.


      “She’s on a completely different level from when I first fought her. Before, she’d just been fighting with her dragon’s breath. But now, she knows that she herself is a dragon. And she’s trained enough that she can control that incredible strength so that she doesn’t burn herself like she did when she was young. I’m not fighting a fire user, I’m fighting a bona fide monster who has enough pure power to crush any techniques I might try to use.”


      That was who Ikki would have to contend with tonight. Furthermore, Stella knew practically all of Ikki’s tricks. He wouldn’t be able to eke out a win using surprise tactics like he had in their first duel. She knew exactly how he preferred to fight and what he excelled at. She wouldn’t give him any openings to weasel his way in through. On top of that, in the ring, there’d be nowhere for him to run or hide.


      “I can’t afford to waste even a second,” Ikki said simply. He had to keep getting stronger up until the second their match began. “That’s the only way I can say from the bottom of my heart that I faced Stella in top condition.”


      “Onii-sama...”


      Shizuku looked worriedly up at him. But before she could say anything more, a familiar voice reached the group’s ears.


      “Oh, ya guys are already at it!”


      The three of them turned to see Moroboshi Yuudai and Toudou Touka walking over.


      “Oh, I didn’t expect to see you two here,” Alisuin said with a smile.


      “Moroboshi-san! Toudou-san! I’m glad you came!” Ikki said, walking over to them.


      Shizuku gave them a confused look and asked, “Why are you two here?”


      “Kurogane-kun sent me a text this morning asking me to help him warm up,” Toudou answered, smiling.


      “Onii-sama did?”


      “Yep, he sent me one too. I was bored anyway. All the other losers looked bored too, so I invited them while I was at it.”


      Moroboshi pointed his thumb back toward the doorway and another group walked in.


      “Who’re you calling a loser?!”


      “Well, we did lose, so he’s not wrong.”


      “Gah ha ha, no point in complaining about it now. You’re already out of the tournament.”


      “Hey, we didn’t even enter the tournament, so you can’t say we lost!”


      “Yeah, but you came at Kurogane two-on-one during the training camp and still lost.”


      They were all people Ikki recognized. God’s Eye Jougasaki Byakuya, Will-O-Wisp Asagi Momiji, Panzer Grizzly Kaga Renji, and even Hagure Kikyou and Hagure Botan, who’d withdrawn from the tournament before it had even begun. Ikki stared at them all in surprise.


      “Y-You all came here for my sake? Hagure-senpai, you guys too?”


      “Heh heh heh. I mean, we did get here early, and we don’t have anything better to do.”


      “You helped me with my training during the training camp, so I’m just returning the favor.”


      “I’m not sure how much help I’ll be to you since you beat me in record time, but I’ll do what I can.”


      “I wanted to ask Sensei to help too, but he’s exhausted after his surgery, so now’s not a good time. Still, everyone here’s a Seven Stars Battle Festival-level Blazer, so they should be able to warm you up, at least.”


      Ikki shook his head in disbelief.


      “This is more than I could have ever asked for! Thank you guys so much!”


      “Don’t mention it,” Momiji said with a smile. “I wanted a chance to fight the famous Worst One anyway.”


      “So what’s the plan? It looks like you just finished up a match, so do you want to rest first?” Touka asked.


      “Nah.” Ikki raised Intetsu and pointed it at Touka, his eyes blazing with fighting spirit. “Let’s get started right away!”


      Everyone else summoned their Devices as well.


      “You got it!” they shouted in unison.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Gaaah! Wh-What is this?! Poison?! Is someone trying to assassinate me?! Curse you, Twilight Crusaders! I never imagined you could be so underhanded!”


      “What my mistress means is, ‘This is so bitter!’”


      “If you don’t like bitter drinks, don’t order coffee.”


      Sara Bloodlily, Charlotte Corday, and Kazamatsuri Rinna were sitting at a café near the stadium, watching the crowd as it slowly funneled into the venue. Sara was sipping a sweet frozen drink, while Rinna stared at her black coffee like it was death incarnate. Charlotte pulled out a handkerchief and wiped some of the coffee that had spilled from her mouth. Sitting with the three young women was none other than Akatsuki’s director and Japan’s prime minister, Tsukikage Bakuga.


      “I must say, your Color of Magic is quite handy, Sara-kun. There’s so many people around, yet no one’s noticed us. I wish my power were this useful.”


      “You don’t need a power to stay inconspicuous, you know.”


      “Really?”


      “Ikki did it.”


      “I definitely won’t be able to manage it, then,” Tsukikage said with a wry smile.


      “Excuse me, Prime Minister, but could you pass the sugar?”


      “Of course.”


      Tsukikage grabbed the small pot holding sugar cubes and slid it over to Charlotte.


      Rinna blushed in embarrassment and said, “Th-Thank you, Uncle...”


      It was rare to hear her speak in her regular voice and not the affected chuuni accent. She brought the pot closer to her and stared down at it for a few seconds.


      “I’m sorry...” she finally squeezed out in a quiet voice.


      Tsukikage gave her a puzzled look and asked, “What for?”


      “We all lost...”


      “Ah, that.”


      The members of Akatsuki were all mercenaries whom Tsukikage had hired using his connections to one of Rebellion’s Numbers, his old friend Kazamatsuri Kouzou. His plan had been to prove that Japan could survive without the Mage-Knight Federation, but since all of Akatsuki had lost to the Crimson Princess and the Worst One, that plan had gone up in smoke. Rinna felt responsible for failing to live up to Tsukikage’s expectations, but he didn’t chide her. “Don’t worry,” he told her, patting her on the head. “You all did well. I know you tried your best.”


      “But...”


      “Besides, a good politician never gives up. The Akatsuki plan may have failed, but there’s plenty of other avenues left to explore. If it turns out I need your strength for another endeavor, can I call on you again?”


      Rinna finally looked up at him, and she nodded with a smile.


      “Sure!”


      Just then, Sara turned her eyes toward the crowd.


      “She’s here...”


      Everyone turned to follow her gaze. They saw a woman effortlessly gliding through the crowd toward them. It didn’t look like she was trying to dodge around people or push them aside, but she was nonetheless able to leisurely walk amid the crowd as if there were no one around her.


      Her pure white hair fluttered in the breeze, and she seemed to register the presence of Sara and the others even though her Color of Magic was active. But of course, Sara knew that her Color of Magic was of no use against this woman. She doubted anything she did could possibly fool her. Likewise, it was only natural that the newcomer was able to effortlessly move through the crowd like that, not attracting anyone’s attention. She was the person the four of them had been waiting for, after all.


      “Long time no see, Sara, Rinna, Char, and Tsukikage-sensei.”


      The world’s strongest swordsman, Twin Wings Edelweiss, joined them at their table.
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      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Who ordered the blended coffee?”


      “Ah, that would be her,” Tsukikage told the waitress, pointing to Edelweiss.


      “Thank you,” Edelweiss said with a kind smile before pulling the container of sugar closer to her. She then turned to Tsukikage and bowed her head. “And thank you for indulging my sudden, selfish request.”


      The “sudden request” she was referring to was the reason she was here today. She’d contacted Tsukikage the night before, asking him if he could ready a space for her to watch the Seven Stars Battle Festival finals.


      “I’m surprised you’re interested in a duel between students, though, Edel.”


      “I’m acquainted with one of the fighters, after all.”


      “Heh heh, I suppose you were the one to face off against Another One during Operation Beowulf, Brunhilde,” Rinna said with a wolfish grin.


      “Beo-what?”


      “Don’t ask,” Sara quickly butted in. “It’s just Rinna being Rinna.”


      “What my mistress means is, ‘You’re the one who fought Another One when we attacked Hagun Academy, right?’”


      “O-Oh, I see. Yes, I did,” Edelweiss replied, adding a spoonful of sugar to her coffee before changing the subject. “I watched the TV broadcast of the semifinals. While it was a shock to see Ouma take such a one-sided beating, I was even more surprised by how Amane was completely overwhelmed.”


      She was familiar with Amane’s past, including how obsessed he’d been with Ikki. She’d assumed he would be a huge obstacle for Ikki, but instead, Ikki hadn’t even broken a sweat taking him down.


      “He was so far beyond Amane’s level that it wasn’t even a fight,” she continued. What was more, Ikki had definitively proven that Amane had been wrong to give up on himself. “He’s a truly impressive boy.”


      “And that’s why you want to see the finals up close?”


      Edelweiss nodded, adding another spoonful of sugar to her coffee.


      “Both the Crimson Princess and Another One are close to reaching our level. It’s not easy to hone one’s martial arts to the point where even forced mistakes can be corrected for without incident. I know the strength of will needed to train yourself up to that point, and I’m confident he’ll grow even stronger from here on out. I want to be there for the pivotal moment, especially since we may end up crossing blades once more.”


      Tsukikage said nothing in response, so Edelweiss went on.


      “And more importantly, the others who’ve realized that the two of them are on the cusp of overcoming their limits might try to eliminate them before they become a true threat.”


      “Huh?” Looking up from Edelweiss’s hands, Tsukikage saw that she was staring intently at someone in the crowd, her gaze sharp. He followed her line of sight and saw a man looking straight at them. “He’s America’s—”


      “He’s not the only one. Agents representing the various superpowers of the world have already infiltrated the venue.”


      A vision of Tokyo engulfed in flames flashed through Tsukikage’s mind, and the sickly sweet stench of burning human flesh filled his nostrils. Balled fists trembling in fear and rage, he turned back to Edelweiss.


      “I’ll get you a front-row box seat.”


      “Thank you very much.” As she said that, Edelweiss mixed a fourth spoonful of sugar into her coffee before finally taking a sip. “It’s delicious.”


      “If you don’t like bitter drinks, don’t order coffee...” Tsukikage muttered.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      He’s crazy strong!


      Asagi Momiji looked up at Ikki. She’d placed third in the previous year’s Seven Stars Battle Festival, and as one of War God Nangou Torajirou’s disciples, she had confidence in her swordsmanship. But it was precisely because she was a skilled swordsman that she could tell there was a massive gap in skill between herself and Another One.


      “Haaah!”


      “Hah!”


      After a fierce flurry of clashes, Momiji was forced to back away. As she did so, she glanced over to the corner of the room where the Hagure sisters and Jougasaki were sitting, trying to catch their breath. Before fighting Momiji, Ikki had bested the three of them without suffering so much as a scratch. At this rate, she knew she’d be joining them soon.


      “Asagi! Hang in there!” Moroboshi shouted encouragement to her from the sidelines.


      “Flame Curtain!”


      She created a wall of fire in front of her, accepting that she wouldn’t be beating Ikki in a close-quarters sword fight. Her only shot at winning was to overwhelm him with magic. Unfortunately, even that wasn’t enough to stop Ikki.


      “Hyaaah!”


      With a powerful overhead swing, Ikki severed the wall of flames, causing them to disperse harmlessly to either side. That one attack was enough to break Momiji’s spirit. As she stared into Ikki’s eyes, her blood turned cold. The fear caused her to stiffen for a split second, and naturally, Ikki took advantage of that opening. He closed the distance between them instantly, and Momiji knew it was too late to escape. Her only chance would have been to use Stealth Step to move into one of his blind spots, but as far as she could tell, he didn’t have any blind spots.


      Much like Moroboshi with his Perfect Guard, Ikki was able to perceive everything around him and didn’t let even the slightest detail escape his notice. Her Stealth Step wasn’t nearly as refined as her master’s, and there was no way she’d be able to slip away from his gaze. Since she couldn’t flee, she knew she had to block. Steeling herself, she wreathed her Device, Hibachi, in flames and observed Ikki’s movements carefully. If she could so much as touch him with it, she’d be able to snake her flames around him and lock him in place.


      Surely I can get just one hit in!


      But just as Momiji thought that, Ikki vanished.


      “Crap!”


      She knew that he had used Stealth Step against her, but the realization came too late.


      “Agh!”


      Before she knew it, Ikki had sliced straight through her torso. His Device was in phantom form, so it didn’t hurt her, but there was the telltale crimson flash as her mana and stamina were sapped away. It would have been a lethal blow had Intetsu been in true form, so the mana and stamina drain was equally severe. She slumped to the ground, completely spent.


      “Gah!”


      The phantom pain of the hit came at the same time as the exhaustion hit her, and she painfully gasped for breath.


      “Thank you very much!” Ikki said sincerely, bowing to her. He’d thanked his other three opponents after beating them as well.


      “Ha ha, you’re welcome... Though I don’t think I was much help in warming you up.”


      “That’s not—”


      “Piercing Thrust!”


      “What the?!”


      Panzer Grizzly Kaga Renji suddenly barreled into the ring, launching a deadly thrust at the back of Ikki’s head. It was a savage surprise attack, and not something Momiji had expected Kaga to do considering that they were just fighting training matches to help Ikki warm up. However, Ikki wasn’t fazed by it whatsoever.


      “—true at all,” he finished saying to Momiji before swiveling on one foot and meeting Kaga’s palm thrust with his own outstretched palm.


      Kaga was nearly twice as large as Ikki, and his palm thrusts had four times as much weight behind them, yet Ikki didn’t budge an inch as their palms met. It seemed impossible, which meant there had to have been some kind of trick behind it. What that trick was became clear to Momiji when she looked down at Ikki’s feet. The stone ring beneath him had sunk a few centimeters and was filled with cracks.


      As he looked down, Kaga also instantly realized what had happened. Ikki had redirected the force of his thrust by perfectly controlling his center of gravity and using his pivot leg as a conduit. He’d become a lightning rod, but for kinetic energy. As Kaga tried to backstep away, Ikki pushed hard on his right arm.


      Tch!


      Ikki added more force at the exact moment Kaga shifted his center of gravity backward, which threw him off-balance and forced him to lean back to avoid falling. In that instant, Ikki brought Intetsu up and sliced diagonally through him.


      “Ngh!”


      Kaga slumped to the floor, defeated.


      “H-Hey! What were you thinking, launching a surprise attack like that?!” Shizuku shouted angrily.


      It certainly had been a disrespectful thing to do. Even if Kaga had kept his Device in phantom form, launching a surprise attack against someone who was just trying to warm up for their upcoming match could have had disastrous consequences. However, Ikki held out a hand to stop his sister from jumping into the ring.


      “It’s fine, Shizuku.”


      “O-Onii-sama?!”


      He turned back to Kaga and bowed to him.


      “Thank you for the match, Kaga-san.”


      He was showing him the same respect he’d shown Momiji and the others. Kaga stared at him in shock for a few seconds before grinning.


      “Gah ha ha ha! Not only do you have no openings, you also don’t care if we try to jump you, huh? For someone with such a girly face, you’ve got the spirit of a true warrior. I’m impressed.”


      Warriors weren’t sportsmen. They needed to be focused at all times, not just when they had matches coming up. An enemy could come at any time—when they were walking around town, sleeping, or eating, and they needed to be prepared for that. If they let themselves get careless, that carelessness would eventually lead to their death.


      Furthermore, even in the midst of battle, the situation could change in an instant. Ikki knew he had to always stay on his toes. Especially since he was about to fight the girl whom even Ouma hadn’t been able to lay a finger on. Kaga knew that as well, which was why he’d wanted to catch Ikki off guard and teach him the importance of never losing focus.


      Guess he didn’t need me to teach him that lesson, though.


      It was obvious to Kaga that there was nothing he could teach Ikki.


      “I know ya can win this!” he said, confident after seeing how prepared Ikki was. He tapped Ikki on the chest and walked out of the ring.


      Stella certainly was strong, and her destructive offense was nigh unstoppable. Ikki knew how to redirect force better than anyone Kaga had ever seen, though. His technique was as polished as Stella’s might. If nothing else, Kaga was confident that he wouldn’t go down easily.


      “I think I’ll go next,” Touka said, and a shiver ran down Ikki’s spine. His smile stiffened, and he turned to see the Thunderbolt stride into the ring, her Device sheathed and ready.


      Though Ikki had beaten her once before, he still vividly remembered how powerful her slash had been. Technically, she’d come in fourth place in the last Seven Stars Battle Festival, but Ikki knew she was a cut above Jougasaki and Momiji. She was on par with Moroboshi, and far stronger than any of the other opponents Ikki had faced today. It would be difficult for him to beat her without using his Noble Arts.


      “Or would you rather take a break first?” Touka asked with a smile. “You did just fight five matches in a row.”


      “No, I’m good to go.” But that was precisely what made her such an exciting foe to face. Ikki wiped the sweat off his palms and gripped Intetsu tight, pointing it at her. “Let’s have a good match!”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Thunderbolt immediately leaped into action. She unsheathed her Device, Narukami, and fired a crescent-shaped blade of lightning at Ikki. It was the same attack she’d used in her battle against Lorelei, and one of her few long-range options—Thunderbird.


      While it was a fast-moving attack, it still had a large distance to cover, and Ikki was easily able to dodge out of the way with a sidestep to the right. Since he’d stolen Twin Wings’s swordsmanship, he was able to go from zero to a hundred in an instant, allowing him to easily avoid any long-range attack, no matter how fast. But Touka knew that a single attack wouldn’t be enough, and she launched a second Thunderbird at him. Naturally, Ikki was able to dodge that one as well, sidestepping to the left this time. Touka followed it up with a third Thunderbird. There was, of course, a reason she was starting off with a barrage of long-range attacks.


      I see now! Ikki thought as he jumped past the third one.


      “Nice going, Toudou. She’s figured out Kurogane’s weakness after watching his match against me,” Moroboshi said, impressed.


      “Onii-sama has a weakness?” Shizuku asked.


      “Well, to be specific, it’s a flaw in the technique he’s using. Since he stole Twin Wings’s swordsmanship with his Blade Steal, he’s able to accelerate to max speed and power in an instant. Most people can’t follow movements that sudden with their eyes. But that means he’s always at top speed anytime he’s moving.”


      “Ah...”


      Shizuku quickly realized what Moroboshi was getting at. Touka was aiming her Thunderbirds in a way that forced Ikki to constantly change direction to avoid them.


      “Since he’s at top speed, it’s hard for him to stop or change direction. Every time he does, it puts a lot of strain on his lower body. With each dodge, the next one gets harder, so he’ll eventually get caught out.”


      As Moroboshi had predicted, Ikki’s dodges were getting worse and worse. He’d dodged the first two Thunderbirds cleanly, but they’d been getting closer and closer ever since, and now came millimeters from grazing him.


      “But Kurogane knows what Toudou’s going for. No way he’s gonna just let her whittle him down from long range forever.”


      Right as Moroboshi said that, Ikki shifted from dodge dancing and started running directly at the Thunderbird aimed at him. He ducked so low that his chin nearly scraped the ground as he dashed underneath it.


      “Whoa!”


      “His core strength really is something else. No way I’d be able to duck through that!”


      “Onii-sama is built different, that’s why!”


      In seconds, Ikki was close enough to hit Touka with Intetsu. He launched a series of thrusts at her, his sword moving so fast that it left afterimages in its wake. And though she managed to block them, they prevented her from resheathing her sword and unleashing her devastating Thunderbolt.


      This will work! Ikki cheered internally, confident that his orthodox strategy of sealing Touka’s Thunderbolt was going well.


      Thunderbolt was a powerful enough technique that Ikki could only hope to overcome it with Ittou Rakshasa, a condensed version of Ittou Shura that used up all of his strength in one second rather than one minute. Since he had his match with Stella in the evening, he couldn’t afford to use that technique now, which meant he couldn’t let Touka use Thunderbolt. If she managed to get one off, he’d lose.


      My attacks are faster! I can just keep going like this!


      Touka’s slashes were fast, of course, but they weren’t able to compete with the explosive speed of Twin Wings’s swordsmanship. Moreover, as long as they didn’t lock swords for more than an instant, Ikki didn’t need to worry about being shocked by the electricity running through her blade.


      I’ll just overwhelm her with speed!


      Ikki pushed his center of gravity forward, increasing the amount of force in his thrusts. After a fierce flurry, he finally succeeded in knocking Narukami back.


      All right, her stance is broken!


      He already had a perfect grasp of Touka’s swing speed. She wouldn’t be able to stop a follow-up attack.


      I’ll end it here!


      Ikki leaned even farther forward, preparing to launch a decisive strike.


      What?!


      Just then, however, he felt a tingle in his spine, and his sixth sense, honed through countless deadly battles, warned him that something was off. Trusting his instincts, he brought Intetsu back just in time to block Touka’s slash. Somehow, she’d come at him faster than he’d anticipated.


      No way!


      He knew from observing her attacks that her swing speed couldn’t be that fast. How had she managed to accelerate her attack, then? Unfortunately, Touka didn’t give him time to puzzle things out. Now that they’d locked blades for more than a split second, she was able to electrocute him through Intetsu.


      “Agh!”


      Ikki staggered backward as their blades were flung apart, his muscles spasming. Since Touka’s Narukami was in phantom form, the electricity didn’t burn his skin, but that was scant comfort given that his movements were still being disrupted. Not giving him a chance to recover, Touka raised Narukami high and swung down at his head. However, he had purposely baited her into doing that.


      Don’t let the pain stop you!


      The moment Touka began her swing, Ikki forced his spasming body to listen to his brain’s commands. By controlling the beat of his heart, he was able to reset the signals in his nerves, thus giving him back control of his body. He dodged Touka’s overhead swing with a small sidestep, knowing that she intended to end the match with it and wouldn’t be able to react to a counter in time. But as he attempted to slice through her unguarded torso, Ikki was once again surprised.


      “Ngh?!”


      Touka quickly brought her blade back up to block his slash, and this time, she didn’t even bother trying to electrocute him. She knew it wouldn’t work, so she instead batted Intetsu away and tried to overwhelm Ikki with a series of slashes. He quickly parried them, but now that her attacks had become faster, he found that he was the one getting pushed back. After a few clashes, he finally realized how she had sped herself up.


      It’s the return swings that are faster!


      After each swing, Touka’s returning slash was twice as fast, much like the legendary Tsubame Gaeshi technique. The irregular rhythm of her attacks was messing with Ikki’s perception.
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      This was one of the new techniques Touka had devised for this year’s Seven Stars Battle Festival. She’d created a localized magnetic field in a small radius around her, using the attractive and repulsive forces to swing Narukami faster than her muscles would allow, though only in certain directions. She’d been planning to best Moroboshi’s Chasing Comet with this new Noble Art, named Boltstorm. It placed a huge amount of strain on her wrists, so she couldn’t use it constantly, but slipping a single Boltstorm in between slashes was more effective than using it constantly anyway, as the difference in speed messed with a person’s rhythm. And once someone was off-balance, it was easy to overwhelm them.


      “Haaah!”


      “Ngh!”


      Touka launched a thrust at Ikki’s heart, and Ikki was forced to jump away, moving out of sword range to avoid it. He was well and truly on the back foot now.


      “Onii-sama!”


      This was the first time since the Seven Stars Battle Festival had started that Ikki had been pushed out of close range against his will. Shizuku and Moroboshi both watched on in stunned awe. Having absorbed Twin Wings’s techniques, Ikki should have become unbeatable at close range, yet Touka had the upper hand.


      Toudou’s gotten way stronger than she was last year...


      Moroboshi had a feeling that if he’d fought her this year, he might not have won. Meanwhile, Touka leaped forward, pressing the attack.


      Your swordsmanship certainly is amazing, Kurogane-kun. I got goose bumps watching your match against Moroboshi-san. I can’t believe a human can do these kinds of things without magic. But even so!


      From Touka’s perspective, it was only natural to be able to achieve such feats with Noble Arts. She respected Ikki for managing to reach this level with nothing more than martial skill, but he’d been forced to do so because he didn’t have any talent as a Blazer. There was no need for her to emulate the path he’d walked. She could just use her Blazer powers to accomplish the same feats. This was her reminder to him that superhuman martial skill alone wouldn’t be enough to beat Stella.


      Forget Stella-san, you won’t even be able to beat me if that’s all you’ve got!


      “Ngh?!”


      Ikki couldn’t do anything but desperately defend against Touka’s onslaught. Since he couldn’t lock blades with her for too long, he was often forced to backstep as well. Even if he could force his body to function through electrocution, he couldn’t keep taking that much current or the damage would just incapacitate him.


      “Agh?!”


      But after backstepping away yet again, his balance suddenly crumbled. Shizuku looked down at the floor and saw that Ikki had stepped into the small crater he’d created when he’d redirected Kaga’s attack.


      I can’t believe that would come back to bite him! she thought.


      Oh no! You’re in trouble now, Ikki! Alisuin thought at the same time.


      No, wait—


      “Haaaaaaah!”


      As Alisuin had expected, Touka moved in for the kill. Off-balance as he was, Ikki had no hope of evading her full-power swing. He was forced to block, and this time, Touka poured most of her mana into another electric shock.


      “Nnngh!”


      Sparks flew from Intetsu, and Ikki’s upper half was blown back from the force of the electricity.


      Now’s my chance!


      Touka prepared to sheathe her sword. She’d seen how quickly Ikki had recovered before and knew that a regular slash wouldn’t cut it, but Thunderbolt was so fast that it surpassed the speed of sound. Not even he would be able to escape it in time. And it was a powerful enough technique to defeat him instantly. But as she tried to put Narukami back into its sheath, she realized she couldn’t.


      What?!


      She looked down to see a piece of rubble from the broken ring blocking the throat of her sheath.


      No way!


      In that instant, Touka realized that she’d fallen for Ikki’s trap. He hadn’t messed up and lost his balance. Rather, he’d purposely landed on the part of the ring that was cracked in order to kick one of the loose pebbles into her sheath the moment she’d electrocuted him. Not only did that prevent her from using Thunderbolt, but it also left her in an extremely compromising position.


      “Gah!”


      Taking advantage of that opening, Ikki cut through Touka’s neck with Intetsu.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Touka lost consciousness for an instant as her body slumped. However, through sheer force of will, she snapped her eyes open as she dropped to her knees, preventing herself from fully collapsing onto the ring.


      “I never thought you’d overcome Thunderbolt this way...” she muttered, looking up at Ikki.


      “It’s the kind of surprise attack that’ll only work once,” Ikki replied with a self-deprecating laugh.


      Indeed, that was a tactic that would never work again. At the same time, though, it took one hell of an imagination to have come up with a strategy like that in the first place. It also took an impressive amount of skill to lead your opponent to the exact spot you needed them to be in. Furthermore, it took an immense amount of knowledge of one’s own body to make it all work.


      Touka could read her opponents’ intentions through the signals shooting through their nerves, and the only way Ikki had managed to keep her in the dark was by making it happen pseudoreflexively as electricity coursed through his body and messed with his muscles. Only someone who’d experienced fights as varied and numerous as Ikki could do such a thing. His strength wasn’t just in his swordsmanship. The way he was always thinking about what he could possibly do to win and constantly keeping himself open to unorthodox solutions was also an integral part of his might.


      I guess I was the one too focused on swordsmanship this time, Touka said to herself. “I should have known I’d end up learning from you even though I came here to help you warm up.”


      “I don’t know if it was worth learning, though. I only fight like that because I don’t have any other trump cards to rely on... Toudou-san, thank you for the match.”


      “No, I’m the one who should be thanking you. I learned a lot.”


      “No, really—”


      “All right, that’s enough of the fake humility, you two. Really, us Japanese people need to stop being like this. Anyway, I’m up next, Kurogane,” Moroboshi said, summoning his Device, Tiger King, and poking Ikki in the back with the blunt end. “That was a pretty interesting surprise attack, but it wasn’t that unexpected. Ya know that if you tried that against me it woulda blown up in your face, right?”


      Ikki turned to Moroboshi and nodded.


      “Definitely. You think the same way I do.”


      “Ha ha, you bet. I’m a merchant from Naniwa, after all.” He twirled Tiger King around, pointing the tip at Ikki this time. “I’ll be your last opponent. But I won’t use Tiger Bite against someone who’s got a match in a few hours. Heh heh heh, besides, you must be tired from all the matches you just fought. I don’t need to wear you down any more to win. I hope you’re ready, because it’s payback time!”


      Though his words might have sounded petty, Ikki knew from the look in his eyes that Moroboshi was genuinely trying to help him out. Grateful, he pointed Intetsu back at Moroboshi.


      “Let’s have a good match.”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Compared to the practice battle against Touka, the one against Moroboshi had an anticlimactic start. Much like Ikki, Moroboshi was a fighter who relied heavily on martial arts. He had no long-range techniques at his disposal, meaning he couldn’t attack until his opponent was within spear range.


      Well, he did throw his spear at me in our match, so it wouldn’t be fair to say he has no long-range options.


      Both fighters stared warily at each other, heavily on guard despite the distance between them. Finally, Ikki started circling, and Moroboshi turned with him, Tiger King’s tip always pointed directly at his heart.


      It was like this last time too, but it’s really intimidating facing off against him. Ikki couldn’t see a single opening to take advantage of. I won’t be able to catch him off guard with my speed this time either, since he’s probably gotten used to it.


      Ikki knew better than anyone how close his first match against Moroboshi had been. His victory had relied heavily on the element of surprise. He’d still had tricks up his sleeve back then, including his ability to use Twin Wings’s techniques, which he’d managed to seriously wound Moroboshi with.


      The blood loss had dulled Moroboshi’s senses and reduced the amount of oxygen going to his extremities. It had also clouded his vision slightly, having made it even harder for him to keep up with Ikki’s sudden acceleration. Now, though, Moroboshi was in top form, and he was also used to the speed of Twin Wings’s swordsmanship. Ikki couldn’t afford to charge in without a plan.


      But hey, that’s just business as usual.


      Ikki was used to playing with the deck stacked against him. His options were always limited, and ultimately, he only had one path to victory: get into close range and cut his opponent down with Intetsu. His lack of mana meant he couldn’t fight any other way.


      There’s nothing to be afraid of. Sure, Moroboshi was an intimidating foe, but if he let that stop him, he had no hope of ever closing in on Stella. If I’ve got no other options, then I’ve just gotta do it!


      Mentally spurring himself on, Ikki charged at Moroboshi. Moroboshi took a deep breath, then thrust three times in quick succession the moment Ikki stepped into his range. He’d decided to open this match with his Triple Star.


      Ikki blocked all three thrusts with Intetsu, his sword moving fast enough to leave afterimages in its wake. But while he was able to keep the spear from piercing his heart, he found that Moroboshi’s thrusts had completely stopped his advance. They had gotten even faster in the mere few days since the two had fought in the tournament. Even with Twin Wings’s swordsmanship, blocking was the most Ikki could manage.


      “Surprised, Kurogane?”


      “Ngh!”


      “During our match, I was using Triple Star as bait to try and hit you with Tiger Bite. I held back to make sure you’d step into close range. But if I’m not trying to trick ya into getting hit by Chasing Comet or Tiger Bite, my Triple Star can be a lot faster! Let’s see ya get past this!”


      “Geh!”


      Moroboshi certainly had the skills to back up his confidence. At present, Ikki had no way to make it through that barrage of thrusts.


      It takes him no time at all to bring his spear back and launch the next thrust. This isn’t a triple thrust—it’s an endless flurry of them!


      There was no way he’d break through the storm of steel just by blocking each thrust. That meant he was going to have to bring out one of his techniques. Specifically, his plan was to use Flicker Mirage, the technique where he created afterimages by rapidly altering the pace of his steps. It was the same technique he’d tricked Moroboshi with in their first match. He was hoping it would force Moroboshi to slow down as he searched for the real Ikki.


      “Don’t underestimate me!”


      “Ngh?!”


      But Ikki quickly realized how optimistic he’d been. As he created an afterimage to his right and sidestepped to the left, Tiger Bite changed direction so quickly that it looked like the spear shaft was bending, and Moroboshi thrust right at the real him. Ikki quickly brought Intetsu back up to block.


      “Take this!”


      “Gah!”


      As soon as his thrust was blocked, Moroboshi did a wide sweep with his spear, forcing Ikki back to the edge of the ring. As Ikki struggled to regain his footing, Moroboshi grinned triumphantly.


      “You push your toes in the direction you’re creating your afterimage. I already know the secret behind it. The same trick won’t work twice against a first-rate fighter. You’re gonna have to do better than that if you wanna beat me again.”


      “Wait, but it worked twice against him before, didn’t it, Botan-chan?”


      “Yep. It’s how Ikki won their first match.”


      “So that means the Seven Stars Sovereign’s second-rate.”


      “Sh-Shut it, peanut gallery!” Moroboshi stammered. Of course, he didn’t let his guard down in the slightest, keeping his focus on Ikki even as he argued with Botan. Meanwhile, Ikki tightened his grip on Intetsu and planned his next move.


      I’ve still got a few options left! There’s other techniques I can use in spear range!


      He once again rushed at Moroboshi.


      “It’s always the same thing with you, isn’t it?! Well, I guess you’ve got no other choice!”


      Moroboshi answered Ikki’s charge with another flurry of thrusts. He knew there was no need for him to initiate, as his opponent always had to enter his range to attack. That was Moroboshi’s preferred fighting style, and he only went on the offensive if his opponent continued to fight from long-range. However, Ikki had been waiting for the moment Moroboshi thrust at him.


      Let’s see how well you handle Venomscale Cut!


      He slashed diagonally upward at Moroboshi’s spear, unleashing his sixth original technique. It was a devastating attack that sent vibrations down his opponent’s Device and damaged their internal organs, working similarly to a palm thrust, just performed with a sword. Unlike Flicker Mirage, he hadn’t shown Moroboshi this one before. He was confident it would connect. Again, though, he was surprised.


      “Just kidding!” Moroboshi said, pulling his spear back just before Ikki’s sword made contact.


      “What?!”


      Ikki’s slash cut through empty air, and for a moment, he was left wide open.


      “Like I’d take your poisoned bait!” Moroboshi shouted, thrusting at Ikki once more.


      “Aaargh!”


      There was a spray of crimson light from Ikki’s side. Tiger King had finally found its mark. However, it was nothing more than a glancing blow, and Ikki had avoided taking lethal damage. He’d managed to knock Tiger King askew with Intetsu’s pommel, preventing Moroboshi from stabbing right through him. Ikki immediately leaped away, knowing that he needed to regroup.


      “You’re as slippery as always,” Moroboshi complimented Ikki.


      “How did you know that slash was bad news?” Ikki asked in response. “I haven’t shown you that technique before.”


      “It was weird how you kept your center of gravity farther back than usual, so I had a bad feeling about what was coming.”


      “I see.”


      Ikki thought he’d been good about disguising his intentions, but it seemed there were still some unconscious motions he was making that could tip off an astute martial artist like Moroboshi.


      I guess I can’t count on him making a mistake for me to capitalize on.


      Plus, since this was a practice match, there was no pressure or nervousness to distract Moroboshi. He could focus entirely on Ikki, and that left him with no openings. There was only one option left for Ikki now. He raised Intetsu to eye level and pointed it at Moroboshi’s forehead.


      What’s with that stance? Something’s changed, but I can’t tell what. Moroboshi’s honed battle instincts were telling him that something was off. He’s keeping his feet flat on the ground, so he won’t be able to dash super fast.


      As predicted, Ikki’s advance was quite slow this time around. He shuffled forward while keeping Intetsu pointed at Moroboshi’s forehead.


      “What’s wrong? If ya keep moving like a turtle, I’ll poke you full of holes the moment ya get close!”


      Ikki said nothing, but Moroboshi quickly realized that it wasn’t because he was ignoring him.


      He just didn’t hear me. No, he can’t hear me.


      It was clear from the unwavering look in Ikki’s eyes that he wasn’t processing any of the sound his ears picked up. His eyes were focused intently on Moroboshi, and he wasn’t giving any thought to any of his other senses.


      I know what it’s like to be in the zone. Ya can’t hear anything around you, and everything goes all monochrome. But I’ve never managed to get there on purpose... Well, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised he can do that. Question is, what’s he planning to do with that crazy focus? Why’s he moving so slow?


      Finally, Ikki stepped into Moroboshi’s range.


      Tch! Don’t let him trick ya! You just gotta do what ya always do!


      Moroboshi leaped into action, launching a series of lightning-fast thrusts. Ikki blocked them with Intetsu like usual, and sparks flew as steel clashed against steel. Nothing seemed different about this exchange—to an outside observer, anyway.


      “What the?!”


      Moroboshi, however, could feel his arms slowly going numb. Unlike before, a shock ran down them every time Ikki blocked one of his thrusts. It was as if he were trying to stab through a giant tree whose roots kept it firmly grounded. And unlike before, Ikki didn’t sidestep or back away after a few dozen thrusts. Rather, he kept advancing, his gaze still focused solely on Moroboshi.


      “Ah!”


      Moroboshi quickly realized what he was up to.


      He’s not going for a surprise attack this time! He just cut off the senses he’s not using and is keeping his movements to a bare minimum so he can focus all his attention on his sword! He’s planning on breaking through with just his swordsmanship!


      Ikki had come to realize that he’d never take Moroboshi by surprise again, and so he’d heightened his focus, stopped processing unnecessary information, and entrusted himself to his sword. Because he understood his own weaknesses, he could focus everything he had into his strengths. It required an immense amount of confidence in himself, as well as a perfect understanding of what he was and wasn’t capable of.


      Knowing your weakness while believing in your strength seemed contradictory at first, but that was simply the kind of man Worst One Kurogane Ikki was. He understood that he’d been born weaker than everyone, but he also wholeheartedly believed that he could become stronger than anyone. He’d done everything in his power to grasp that strength, and the entirety of what he’d grasped now rested within the jet-black blade in his hands. He was done backing down. He was done running away. He was sure he could overcome Moroboshi Yuudai’s spear, and slowly but surely, he was making his way into sword range.


      This was no desperate last stand. It was a plan of action Ikki had taken because he was completely confident he would succeed. That overwhelming confidence was enough to intimidate even Moroboshi, who started backing away.


      “You’re amazing, Onii-sama!” Shizuku cheered. “I can’t believe you made Moroboshi-san of all people back off!”


      “That slow advance must be extremely demoralizing to deal with,” Alisuin said.


      “Yes... But that’s not all. Kurogane-kun’s stance is quite impressive as well,” Touka added.


      “How so?”


      “He’s managing to keep his sword pointed straight at Moroboshi-san without deviating at all, horizontally or vertically. The fact that he’s able to return to that exact position after each block makes it hard for Moroboshi-san to attack. That stance lets you guard your vitals quickly, and it forces your opponent to attack from the same few angles each time to avoid getting parried so badly that they leave themselves open. And since they’re forced to repeat the same motions, they become a lot more predictable.”


      A second later, another crimson flash shot out of Ikki as Tiger King grazed his arm. But it was barely a scratch, and while a few more crimson flashes shot out of his limbs, that was, in fact, proof that Touka was correct about Moroboshi becoming predictable.


      I’ve let him get too used to my movements! He’s adjusting his blocks to be even more efficient now!


      Ikki knew that minor damage wouldn’t even slow him down, so he was making sure to use as little energy as possible to block Moroboshi’s thrusts. Furthermore, he was using the perfect angles to block, making it take slightly longer for Moroboshi to draw his spear back. That gave him a few extra milliseconds to take bigger steps as he continued his relentless advance, which was only getting faster with time.


      “Moroboshi-san’s bound to start panicking now that he’s nearing the corner of the ring. That’ll force him to take a gamble!”


      Once again, Touka was right on the money.


      “Goddammit!”


      Moroboshi tried to launch a full-power thrust at Ikki’s vitals, but he didn’t wait to fully draw back his spear first, and he put too much force into his elbow. It became a limp thrust that was poorly aimed and had little force behind it. Naturally, Ikki didn’t let that opportunity slip past him.


      “Crap!”


      By the time Moroboshi realized his mistake, it was too late. Ikki took one big step forward, purposely letting Moroboshi’s thrust pierce his shoulder. Doing so allowed him to physically restrain Tiger King with his flesh, thus giving him a chance to counterattack.


      “Haaaaaaah!”


      He thrust at Moroboshi’s unguarded chest, piercing him straight through the heart.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Gaaah, I lost again!” Moroboshi cried, falling spread-eagle on his back. “Shit! I really thought I could win this time too!”


      “It wouldn’t have gone...this well for me in a real match,” Ikki said, gasping for breath. He wasn’t saying that just to be humble either.


      Moroboshi had opted not to use Tiger Bite because he knew how little mana Ikki had and didn’t want to negatively impact his upcoming match. The others, too, had held back in certain ways so as to not ruin Ikki’s condition. But despite that, they’d done the best they could under those constraints. Having crossed blades with them, Ikki understood that full well. He was truly grateful to all of them.


      “Moroboshi-san, and everyone else too. Thank you so much. I learned a lot in the short time I have before my match with Stella.”


      “I don’t need your thanks. If you wanna repay me, then go win your match!” Kaga said with a smile.


      “Ya sound oddly meek. What’s wrong? Not confident?” Moroboshi asked, and Ikki fell silent for a few seconds. Finally, he nodded.


      “Truth be told, I’m pretty sure this is going to be the hardest battle of my life. And I’m not as confident as I’d like to be...but I promise I’ll do everything—”


      “Don’t give me that, ya moron!” Moroboshi sat up and bopped Ikki on the head with Tiger King’s blunt end. In a stern voice, he added, “You’ve dreamed of fighting on this stage your whole life, haven’t ya? You can’t step into the ring with those half-assed feelings. Doesn’t matter how strong your opponent is, ya gotta go in planning to win it. If you’re not confident, just keep telling yourself you’re gonna win anyway. Don’t think about losing until ya actually lose. Or else you’ll just start thinking you’re destined to lose no matter what.”


      “Moroboshi-san...”


      “If ya need our help to build up some confidence, we’ll spar with ya all you like. So don’t give me that weak-willed crap.”


      Everyone else nodded silently in agreement.


      “Well, now that you say all that, I guess I’ll ask for a few more matches,” Ikki said with a smile.


      “Heh heh, that’s the spirit. We’ll take a short break, then we can get to round two.”


      “Thank you—”


      Just then, the fire escape door swung open with a loud creak.


      “Whoa?!”


      A second later, a biting wind blew past everyone, and they shivered involuntarily. It took a moment for everyone to realize that it wasn’t actual wind they’d felt but a bladelust so intense it was palpable. Two of the people here were quite familiar with this particular bladelust as well. They turned to see the Gale Emperor, Kurogane Ouma, walking into the training field.


      “What do you all look so shocked for?” he asked, sweeping his gaze over the crowd.


      “O-Ouma?!”


      “The hell are ya doing here?!”


      “I’m here for the same reason you all are,” Ouma replied, tossing the bag he’d been carrying to the ground. “I got a message from my little brother asking me to spar with him to help him warm up.”


      “I-I-Is that true, Onii-sama?”


      Shizuku turned to Ikki in surprise, and he nodded. He had indeed reached out to Ouma, though he hadn’t expected him to actually show up. It wasn’t as if Ouma had ever done anything for his sake before.


      “I didn’t think you’d actually come, though. Color me surprised.”


      “Since I’m not fighting in the finals, I had some unexpected free time. Besides, I wanted to get an idea of your current strength.”


      “Why’s that?”


      “You’re Rank F, and Stella’s Rank A. Fate itself has decreed that you’re destined to lose. I’m not interested in the outcome of your match. But as your brother, it’s my duty to smash that dull blade of yours before you get into the ring and are killed by the might of a true dragon.”


      As he said that, Ouma enveloped himself in mana and materialized his Device, Ryuuzume, in his right hand.


      “Ah!”


      As he raised his sword, the bladelust emanating from him increased tenfold. Shizuku tried to step protectively in front of Ikki, but he put a hand on her shoulder and shook his head.


      “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” He then walked over to Ouma. “Thank you for coming, Nii-san.”


      “Stop yapping and get ready. I didn’t come here to chat.”


      As brusque as always, I see. Smiling wanly, Ikki examined Ouma intently. He really is amazing.


      For the first time, Ikki was facing the full brunt of Ouma’s intimidating aura. He looked twice his size, and it was clear that his strength was in a completely different dimension to even Moroboshi’s and Touka’s.


      Sweat beaded on his palms, but Ikki didn’t back down. Even if Ouma intended to fight him for real, it didn’t matter, because what he’d said was correct. If he couldn’t beat his older brother, he didn’t have a chance against Stella. Besides, there was no better foe than Ouma to knock the cowardice and hesitation out of him. He wiped his hands dry and gripped Intetsu tight.


      “Let’s have a good match!”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      It was Ouma who made the first move. His sleeves flapping in the wind, he dashed toward Ikki. In response, Ikki charged right back at him. Naturally, though, Ikki wasn’t stupid enough to think he could take Ouma head-on. He knew how superhuman Ouma’s body was thanks to the harsh training he’d undergone.


      “Wait, he’s—”


      Moroboshi quickly realized what Ikki was up to. The moment he got within Ouma’s range, he rapidly changed the pace of his charge, setting up for his infamous Flicker Mirage. Unlike Moroboshi, Ouma didn’t see through it, and Ryuuzume cut straight through his afterimage. That left him wide open for the real Ikki, who was trailing right behind his afterimage.


      “It worked!”


      Moroboshi pumped his fist into the air, confident that Ikki would draw first blood in this match. But Touka took her glasses off and narrowed her eyes.


      “No, it didn’t,” she said. She could tell by the flow of electricity through Ouma’s nerves that he was already moving to intercept Ikki.


      “Hah!”


      Rather than drawing his sword back, Ouma completed the cut and leaned forward to hit Ikki with a shoulder tackle.


      “A shoulder check! He read the Flicker Mirage after all?!”


      Ikki brought Intetsu up to block, but of course, Ouma weighed far more than his appearance suggested. A tackle with five hundred pounds of body weight behind it wasn’t easily stopped.


      “Kh!”


      Ikki was sent flying backward, and he quickly tried to regain his balance as he hit the ground. Meanwhile, Ouma charged, trying to finish him off with a series of slashes and thrusts before he could find his footing.


      Ouma’s attacks were nearly as fast as Moroboshi’s Triple Star, but he could unleash them endlessly without needing to go in sets of three. Shizuku recognized the technique he was using.


      “That’s the Rising Sun Style’s Amatsukaze!”


      “What’s that?”


      “One of the advanced techniques of the Kurogane family’s Rising Sun Style. It’s a combination attack that links all 108 attacks of the style together.” Each attack was designed to segue into the next, creating an unbroken stream of 108 strikes. Ouma had practiced the technique hundreds of thousands of times, and the movements were baked into his muscle memory. He was able to flow from attack to attack without a single thought, overwhelming Ikki with his power and speed. “It’s the perfect finisher to take out someone who’s lost their balance!”


      “But Ikki got stronger by stealing the techniques of others, didn’t he? Shouldn’t he know all of the Kurogane family’s techniques too?”


      “I don’t know. What Onii-sama’s accomplished is completely beyond my understanding. But even if he does know each one of those techniques, there’s not much he can do with how fast Ouma-niisama is.”


      Indeed, Ikki was stuck on the defensive, just barely managing to block or parry each of Ouma’s attacks. The whole point of Amatsukaze was to be used in a situation where one’s opponent wasn’t in a position to counter, so it made sense. The superfast flurry of blows was designed to lock an opponent in place and leave them unable to do anything but defend. From an outside observer’s perspective, it seemed like it was succeeding perfectly. But Touka could tell what was really going on.


      He’s waiting for something...


      The electric signals coursing through Ikki’s body and the calculating look in his eye made that much clear to her. Specifically, he was waiting for the one weakness Amatsukaze had to rear its head. While it was a technique that had been perfected over the centuries, it was still a technique devised by human hands. And in the same way that no human was perfect, nothing made by humans could hope to be perfect. The Worst One’s powers of observation captured even the slightest imperfections. Especially since it was a technique he’d had the opportunity to see countless times back home.


      “Hah!”


      In an instant, the tide of battle shifted. There was a loud clang as the fighters’ blades clashed, and Ouma was forced back. Ikki had used the fastest of his techniques, Thunderclap. It had initially been so fast it was impossible to follow with the naked eye, but now that Ikki had also incorporated Twin Wings’s swordsmanship, it was on a completely different level.


      Ikki knew there was an extremely brief slowdown between the fifty-seventh and fifty-eighth attacks in Amatsukaze, and he’d picked that moment to strike at Ryuuzume, breaking Ouma’s flow. He immediately followed up with a full-power diagonal swing while Ouma was still off-balance. Moroboshi recognized the startup motion of that attack as well.


      He’s shifted his center of gravity back, just like he did when he was trying to bait me!


      As he’d surmised, Ikki was trying to hit Ouma with Venomscale Cut. Regardless of whether Ouma blocked with his sword or his extremely honed body, the vibrations would travel through him and mess up his insides. His hardened skin and muscles wouldn’t be able to protect him. Intetsu slammed into his shoulder, and the vibrations tore through his body, messing him up from the inside out.


      “Heavenly Armor.”


      “Urk!”


      Despite that, Ouma seemed wholly unfazed by the attack. It wasn’t as if Venomscale Cut hadn’t worked. The shock waves had definitely torn through his body, he just hadn’t let the pain stop him. That was part of what made Kurogane Ouma so terrifying. Not only was his body honed beyond human limits, so was his willpower. He was willing to bear any pain in pursuit of his goal, and he’d been through so much that most pain didn’t even register to him at this point. As calmly as ever, he simply manifested his armor of wind, blowing Intetsu and Ikki back.


      Ikki sailed through the air as if he’d been hit by a truck, and Ouma swung Ryuuzume horizontally, sending a vacuum of wind shooting toward where he’d land. Ikki didn’t choose to maneuver out of the way, instead using the force of his landing to let his knees sink deeper than usual, allowing him to crouch lower than anyone thought possible. He then released all of that spring-loaded energy in a single bound, shooting straight at the vacuum wave and piercing it with his strongest thrust, Rampage Thrust. He blasted straight through, and from there, he continued charging toward Ouma. Everyone thought Ouma would be caught by surprise at how quickly Ikki had brought the fight back to close range, but Touka quickly noticed that he was ready.


      Oh no!


      Ikki, too, quickly saw that Ouma had brought his blade back for a deadly horizontal slash. It was the same technique he’d used in his match against Stella—Amaterasu. By twisting all of his muscles and bones into a coiled spring, he could unleash a blisteringly fast attack. It was as fast as the real Twin Wings’s slashes, and far faster than Ikki’s pale imitation. However, it was strictly a close-range attack. That meant Ouma had read that Ikki would break through the vacuum wave and close in on him again.


      This was the worst possible development for Ikki. Rampage Thrust launched him like an arrow, sending him straight forward without any way to stop himself or change direction. However, Ryuuzume was longer than Intetsu, meaning that Amaterasu would hit him before Rampage Thrust reached Ouma. But of course, Ikki had overcome far worse predicaments.


      “What?!”


      The spectators gasped in awe as Ikki drove the tip of his blade into the ground and pole vaulted over Ouma’s Amaterasu. He then kicked off the ceiling directly above Ouma and dove at him with a second Rampage Thrust. Amaterasu was an extremely fast slash, but it left the user wide open after it was done. Taking advantage of that, Ikki pierced through Ouma’s armor of wind with Intetsu, driving it straight at his collarbone.


      After observing Ouma’s movements, Ikki had pinpointed the few spots where his natural armor of muscle and bone were weakest, and he’d aimed for one of those gaps. It was the only way his paltry offensive would be able to damage his brother. Touka’s Lightning Flash had barely managed to scratch Ouma, proving that only someone with as much raw power as Stella could hurt him through regular means.


      Unfortunately, things didn’t go quite as planned. Instead of slashing through Ouma’s muscle fibers, Intetsu slid into the gap between his muscles, and Ouma flexed his neck to keep it from penetrating any farther through his flesh. Realizing that he’d failed, Ikki quickly pulled Intetsu back, but it was too late. Ouma grabbed Ikki out of the air and slammed him down onto the ring.


      “Ngh!”


      Ikki sank deep into the stone floor, cracks spreading all around him. He’d just barely managed to get into a proper falling posture and redirect the energy of the slam, but it didn’t change the fact that he was on the ground. As he struggled to get back to his feet, Ouma swung down at him with all his might. Ikki swung Intetsu up in an attempt to parry the slash, but his posture was all messed up, and he was unable to bat Ryuuzume aside. It looked like he was about to be cleaved in twain.


      “Onii-sama!”


      But a second later, much to everyone’s surprise, it was Ouma who was knocked back. He gripped the stone floor with his toes to try to ground himself, but he merely gouged out chunks of rock while continuing to slide backward. Not even sticking Ryuuzume into the ground was enough to slow him down, and he was pushed all the way out of the ring.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Ikki had been the one on the back foot, yet it was Ouma who’d been sent flying. No one could figure out what had just happened.


      “Wh-What was that?” Moroboshi asked, flabbergasted.


      “I-I don’t know...” Touka responded.


      The two of them were skilled enough to have a decent grasp of both Ikki’s and Ouma’s capabilities, so they were even more confused than the others. Whatever Ikki had done had boasted more power than he should have been capable of mustering. They stared blankly at Ouma, their brains going into overdrive as they tried to puzzle it out.


      Ouma himself, however, didn’t look at all confused. The numbing sensation creeping up his arm made it painfully clear to him what must have happened.


      “A dumb trick. Fitting for a fraud like you,” he said, glaring at Ikki.


      “It forced you back, didn’t it?”


      “Tch.”


      “I’ve honed my sword in pursuit solely of victory, not of strength. I’ll do whatever it takes if it helps me overcome my opponent. Even if they’re far stronger than me, I’ll find a way to win. You’re welcome to call me a fraud, but as the weakest Blazer, this is the answer that I, Kurogane Ikki, have arrived at. I’m not ashamed of the path I’ve walked.”


      Ikki met Ouma’s disparaging gaze. The conviction in his eyes gave Ouma pause for a moment.


      I don’t understand your way of life, and I have no intention of trying to understand it. But I suppose that, too, could be considered a form of strength. In that case, there’s only one thing left for me to do.


      “So, are you satisfied after just pushing me out of the ring with that petty trick? Is that all your sword is capable of?” Ouma walked back into the ring and raised Ryuuzume high. When he did, wind started to coalesce around it. A tornado rose up toward the heavens, piercing the ceiling of the training field. “Prepare yourself, Ikki. I’ll show you every last one of my techniques. Use them as best you can, and prove to me that you can overcome fate itself.”


      Ikki stared at Ouma in shock. He hadn’t expected his brother to help him out so much. But it was clear from Ouma’s expression that he was serious about this.


      “Got it!”


      Ikki gratefully raised Intetsu, and as he did so, he noticed he wasn’t breaking out in a cold sweat anymore. At some point, he’d stopped being scared of facing off against Stella.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Stella opened her eyes to find the glow of the setting sun coming in through the open window. She sat up, instantly alert. There wasn’t any of the usual drowsiness she felt after rousing from a deep slumber. If anything, she felt more focused than ever.


      She took her bathrobe off as she got to her feet and walked over to the mirror. But she didn’t need to look at herself to confirm that she was in top form. The blood flowing through her veins felt more alive than ever, and she could feel her cells brimming with power. The excessive amount of food she’d eaten before going to sleep had all been converted to energy by the dragon sleeping within her.


      This was the best condition she’d ever been in. She was confident that tonight, she’d get to see a new side of herself. Tonight, she would explore more of her slumbering potential than ever before.


      I’m ready. Let’s go.


      She strode out of the room, heading to where her ultimate rival awaited.

    

  

  
    
      Conclusion Part 1: The Promised Moment


      The sun dipped below the horizon, and the last of its rays slowly began to be snuffed out by the encroaching darkness. Over a million people had gathered around the Bay Dome to watch the Seven Stars Battle Festival finals. But despite the massive crowd overflowing from the plaza and into the surrounding streets, there wasn’t a sound to be heard. Everyone was waiting with bated breath. After a few minutes of tense silence, the stadium’s floodlights turned on, and the commentator, Iida, greeted the crowd.


      “Can I tell you all a little something? There are those who claim it’s foolish to abuse old customs to justify having a lower age of majority for Blazers. That it’s foolish to put weapons in the hands of children and let them kill each other. They claim that true strength lies in the strength of the heart, in the strength to choose a path other than violence. They claim that adults have a responsibility to nurture kindness and virtue in the next generation of children rather than encourage them to develop their martial might. I imagine some of you here may even share those sentiments.


      “The Seven Stars Battle Festival is without a doubt a dangerous tournament. Over the course of its long history, many student knights have lost their lives during matches. Thanks to improvements in medical technology, there haven’t been any tragedies in the past few years, but the risk of death hasn’t vanished entirely. It’s only natural for concerned parents to criticize how much we lionize a tournament with a death count. Even I can see where they’re coming from. But there’s just one part of their argument that doesn’t sit right with me: The claim that this entire tournament is foolishness.


      “It’s true that there’s more to strength than the ability to beat down anyone in your path. It’s also true that sometimes it takes more strength not to fight. But at the same time, there are dreams that are only achievable through might. There’s something that can only be expressed through the crossing of blades. The thirty-two fighters who gathered for this year’s tournament weren’t coerced into participating. They stood in this very ring to fight for those dreams that can’t come true any other way. They put their pride and their souls on the line, giving it their all for every single match. In my opinion, every one of those twenty-five matches shone more brilliantly than any jewel, and were more moving than any heroic tale could possibly be!”


      All at once, the audience burst out into applause. There were no cheers; just a silent ovation for Iida’s speech.


      “Society’s values change with the times, and our laws and customs change to reflect that. Perhaps one day, the Seven Stars Battle Festival will come to an end and be written about in history books as an old, barbaric tradition. But even if that day comes, we must never forget that the young warriors who fought with their dreams and pride on the line were no fools! They were brave knights who risked their lives for their way of life!”


      Another round of applause followed that statement, even louder than the last. It was so loud, in fact, that it was nearly palpable. Every single person present had carved Iida’s words deep into their hearts. They would never forget the proud knights who’d fought on this stage. These Blazers were no children, and they certainly weren’t fools. No matter how society might change in the future, their battles were not something that should—or could—ever be disparaged.


      “And tonight, the two knights who’ve fought their way through this unspeakably harsh tournament will fight to see which of them is the strongest student knight within the eight Blazer schools of Japan. It’s been a long wait, everyone, but it’s finally time for the sixty-second Seven Stars Battle Festival finals!”


      “Whoooooooooo!”


      This time, the applause was accompanied by uproarious cheering. The spotlights turned red and focused on the red gate at the edge of the arena. Stella strode out of the gate, her flaming red hair already exuding tiny embers.


      “From the red gate, we have Hagun Academy first-year Crimson Princess Stella Vermillion! In her first match, she completely dominated the new, elite Akatsuki Academy’s students and Icy Sneer Tsuruya Mikoto in an unprecedented four-on-one match! Then, she defeated Gale Emperor Kurogane Ouma, a fellow Rank A knight and the winner of the A block, in an overwhelming display of force! She fought her way up to the finals faster than any Blazer in history! Like a dragon ascending to the heavens, she’s burned everything in her path to cinders! Will the raging dragon inside her devour her opponent this time as well?!”


      “Stella-san, you’re the best!”


      “You can do it, Princess! Just one more win!”


      “Worst One’s got nothing on you! Show him who’s boss!”


      As Stella stepped into the ring, towers of fire shot up from either side of the arena. They weren’t her flames but a little something extra that had been put together to get everyone pumped up for the finals. Though the Seven Stars Battle Festival was a tournament between student knights, the finals in particular garnered more attention than a lot of pro league tournaments. As a result, the Management Committee always did something to spice up the intros for the finals.


      Normally, the students got a little self-conscious about the whole thing since they always felt like it was a bit much, especially given that they weren’t full-fledged knights yet. But of course, Stella was royalty. She was used to pomp and pageantry, and she took the overblown intro in stride. She was slightly tense, but she didn’t look the least bit nervous. Her gaze was so focused on the opposing blue gate that she didn’t even bother giving the flaming pillars a sidelong glance. Her beauty was captivating, and Renren sighed in admiration as she looked down at her steely profile.


      “Stella-chan’s so cool. She looks even cooler because of how tall she is.”


      “They’re really hyping her up too. Even pros don’t get this much fanfare in their intros!” Utakata said.


      “They always do something grand for the finals. This isn’t anything new,” Kanata explained.


      “What do you make of Vermillion’s condition, President?” Saijou asked, and Touka nodded in response.


      “Honestly, I thought she’d be more nervous, but I guess I should have known this wouldn’t faze her. She has just the right amount of tension in her muscles, and she’s completely focused. That’s peak performance for sure.”


      Meanwhile, Edelweiss watched Stella enter from the top row box seat Tsukikage had prepared for her and the Akatsuki girls who’d come with her.


      “So that’s the Crimson Princess. It’s my first time seeing her in the flesh...and she certainly is quite something. Her mana pool is far greater than mine, that’s for sure.”


      Tsukikage turned to her in surprise.


      “Is she really that impressive, even to you?”


      “Indeed. She is, without a doubt, one of the most important people in the world.”


      “Ku ku, as expected of my archnemesis, the Knight in Crimson.”


      “Since when is she your archnemesis?” Sara asked Rinna.


      Just then, the lights dimmed, plunging the stadium into darkness. It was time to introduce the second fighter in today’s match.


      “But there’s just one knight who’s managed to defeat this girl who has learned to harness the power of a dragon! I’m sure you’ve all seen that video floating around on the internet, haven’t you? The recording of that mock battle that shook the world! To think the famed Crimson Princess would be defeated so soon after her arrival in Japan! And tonight, she’ll be fighting that same boy who defeated her once before. If this isn’t fate, then what is? In a way, you could say this battle has been destined ever since she was defeated all those months ago. Everyone, give a warm welcome to Hagun Academy first-year Another One Kurogane Ikki!”


      “Whoooooooooo!”


      The crowd cheered just as loudly for Ikki as they had for Stella. The lights turned back on, all focusing on the blue gate as Ikki walked out of it. Wispy clouds of smoke obscured him slightly as he walked out, making his silhouette appear larger than life.


      “In the sixty-plus year history of the Seven Stars Battle Festival, he’s the only Rank F knight to ever make an appearance! When he defeated Thunderbolt and cemented his name on the list of fighters appearing in the tournament, I’m sure everyone was thinking the same thing: ‘He’s gotta be one hell of a guy!’ But at the same time, we were all thinking, ‘But no matter how amazing he is, he’s still just Rank F. There’s no way he’ll be able to keep winning this way against the monsters in the Seven Stars Battle Festival.’ Especially since he ended up in block C with last year’s tournament winner and runner-up.


      “But he won his way past them all! It was a tough fight against Seven Stars Sovereign Moroboshi Yuudai, but in the end, he emerged victorious. On the other hand, he defeated God Eye Jougasaki Byakuya so fast that he set a new record for shortest match time! After that, he held fast against Rank A knight Sara Bloodlily’s broken ability, and completely dominated Bad Luck Shinomiya Amane despite his practically cheat-like powers. And now he’s here at the finals!


      “If the Crimson Princess boasts peerless might, then Another One boasts peerless skill! Two masters who’ve honed their talents in two wildly different directions! Kurogane Ikki’s jet-black blade may be dull, but it shines with a bewitching light! And maybe, just maybe, it’ll be the one thing that manages to pierce the heart of this dragon!”


      “Kurogane, don’t hold back just because she’s your girlfriend!”


      “Ikki-kuuun! Just one more and you’ll win the whole thing!”


      “You’ve made it this far, so you can make it to the top!”


      The smoke billowed around Ikki like clouds gathering before a storm. He glided through it like a phantom, then stepped into the light of the ring. Like Stella, he wasn’t paying any attention to the grandiose introduction or the cheers of the audience. Unlike her, though, he wasn’t particularly used to big events like this. He just didn’t have space in his mind for anything except the girl standing in front of him.


      “Looks like he isn’t scared anymore,” Momiji muttered.


      “He better not be, or we’d all have wasted our time sparring with him. If anything, I’m worried he might be out of stamina...” Jougasaki said.


      “Don’t worry, he’s not the kinda guy to make a basic mistake like that. Just you watch. He’ll be fine,” Moroboshi replied.


      Shizuku and Alisuin were sitting with the three of them as well, and they all had front row seats next to the sturdy fence protecting the audience from collateral damage.


      “Heh, of course Ikki would manage to rest his body while still keeping the edge he’d worked up during our warm-up matches. Looks like we won’t need to worry about him, Shizuku.”


      “I’ll be worrying about him regardless. How could I not, knowing who he’s up against?”


      “Ooh, Kuro-bou’s doing pretty well considering he slept for a full day before this,” Saikyou Nene said as she watched Ikki step into the ring from her spot in the stands. Next to her was the director of Hagun Academy, Shinguuji Kurono. “His steps are light. Looks like he’s ready to go.”


      “Looks that way. It makes sense he’d come in already warmed up. The difference in strength is so huge that if he needed time to rev up, he’d be blown away before he got a chance to do anything. He has to stay in top gear from start to finish if he wants to stand a chance against Vermillion. If he slips for even a second—”


      “He’s done for, yeah. It’s gonna be a tough match for him.”


      “Yeah, and for us too. I thought you’d be taking this more seriously after our conversation this morning, so why’re you so laid-back?”


      Kurono glared pointedly at the giant popcorn bucket in Saikyou’s hands. It was clear she was here to enjoy herself.


      “Because it’s my day off. I even declined to be the guest commentator, remember?”


      “I was an idiot for expecting anything better from you.”


      “I’m joking, I’m joking. Don’t give me that look. When things get serious, I’ll be sure to move, so just relax. I’m the one who unleashed full-power Stella-chan, so it’s my responsibility to look after her.”


      “Good grief...”


      Kurono let out a long sigh. She still couldn’t tell when Saikyou was being serious and when she wasn’t. Her old friend hadn’t changed since their school days, and it made her feel like she was the only one getting older, which pissed her off.


      “Hey,” Kurono said as she crossed her legs.


      “Yeah?”


      “Gimme some of that popcorn.”


      “No.”


      “And our guest commentator for the finals is none other than the head of the Management Committee, Smiting Lightning Kaieda Yuuzou! Kaieda-sensei, as a fan of the Seven Stars Battle Festival, let me once again thank you for agreeing to delay the finals by a day. Thank you so much!”


      “The Seven Stars Battle Festival is a tournament made specifically for student knights, after all. Our job as the organizers is to make sure they can fight to their hearts’ content. This was only possible because both parties wished so strongly to battle each other, and thanks to the heroic efforts of Doctor Knight Yakushi Kiriko-sensei.”


      “Of course. By the way, it’s become common knowledge at this point that the two fighters are dating. Do you think that will affect the match at all?”


      “Honestly, it would make our lives easier if it did,” Kaieda said with a wry smile. He looked down at two knights in the ring. “Unfortunately, judging by their expressions, they’re going to give us a fight that’s bound to make my ulcers flare up with worry.”


      The billowing smoke, pillars of fire, and colored lights all faded away as the two of them silently waited for the starting signal. Ikki looked over the hundred-meter-wide ring made of white, reinforced stone. He’d fought four battles in it, so he was familiar with every inch.


      And yet, the scenery felt somehow different tonight. The white ring, the turf surrounding it, and even the colors of the audience’s clothes all felt more vibrant than usual. Everything in the world seemed more beautiful than normal, and it felt as though he were at the center of it all. It was oddly satisfying and dazzling at the same time. The fact that he’d made it to the finals had finally started to feel real.


      “I’m finally here,” he said softly. He then turned back to Stella, who looked beautiful even among all the beauty reflected in his eyes. “I made it, Stella. I’ve been looking forward to this day ever since we made our promise.”


      Ever since they’d made that promise under the moonlight, getting here had been Ikki’s sole focus. Of course, he wasn’t the only one who’d been working hard.


      “Me too, Ikki.” Stella had been motivated by their promise as well. If anything, she’d been looking forward to this day even more than him. “You know, after I lost to you, the director told me, ‘Spend this year chasing after Kurogane.’ I’ve seen how you keep running forward without ever stopping to rest, and I’ve gotta say, she was right. You’re worth chasing after. I only made it this far because I was trying to catch up to you. But... I hate to break it to you, but I don’t have the patience to chase after the same person all year.”


      Stella would never be satisfied with just following behind someone else.


      “Today’s the day I surpass you, Ikki!” She raised her right hand high, and crimson flames shot out of it, coalescing into the shape of a sword. She closed her fingers around her Device’s hilt and shouted, “Serve my will, Lævateinn!”


      She stuck her flaming sword into the ground, shaking the embers off of it to reveal tempered, naked steel. Stella had summoned the manifestation of her soul and was ready to fight.


      “I see. Honestly, I never felt like I was running ahead of you at any point since I met you, but if you’re going to say all that, there’s no way I can let you surpass me that easily. I’ve trained just as hard for this day!” Ikki also summoned the manifestation of his soul. “Come to me, Intetsu!”


      He tapped his chest with his fist, then held his hand out. His Device appeared in a flash of pale blue light, and he curled his waiting fingers around its jet-black hilt. A wave of excitement rolled across the audience as both sides readied for battle. All that was left was to wait for the starting signal.


      “Both fighters have reached their respective starting lines! It’s time for the final match of the sixty-second Seven Stars Battle Festival! Good luck to you both, and may you leave everything in the ring!” Iida sucked in a deep breath, and together with the audience, he shouted, “Let’s go ahead!”


      At long last, the Seven Stars Battle Festival finals had begun.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      The moment the match began, the audience lost sight of Kurogane Ikki. He’d used Twin Wings’s technique to immediately accelerate to top speed and close in on Stella.


      “Whoa, Kurogane’s already charging in! A-And he’s faster than usual!”


      “He can only fight at close range, so it makes sense that he’d try to close in immediately. It’s the only rational choice. That being said...”


      Kaieda trailed off, focusing intently on the ring. The reason Ikki was faster than usual was that he’d warmed up ahead of time, so he was already in top gear.


      This is a good start! Ikki thought to himself. His body felt as light as a feather, but still as sturdy as always. He mentally thanked Moroboshi and the others yet again for sparring with him. He wouldn’t waste their goodwill. I need to get the first strike and take the initiative!


      Stella wasn’t the kind of opponent who’d go down in one hit. There was no doubt in his mind that this match would drag on for a while. That was why he wanted to start things off on his terms. The moment he got into Lævateinn’s range, he changed up the pace of his charge and started sidestepping to the left and right as well. Once again, he was creating afterimages to mess with his opponent’s perception.


      “That’s Flicker Mirage!” Jougasaki exclaimed.


      “Not only is he taking the lead by charging first, he’s starting to create afterimages before the princess has even got her sword up! You go, Kurogane!” Moroboshi cheered, excitedly pumping his fist into the air.


      Of course, this was no simple surprise attack Ikki was attempting. It had taken a lot of planning to ensure that his body was in top condition for this very moment, and to pick out where he would place all his afterimages to ensure Stella wouldn’t be able to counterattack easily. This was the first of many plans Ikki had come up with before the match had even started. He couldn’t afford to make so much as a single mistake, or he’d be crushed. But of course, Stella was hailed as the strongest Blazer specifically because she possessed enough might to break through even the most perfect of plans.


      “Dragon Stomp!”


      Stella raised her foot up high and stomped hard on the stone ring. There was a thunderous boom, and the earth shook.


      “Ah?!”


      “Wh-What the?!”


      “Eeeek!”


      “Seriously?!”


      The spectators screamed in surprise.


      “M-My god! Stella stomped on the ring so hard that she caused an earthquake and shattered it!”


      The ring hadn’t been damaged this badly even when Panzer Grizzly had stomped on it. No one had expected that this girl’s slender legs would be so much more devastating. Naturally, though, Stella hadn’t done it just to destroy the ring.


      Oh no, the shock wave launched me into the air for a split second!


      Indeed, Stella’s stomp had completely messed up Ikki’s footwork. That meant he couldn’t keep creating afterimages.


      “Haaaaah!”


      Stella brought her flaming blade down on the real Ikki. Naturally, he had read the swing, and he brought Intetsu up to block. But Stella’s might was so great that not even he could redirect the full force of her slash. The moment Lævateinn slammed into Intetsu, Ikki was raised off the ground and flung into the air like a rag doll.


      “Kh!”


      He managed to land at the edge of the ring, but the fact that he’d been launched that far despite perfectly parrying the blow was a bitter pill to swallow.


      I can’t afford to let Stella’s sword reach me, period.


      “I see you spent a lot of time warming up, Ikki,” Stella said calmly. “I guess your plan was to knock me out before I got into the swing of things, but I’m afraid that won’t work. You’re the one person I know I have to go full throttle against from the very start.”


      Her voice was filled with confidence, and it was that very confidence that she’d lacked when Ikki had faced off against her before. Of course, intellectually, she’d been aware that she had the most mana of any Blazer in the world, and it wasn’t as if she’d thought she was weak or anything. She’d had a good amount of confidence in her abilities to begin with. The problem was, “a good amount” just wasn’t enough considering how far beyond anyone else her natural talent put her. She needed to be more than merely confident in herself—she needed to be downright arrogant.


      Even Ikki had thought that mindset was more fitting for her. But he’d known that if he were the one to tell her that, she’d just be even stricter with herself instead. Fortunately, Saikyou had found a way to stroke Stella’s ego in a way that Ikki would never have managed. Having crossed swords with her now, he could tell that she’d completely transformed after adding to her self-confidence. But he’d been prepared for it.


      “Don’t worry, that wasn’t my plan at all,” Ikki replied with an equally confident smile. He pushed his dislocated shoulder back into place, his eyes brimming with joy. “You’re as strong as I expected you to be.”


      This was the Stella Vermillion he’d wanted to fight.


      “Kurogane managed to block that swing in time, but he was sent flying to the edge of the arena! What an overwhelming display of strength from the Crimson Princess! This is the power of a Rank A knight, folks!”


      The audience started cheering for Stella. Meanwhile, Misogi Utakata looked down at the cracks that had formed in the wall leading up to the spectator stands.


      “Geh. I can’t believe she’s got that much strength. The cracks from her smashing the ring run all the way to the stands.”


      Renren nodded in agreement.


      “Saijou’s strength is nothing compared to hers.”


      “Her strength is impressive, but so is her ingenuity. I never would have thought to shake the entire arena to disrupt Kurogane’s movements...” Saijou muttered.


      “But it’s equally impressive how well Kurogane-san managed to deal with that,” Kanata said, and Touka nodded in agreement. The two of them were skilled enough to have noticed how well Ikki had parried Stella’s slash. “At the moment of impact, he purposely let his shoulder get dislocated and redirected almost all the power of the swing behind him. His adaptiveness never ceases to amaze me.”


      “Huh. I didn’t realize he’d done all that.”


      “If he hadn’t, he’d have crashed into the wall and probably lost then and there.”


      Stella boasted unparalleled strength, while Ikki possessed unparalleled technique. For now at least, the two were equally matched. However, the situation was ever-changing.


      Stella-san used that to take control of the center of the arena. That’s a problem for you, isn’t it, Kurogane-kun?


      Touka’s guess was right on the money.


      “Heh. Well, I’m glad I’m not disappointing you.” As she said that, the air around Stella began to shimmer. Her hair was glowing, illuminating her from behind. “Now let’s see if you can live up to my expectations!”


      “Ah!”


      Ikki could feel the heat emanating from her even from his position at the edge of the arena. He scrunched up his face, knowing what was coming next.


      “I already know I can’t afford to take any chances with you! I won’t give you any openings!”


      Just then, a heat haze obscured her figure as the air temperature around her rose to a few thousand degrees.


      I knew it! Here it comes!


      “Bahamut Soul!”


      Stella unleashed a wave of heat that hit the entire arena.


      “Th-That’s the Noble Art Stella used in her first match!”


      Kurono and the other Mage-Knights in the stands instantly moved to protect the audience. Bahamut Soul was strong enough to engulf not just the arena but the entire Dome. And unlike in the first round, Stella hadn’t swapped her Device back to phantom form as insurance. If Kurono and the others failed to protect the audience, they’d be burned to ashes.


      Fortunately, the Mage-Knights in the stands were all elites who instantly erected a protective barrier around the stands. They didn’t want Stella to have to worry about holding back in the slightest for this momentous match. But while the audience was safe, Ikki most certainly wasn’t.


      “The wave of heat has engulfed the entire arena! Kurogane has nowhere to run! What’s he going to do?!”


      “No, wait! Look!” Kaieda shouted, pointing at Ikki.


      In the face of the oncoming wave of heat, Ikki chose to stand his ground and hunker down rather than run away. He bent as low as his knees would let him, then launched straight into the flaming shock wave.


      “Rampage Thrust!”


      “K-Kurogane charges right into Bahamut Soul! What’s he planning?!”


      Though Iida was confused, Kaieda immediately figured out what was going on.


      “No, this is the right choice.”


      “What do you mean, Kaieda-sensei?!”


      “By charging in at top speed, he’ll reduce the amount of time he’s actually within the heat wave, minimizing the damage he takes. Look at his stance as well. He’s narrowed his body as much as possible to ensure very little of it is exposed directly to the heat wave. He’ll be able to make it through this no problem!”


      As Kaieda predicted, Ikki was able to charge right through Stella’s Bahamut Soul, only singeing the tips of his hair and sleeves as he passed through. He aimed straight for Stella, hoping to pierce her through the heart with his full-power thrust.


      “Wha—”


      The moment Intetsu stabbed into her, Stella’s figure faded away like a mirage. She’d created an illusory copy of herself with Flame Veil, accomplishing with magic the same thing Ikki had done through martial arts. From the start, she’d known an untargeted attack like Bahamut Soul wouldn’t bring Ikki down. Her goal had just been to obscure his vision for an instant so that she could deploy her Flame Veil and bait him into missing a decisive attack.


      “I’ve got you now!”


      She leaped at Ikki from directly behind him, dispelling the Flame Veil that had made her invisible, and brought Lævateinn down. As she did so, however, he turned to her, looking as calm as ever, and she realized that he’d read this attack too.


      Crap!


      A shiver ran down her spine as she contemplated the depth of his foresight. But while this was the sort of thing that would have completely unbalanced her in the past, now, she knew the Worst One would always surprise her, and that she simply needed to be ready for anything.


      Fine, let’s see what you’ve got!


      It didn’t matter what plan Ikki had come up with; she’d break through it with brute force! Deciding that she didn’t need to change tack, she continued her swing without slowing down in the slightest.


      “Third Sword Style—Full Circle.”


      A second later, there was an explosion of sound, and Stella was sent flying.


      “Gah?!”


      She tried to plant her feet into the ring to stop herself, but it wasn’t enough to halt her momentum. Her heels sliced through the reinforced stone floor as she continued sliding backward. By the time she came to a stop, she was at the very edge of the ring, where Ikki had been seconds before.


      “Whoa! This time it’s Stella who’s been sent flying! The tables have turned!”


      In response, the crowd started cheering for Ikki. Throughout it all, though, Stella remained calm. The numbness spreading up her arms from Lævateinn let her quickly puzzle out what had happened.


      This strength...isn’t Ikki’s.


      Stella had a pretty good grasp of Ikki’s top speed and power. She was absolutely certain he wasn’t capable of exhibiting that much strength. Even Ouma wouldn’t have been able to launch a blow that powerful. The only one who could was Stella herself, which made it abundantly clear what must have happened.


      “You stole my strength, didn’t you?” she asked, unable to keep the happiness out of her voice. Ikki smiled back at her and nodded.


      “Very perceptive.” Indeed, it was Stella’s own strength that had sent her flying. Upon blocking an attack, Ikki moved his body in a circle, looping the force of the blow back around to the tip of his sword and countering with his opponent’s own strength. “That’s the secret behind Full Circle.”


      It was the hardest of his techniques to execute. If he misread the angle or power of his opponent’s strike even slightly, he’d end up misdirecting the force and deal extra damage to himself. He needed complete focus and absolute certainty that he’d read his opponent’s movements down to the millimeter, or it was too risky to attempt. That was why even when he’d fought Runner’s High in the selection matches, he’d only applied the basic principles of the technique without attempting to use it in full.


      “Now that I can replicate Twin Wings’s techniques, I’ve been able to control my body more precisely than ever. I definitely couldn’t have done this back when you first enrolled, but now I can counter anything, including your monstrous strength.”


      There was no way Ikki would have stood a chance against Stella as she was now if he weren’t able to pull off Full Circle. In fact, part of why he’d spent so much time warming up ahead of time was to ensure he was in the right headspace to do just that. At the moment, he was so focused that even as far apart as they were, he could make out Stella’s individual arm hairs, and his ears could accurately pick up the flow of blood through every one of his veins. Not only that, but he could also sense exactly how much each one of his muscles was contracting. His skin was so sensitive that he could feel every mote of dust landing on it, and his nerves were honed as much as humanly possible. In this state, he knew he wouldn’t make a single mistake.


      “Which means there’s nothing to be afraid of!” he shouted to himself.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Kurogane takes the lead again, charging at Stella! Is it just me, or is he even faster than usual?! He crossed the full length of the ring in an instant!”


      Stella frowned and quickly moved to repel him.


      “Devour it all! Satan Fang!”


      She shot seven flaming dragons out toward Ikki.


      “Stella’s trying to stop Kurogane’s advance! We saw this move in her battle against the Gale Emperor as well! How will Another One respond?!”


      The dragons opened their maws wide, attempting to crush Ikki between their flaming fangs. He didn’t slow down at all, however, and continued running straight into the jaws of death.


      It’s a pretty good move, but it’s too slow to catch me!


      Just before the dragons reached him, he accelerated again, casually dashing past them all. He’d seen Satan Fang during Stella’s battle with Ouma, so he knew what it was capable of and when she’d try to bring it out again. That was why he’d only pretended to be moving at top speed, secretly keeping a bit of room to accelerate in reserve. Unable to react to his sudden change in speed, the dragons crashed into each other, devouring themselves in an explosion of flame. Meanwhile, Ikki continued closing in on Stella, unharmed.


      “You little—” Accepting that she wouldn’t be able to keep Ikki at bay, Stella prepared for close combat. “Empress Dress!”


      She wreathed herself in a raiment of flames and raised Lævateinn high. The plan was to overwhelm Ikki with heat when he got too close, thus tipping the exchange in her favor.


      As long as I use Twin Wings’s movement techniques to weave in and out, I won’t have to worry about Empress Dress’s flames or heat. If anything, this works out better for me since you’ve committed to close combat now!


      Ikki continued advancing, confident that he’d read Stella. Unfortunately, no matter how fast he was, the fact remained that Lævateinn had a longer reach than Intetsu. Stella would always land the first attack.


      She’s trying to match speed with speed! A superfast thrust to my throat!


      “Tch!”


      Nevertheless, Stella wasn’t able to outwit Ikki. He met her thrust with a thrust of his own, a feat of unparalleled accuracy. He then twisted his body to loop the force of her thrust back through Intetsu and hit Lævateinn’s side with a sweeping horizontal slash as he finished his spinning motion. With the might of Stella’s own thrust behind it, Ikki’s slash was strong enough to knock Lævateinn back, leaving Stella momentarily defenseless. He launched three thrusts in quick succession at her, moving as fast as Moroboshi’s Triple Star.


      “A-Another One’s blade has finally reached the Crimson Princess!”


      Intetsu scored hits on Stella’s right shoulder, left breast, and solar plexus. Normally, any one of those would be a fatal blow, but to Stella, the combined damage of all three thrusts barely registered. Her huge mana pool protected her from Intetsu’s sharp edge. Each thrust did no more than break skin and go a few millimeters deep.


      I don’t have to worry about the hits I’m taking! I should just push back with Empress Dress!


      “Haaaaah!”


      Stella immediately poured more mana into her Empress Dress, making the flames hot enough to scorch Ikki even over a short distance. However, Ikki had expected that counter, and he’d already dashed away after landing his three hits. He then leaped forward and slashed at Stella’s side as he passed by her. He’d swapped to the hit-and-run strategy he knew he’d need to use.


      At his speed, Stella’s flames wouldn’t be able to touch him. He landed another few hits on her, safely running back out of range before Empress Dress burned him. Because of how quickly he had to get in and out, his slashes didn’t have much force behind them, and they didn’t even break her skin.


      But they’re more than enough to wound her pride!


      Furthermore, Ikki knew Stella was impatient. Because she had so many options to choose from, she quickly swapped between them if she didn’t see immediate results.


      She’s going to swap to the offensive soon. Right...now!


      Just as he’d predicted, she disengaged her Empress Dress that very moment. The main downside of that ability was that the heat and flames obstructed her vision. While it granted her superior area control, it also limited her close-combat effectiveness, especially against agile opponents. It was clearly not doing anything against Ikki, so she removed it and focused all of her mana into Lævateinn instead. That was the moment Ikki had been waiting for.


      “Gah!”


      “The moment Stella’s Empress Dress disappeared, Kurogane went in for the kill! Her head’s bleeding!”


      For that attack, Ikki had stepped in rather than running past, slashing down at Stella with his full weight behind the swing. Thanks to Twin Wings’s techniques, even a weapon as weak as Intetsu could pierce Stella’s mana barrier and do real damage to her. As she staggered backward, she tried to slash back at Ikki, but he easily danced out of the way.


      “H-Holy shit!”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”


      “No way...”


      The crowd watched in awe as Ikki seemingly one-sidedly dominated Stella. The Worst One, a Rank F knight, was running circles around the Crimson Princess, the world’s strongest Rank A knight.


      “H-How can this be?! Stella’s a powerful close-quarters fighter too, yet only Kurogane is getting any hits in! He’s totally dominating this match so far! We all knew Kurogane had the edge at short-range, but who knew the difference would be this stark!”


      “This might be a consequence of how close she’s become with Kurogane over the past few months. His Perfect Vision allows him to analyze the movements and tendencies of even invisible foes. Since they’re dating, I imagine he’s had more time to observe Stella than anyone else, which means he knows everything about her. He can read a hundred moves ahead. He probably even knows the timing of when she blinks.”


      “R-Really?”


      “You can tell just by looking. Kurogane starts dodging before Stella even begins her swing. Moreover, he uses as little movement as necessary to dodge each slash by a hair’s breadth. It’s only natural that she can’t hit him. He’s memorized every bit of her.”


      Ikki’s powers of observation were far superior to Stella’s, so even though they’d spent an equal amount of time together, what they’d learned from that was different.


      “B-But Stella still has her Dragon Spirit up her sleeve, doesn’t she?”


      “Have you noticed how Kurogane’s been charging at Stella nonstop? Even when she was wearing her Empress Dress, he kept on leaping in to attack despite the danger. That’s because he’s trying to make sure she doesn’t have time to stab herself with her Device and call on her Dragon Spirit.”


      “Oh...”


      “If she tries to force it and use Dragon Spirit despite the risk, Kurogane will have more than enough time to use Ittou Rakshasa and land a decisive blow. She can’t afford to simply wait things out though either. Another One’s individual attacks may not pack much power, but if she keeps letting herself get whittled down, she’ll eventually be too worn down to stop his Ittou Rakshasa.” From Kaieda’s perspective, Stella certainly seemed like she’d been backed into a corner. “At this rate, she may really just get one-sidedly overwhelmed.”


      He hadn’t expected the battle to swing so quickly in Ikki’s favor, and honestly, it was making him a little nervous. The crowd, on the other hand, was loving it. Ikki was embodying the concept of “float like a butterfly, sting like a bee,” and they were all for it.


      “H-Holy crap! He just won’t let up!”


      “Take her down!”


      Shizuku, too, was cheering Ikki on.


      “You can do it, Onii-samaaaaa!” she shouted, loud enough to be heard over the tumult.


      “Stella-chan sure is sturdy. Any other Blazer would be mincemeat by now, but she’s just taken a few superficial scratches. Ikki’s going to have a hard time finishing her off,” Alisuin mused.


      “But Onii-sama still has a trump card that can break through Stella-san’s defenses!”


      “True. I’m sure he’s waiting for the perfect moment to use it.”


      Everyone was certain the match would be decided the moment Ikki activated Ittou Rakshasa for one big hit.


      Wait. Something’s not right. Moroboshi thought, furrowing his brow. The past few exchanges had seemed off to him. Kurogane reminds me of myself in our match...


      “It’s strange...” Tsukikage muttered from his enclosed box seat, thinking the exact same thing as Moroboshi.


      “What is, Uncle?” Kazamatsuri Rinna asked.


      “So you’ve noticed as well, Tsukikage-sama,” Charlotte said, and Tsukikage nodded.


      “Yes. At a glance, it seems Kurogane-kun is winning...yet it seems to me as if he’s struggling to find a real avenue of attack.”


      “I thought the same. Despite my untrained eye, I’ve seen seven opportunities for him to land a decisive blow if he used Ittou Shura or Ittou Rakshasa. Even so, he’s elected not to.”


      “It’s not that he’s choosing not to use his trump card—it’s that he can’t,” Edelweiss said, folding her legs. “He’s afraid.”


      “Of what?” Sara asked, confused.


      “More specifically, his instincts are warning him not to go in. And he’s right to trust his instincts on this one.”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Naturally, Ikki also felt that something was wrong.


      What is it?


      Even as he pressed the offensive, he furrowed his brow in thought. He had the advantage and had managed to steer the match from the outset, sealing Stella’s Dragon Spirit as he’d hoped to. If she tried to use it, he’d use Ittou Rakshasa and finish her off. And if she didn’t, after twelve more exchanges, she’d leave herself open for long enough that he could use Ittou Rakshasa and finish her off anyway.


      But this isn’t even the first time she’s given me an opening like that, and I’ve let them all pass me by!


      Indeed, Ikki had seen multiple openings, but he hadn’t taken any of them because each time, he’d seen a vision of a hasty hare taking the bait and getting gobbled up by a dragon. His instincts were warning him that those openings were all traps. He’d fought enough life-and-death battles that his sixth sense was able to tell when something wasn’t right.


      “Heh.”


      Stella chuckled as Ikki dashed in for another mostly ineffective slash.


      “Ah!”


      She spread her arms wide as he approached and dropped her sword, making herself look completely defenseless. Unwilling to take the obvious bait, Ikki stopped in his tracks.


      “What’s wrong, Ikki?” Stella asked, chuckling again. “What are you waiting for? I’m wide open.”


      It was a tempting invitation, but Ikki didn’t move.


      “Really? Wide open? Yeah right...”


      The moment she’d spread her arms, Ikki’s instincts had warned him that if he tried to get close, he’d immediately be devoured. In response, Stella let out a long sigh.


      “What a shame. This was the secret plan I came up with to beat you, but it looks like you won’t take the bait no matter how long I wait.” The pressure emanating from her grew immensely, and she muttered, “I guess I’ve got no choice.”


      The air around her then warped from the sudden increase in temperature.


      “Kh!”


      There was a low, loud thumping noise, like the heartbeat of a massive dragon, and Stella began to glow from within. A second later, the glow coalesced around her chest, and a gleaming blade appeared in her hands.


      “Graaaaaaaaah!”


      She raised her head up to the heavens and let out a bloodcurdling roar. It was obvious she’d activated her Dragon Spirit, and she’d done so without having to stab herself.


      “Th-That’s the glow of Dragon Spirit! The same move she used to bury the Gale Emperor! Stella’s activated her trump card!”


      “But how?! I thought Stella-san needed to stab herself in the chest to use that?!” Shizuku exclaimed, confused.


      Behind her, Jougasaki Byakuya nodded in understanding and muttered, “I see. She’s planned even more thoroughly for this match than I imagined.”


      “Whaddya mean by that, Shiro?” Moroboshi asked.


      “She never actually needed that prep motion to activate Dragon Spirit. The reason she made such a big show of it against the Gale Emperor was to make everyone think she did, thus setting herself up for the finals. It was such a grandiose motion that everyone assumed she wouldn’t do it for no reason, but she took advantage of that assumption and laid a trap a match in advance, tricking Another One into believing she needed time to bring out Dragon Spirit. That way, she’d catch him off guard the moment he thought she was open and activated Ittou Rakshasa.”


      Stella had needed that whole sequence the first time she’d activated Dragon Spirit, but that was because back then, during her battle against Saikyou, she hadn’t been familiar with her true strength. Now that she understood what her power was and how to use it, she could easily raise her blood’s temperature without stabbing herself with a flaming sword. She’d only done the ritual again when fighting Ouma to trick Ikki. She knew he was a dangerous enough opponent that she had to plan well ahead of time to even hope to catch him off guard. Like Jougasaki had said, she’d been hoping to nail Ikki with a surprise attack to earn a clean victory against him. But Ikki’s instincts had saved him.


      “I just had a feeling things were going my way a little too easily.”


      “You’ve overcome the odds so many times that I guess you’re pretty sensitive to that sort of thing now. I should have expected as much.” Stella couldn’t help but be amazed. The plan she’d come up with was the only way she could be certain of getting a perfect hit in with Dragon Spirit active. It had fooled everyone else, but Ikki had still managed to notice. At this point, Stella had no choice but to accept that she’d never be able to pull one over on Ikki. “I guess it wasn’t very realistic to count on you messing up even once.”


      That was the only surprise tactic Stella had thought up. Against a knight of Ikki’s caliber, she knew she needed quality over quantity, and she’d bet it all on that one plan. Now that it had failed, her only option was to walk the thorny path and beat Ikki down through brute force. Even with Dragon Spirit, it would be a gamble, which was why she’d hoped not to have to do things this way.


      Ikki had more tricks up his sleeve than she could ever imagine. Honestly, she had no idea what he might pull out or when, and it was a huge risk to fight on without knowing when he’d go for some crazy counter. The whole reason she’d meticulously laid out her trap was that she hadn’t wanted to resort to an uncertain slugfest. Since her trap had fizzled, though, she had no other choice.


      “Hah!”


      Stella swung Lævateinn down and a shock wave of compressed air sent Ikki flying a few meters backward. Though her surefire plan had been destroyed, Stella grinned, happier than ever. Ikki had more than lived up to her expectations, and that was precisely why she needed to beat him.


      “I won’t wait for you to mess up anymore. It doesn’t matter how well you understand me—I’ll force my way through to the top anyway. The title of Seven Stars Sovereign is mine!”
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      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “This time, Stella’s the one taking the initiative! She’s charging at Kurogane!”


      Stella had absolute faith in her talent and her strength, which was why she was willing to fight Ikki in his domain.


      Stay calm. I didn’t think she’d be able to activate Dragon Spirit instantly like that, but her using it was still within expectations. I planned for this.


      Ikki was a master of fighting against the odds. From the start, he hadn’t expected to successfully seal away Stella’s Dragon Spirit for the whole match. He’d been sure to make contingency plans in case she managed to activate it.


      Since this was still within expectations, he was able to quickly adapt. He’d already seen Dragon Spirit once, when Stella had fought Ouma. He knew roughly how much stronger the Noble Art made her. Furthermore, even if she’d gotten stronger, she was still Stella. Her thought patterns, habits, and so on were still the same. She’d come at him with the same attack patterns, just faster and stronger.


      She’ll start off with a thrust to my forehead! I’ll counter it the same way I did the last one!


      “Haaaaaaah!”


      But the moment he thought to use Full Circle against Stella’s thrust, he saw a vision of his head being blown off.


      “Kh!”


      Trusting his instincts, Ikki tilted his head to the right. There was a deafening boom as Stella’s sword passed by his ear.


      I can’t believe her thrust was so fast it broke the sound barrier! Stella was both faster and stronger than Ikki had anticipated. It seemed Dragon Spirit gave an even greater boost to her physical attributes than he had realized. If he’d tried to counter that with Full Circle, he would have misjudged her speed, turning his vision into reality. But that’s still within expectations!


      Ultimately, Ikki knew he couldn’t rely on the scant information he’d been able to glean from Stella’s match, especially since he’d been watching it from so far away. That was why he’d been able to swap from a counter to dodging so quickly—he’d been ready to be proven wrong. He ducked low, dodging the horizontal slash he knew was coming after the thrust. Next, he backstepped away, giving himself some space to breathe. He then raised Intetsu up to eye level and waited for Stella’s next move. Right now, he needed information, so he gave up trying to counter Stella’s attacks with Full Circle and focused on observing just how much faster and stronger she’d gotten.


      “Kurogane’s staying put after that backstep, and it looks like Stella’s jumping right back into the fray! Look at those sharp, beautiful slashes! That fiery assault would overwhelm almost any other swordsman, but of course, Another One is made of sterner stuff! Even as the arena crumbles around him, he’s managing to parry every single one of her attacks!”


      Every time Ikki blocked one of Stella’s attacks, he redirected the force of the blow down through his feet and into the arena, hence the arena was falling apart around him. It was an ironclad defense, difficult for even someone with Stella’s might to break through. And all the while, Ikki was deepening his understanding of Stella’s heightened capabilities.


      I’ll pretend to lose my footing here!


      As Ikki blocked a horizontal slash, he staggered slightly backward, making it look as though he’d been thrown off-balance. He was trying to bait out a full-power swing from Stella. But of course, she was able to read such an obvious feint. He knew her personality all too well, however.


      So what if it’s a trap?! she thought. I’ll blast right through it!


      As he’d predicted, Stella decided to take the bait anyway, daring Ikki to try to counter her full might.


      I’ll counter it, just you watch!


      He’d finished recalculating Stella’s strength, and as he’d expected, she was coming at him with a diagonal downward slash. The angle and speed matched his predictions. He was confident he could counter it, and countering such a powerful blow would leave her open for a second or two. That would give him enough time to activate Ittou Rakshasa and end the match.


      “Urgh!”


      But a second later, Ikki abandoned that plan and hurriedly dodged Stella’s slash. Lævateinn slammed into the stone ring, creating a massive crater in it and sending debris flying everywhere.


      “M-My god! There’s cracks running all the way up to the spectator stands now! What power!”


      The audience stared down at the massive cracks in the wall below their seats. Even Ikki shivered as he looked at the damage Stella’s swing had caused.


      Calculating the force from the depth of the cracks and the size of the crater, Ikki realized that he’d once again underestimated Stella’s full strength. It wasn’t because his observations had been mistaken, though. The reason Stella had been willing to take Ikki’s bait was that she’d found a new surge of strength within herself just as he was planning on using Full Circle. In order to beat him, she was evolving and growing stronger in the midst of their match.


      “Within expectations”? Don’t kid yourself, Kurogane Ikki. You definitely didn’t expect this. Technically, Ikki had planned for Stella to have that much strength. But that look in her eyes...


      The burning fighting spirit he’d seen reflected in her glowing crimson eyes had been tinged with a deep respect that he hadn’t predicted at all. It hadn’t even occurred to him that Stella, of all people, would fear and respect him this much. Had Stella just been swinging her blade with the confidence of those who were born strong, he would have been able to counter her no matter how heavy her blows became. Because while Stella had needed arrogance to evolve, Ikki had expected that same arrogance to give him the opening he needed to win. But he’d been wrong.


      During her training with Saikyou Nene, Stella had certainly learned to have more confidence in her strength, and she’d gained an awareness of the fact that she’d been born a lion in a world of rabbits. But even after going through that transformation, she still didn’t think of Ikki as someone beneath her. That was precisely why, rather than coming at him with brute strength from the start, she’d tried to lay such an elaborate trap for Ikki and win by any means necessary. Though she was up against a mere Rank F knight, she’d desperately used whatever she could come up with to snatch victory, afraid that even the slightest misstep would send her tumbling to her defeat. She was evolving even now because she saw Ikki as a wall to overcome, not a stepping stone on her path to glory.


      That, more than anything, was what terrified Ikki. Right now, Stella possessed the arrogance of the truly strong, but at the same time, she also had absolute faith that the man she was fighting was stronger than her and that she needed to expend every effort to overcome him. The two emotions should have been contradictory, but because Stella had managed to resolve that contradiction within herself, she’d surpassed all of Ikki’s expectations. She was confident, but not conceited. It was the perfect mindset to go into battle with.


      As it so happened, this was Ikki’s first time going up against such a foe. It was why he wasn’t sure of what to do. There were no openings for him to take advantage of, no tricks that would work on someone who truly believed he was stronger than them and who respected him this deeply.


      How am I supposed to fight her now?!


      “Kh!”


      “Whoa, Kurogane’s backing away! Was that last attack so overwhelming that he’s actually giving up on fighting at close range for now?!”


      “Onii-sama backed off?!” Shizuku cried.


      “I can’t blame him,” Alisuin said. “I’d run too after an attack like that.”


      However, Moroboshi shook his head.


      “That’s not it...” he replied in a heavy voice.


      “Huh?”


      “He didn’t back off ’cause that attack was too strong. It’s much worse.”


      Had Ikki simply been intimidated by Stella’s might, that wouldn’t have been so bad. After all, Ikki had known all along that Stella was far stronger than him. But no, it wasn’t such a simple, easily overcome reason. Moroboshi ground his teeth and glared angrily at Ikki.


      Moron! Don’t let her beat you in the mental battle too!


      He wasn’t the only one who’d noticed that Ikki had been overwhelmed by Stella’s feelings more than her might.


      “I don’t believe it,” Touka muttered, staring at the flow of electricity within Ikki’s body. “Kurogane-kun, of all people...is cowering...”


      She knew better than anyone how brave Ikki was, which was why it came as such a shock. Even when he could barely stand, he’d still heroically met Touka’s full might head-on. And yet now, the electric signals shooting through his nerves were faint and weak. He’d been truly overwhelmed by the enormity of Stella’s talent.


      But even so...you’re making the wrong choice. She knew that backing away had been a huge mistake. Stella-san’s used to hunting down enemies who are fleeing in fear! This is her specialty!


      Touka’s fears were realized soon enough. The moment Ikki, who could only fight at close range, had backed off, he’d put himself at a massive disadvantage. Stella was used to that kind of reaction. Back when she’d been in Vermillion, most of the knights she’d sparred against had been the exact same. They’d cowered in fear like whipped dogs.


      I don’t know what’s going on, but I never thought you’d end up this pathetic, Ikki, Stella thought as she stared at him. He was panting heavily, and it seemed like he’d fall over if she so much as glared at him. While she had no idea what might have happened, she knew this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I won’t give you the chance to recover!


      Twirling Lævateinn around, she switched to a backhand grip.


      “Dragon’s Nest!”


      She stabbed Lævateinn into the ring, and brilliant light shone out of the cracks all over the arena. A second later, gouts of crimson liquid started spewing from them.


      “Aaaaah!”


      “Agh! It’s so hot!”


      “H-Holy shit!”


      The audience started screaming, and Kurono and Saikyou shook their heads in exasperation.


      “Come on. There has to be a limit to how insane you can be.”


      “Even I wasn’t ready for this...”


      Unsurprisingly, Iida was as shocked as everyone else.


      “I-I don’t believe it! Stella’s melted the ground into lava!”


      Indeed, Stella had channeled her Dragon Breath into the ground and turned the arena below into a sea of lava. There were only a few scattered pieces of strengthened stone left still solid enough to be used as footholds. But those, too, were slowly melting from the heat. In only a few minutes, there wouldn’t be anywhere left to stand. And since Ikki had no resistance to heat or fire, his defeat would be assured once the stones were gone.


      By using Dragon’s Nest, Stella had put a time limit on the match while also making it impossible for Ikki to run around freely. Normally, that wouldn’t have fazed Ikki too badly, but right now, the spectacle served to fan the flames of his fear.


      What power! Even if he spent millennia training, he’d never be able to do something like this. There was simply too great a gap in the power they’d been born with and the abilities they possessed. Did I really think...I could beat this monster?


      Ikki stared at Stella, his eyes wavering in fear. To him, she no longer looked like a girl but a dragon. A massive, flaming dragon whose roar tore apart the heavens. This wasn’t the first time he’d had this vision, but it felt completely different now that he was on the receiving end of her wrath.


      With such immense pressure directed at him, he finally realized just how small and insignificant he was. Worst of all, the deadly dragon was treating him as a far greater threat than anyone or anything else. She wanted nothing more than to beat him and wasn’t going to let her guard down for even a second. Every ounce of strength she had would be brought to bear, and she would expend every possible effort to overcome him.


      In that moment, he became certain that her fangs would kill him. He hadn’t felt so close to death when Amane’s power had been eating away at his body, or even when he’d faced off against Edelweiss. He was terrified down to the marrow of his bones.


      As the fear overwhelmed him, Stella took the opportunity to press her advantage. She lifted her right foot high and slammed it against the slowly melting stone ring, unleashing another Dragon Stomp. Doing so destroyed the part of the ring she was standing on and sent a wave rippling through the lava. The shock wave threw Ikki off-balance, and it was only thanks to his nonstop training that he was able to reflexively keep himself from falling to his knees.


      Crap!


      Though he was still on his feet, he’d given Stella an opportunity to close in on him. She dashed across the sea of lava straight toward him, the flames not hurting her at all. With a spirited battle cry, she swung Lævateinn down at his neck.


      “Raaaaaaah!”


      Astoundingly, Ikki was able to act efficiently through his fear. He tilted his body weight forward and rolled through Stella’s spread legs, managing to get behind her while also dodging her slash. He swung Intetsu at her unguarded back, but he felt no resistance as the sword passed through her.


      She must have used Flame Veil!


      He was correct. As Intetsu hit her back, the image of her vanished in a flurry of sparks. At the same time, the real Stella swung Lævateinn down toward his head from the side. She’d known that just knocking him off-balance wouldn’t be enough to end him.


      Stella respected Ikki so much she hadn’t been certain she’d be able to take him out with one attack even when he was cowering in fear. Therefore, she’d used Flame Veil after her Dragon Stomp to set up a multilayered attack. From his current half-kneeling position, Ikki wouldn’t be able to dodge, which meant his only hope for survival was to block. At long last, Stella had backed him into a real corner. Had she thought any less of him, this wouldn’t have been possible, but now, Lævateinn was en route to crack open his skull.


      Calm down! I can still use the force of this attack to launch myself backward and gain some—


      “Don’t do it, Onii-samaaaaa!”


      Sadly, Shizuku’s warning came too late.


      Huh?


      Ikki had been planning to use the force of Stella’s swing to knock himself back to safety, but as he blocked Lævateinn, he realized that there was no strength behind it. As he tried to puzzle things through, he felt a gut-wrenching blow to his solar plexus.


      “Gaaah?!”


      Stella had punched him with her glowing, flaming left fist. The slash had just been a feint. As a matter of fact, it was the same feint she’d used against Tatara Yui in her first match. The punch was strong enough to tear through Ikki’s abdominal muscles and pulverize his ribs. The heat also seared his internal organs, dealing serious damage to his body.


      “Ack...”


      He coughed up blood as his consciousness faded to black. Though he didn’t crumple to the ground, it was clear to Stella that he had truly lost consciousness, leaving him completely defenseless.


      It’s over!


      Stella raised her sword high, ready to cut through the wall she’d been trying to overcome for so long and seize the crown she’d dreamed of. She swung her sword down with all her might, and a spray of blood stained the white stone arena. But that blood was boiling hot, melting whatever of the stone it touched.


      “What...?”


      It was the blood of a dragon—Stella Vermillion’s blood.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Whoooooa!”


      “Wh-What a counterattack! We all thought it was over, but Kurogane turned the tables on Stella at the very last second!”


      “Th-That was Full Circle! He absorbed the force of Stella’s attack and directed it back out through his sword! I-I can’t believe he was able to pull it off while in such dire straits!”


      “Gah!”


      “Stella’s dropped to her knees! Her burning blood is still spilling out of her and melting the stone floor!”


      This isn’t good!


      Stella desperately held her innards in with her hands as she examined the damage to her body. Thanks to her draconic power, it wasn’t enough to put her out of commission, but even so, it would take her some time to heal. She wouldn’t be able to move for a good dozen seconds or so. If Ikki attacked her now, she’d lose. Knowing that, she squeezed out the last of her strength and jumped away to safety.


      “Stella’s retreating, but her steps are unsteady!”


      “Aaargh!”


      The moment she landed one floating stone island away, Stella dropped back to her knees in pain. Her vision was blurry, and her limbs felt weak. She was losing more blood than her draconic magic was able to create. But the mental shock hurt her far more than the physical damage did. She couldn’t figure out how Ikki had countered from that position. She’d been certain he was unconscious. It shouldn’t have been possible for him to react, much less perform the extremely complex and precise motions needed for Full Circle.


      While Stella stewed in her confusion, Ikki finally regained consciousness. At first, he was shocked to see her kneeling a platform away from him, injured, but he quickly pieced together what had happened.


      I must have done that...


      He could still feel the lingering sensation of cutting through Stella’s flesh, even though he’d been unconscious for it. He’d perfectly countered her attack even after she’d knocked him out. The motions had been seared into his body, and his muscles remembered what had happened even if his brain didn’t.


      Because he could recall exactly how his body had moved, he understood that he hadn’t done anything special. It hadn’t been a lucky fluke, nor had he accidentally moved in an inefficient way that miraculously took Stella by surprise. He’d simply executed Full Circle like he normally would, following the same motions he’d practiced tens of thousands of times to counter Stella with her own strength. In fact, it was only because he’d practiced them so many times that his body had been able to perform them unconsciously. Though his mind had been seized by fear, his body, his muscles had refused to give up. Even now, they screamed at him, begging him to have more faith in himself. His heart pounded more loudly than ever, reminding him that it was still beating.


      Ikki silently apologized to his own body. He was a Rank F Blazer, someone who was barely any stronger than a regular person. Despite that, he’d chosen to walk the path of a Mage-Knight in order to become like his hero, Kurogane Ryouma. He’d forced his body to do reckless things over and over, to the point where it was a miracle that his survival instincts still worked. But it was precisely because he’d constantly pushed himself so hard that his body wouldn’t give up so easily. It wouldn’t let him lose without a fight. No, it wouldn’t let him lose at all.


      Of course...


      Considering how diligently he’d forged his body, it would be wrong of him to let himself be broken mentally and give in to fear. This was a battle he couldn’t possibly win unless he continued to believe in himself, and yet he’d given up? He’d well and truly been a fool.


      I knew all along, didn’t I? I’m weaker than everyone else. But I chose to walk this path anyway. I’ve always believed that if I squeezed out every last drop of strength I had, I’d be able to beat anyone, even the strongest Blazer in the world.


      There was, of course, no basis for that belief. He’d fought his way up through the strength of his faith alone. And thus far, at least, he’d proven that he could indeed win. So how could he stop believing in himself now, at this pivotal juncture?! So what if he was an insignificant creature in the face of a dragon who could rip apart the heavens?! He’d dragged his body through hell and back, borrowing the strength of others and defeating plenty of foes whose desire to win was just as great as his to finally make it here, to the finals!


      If I can’t give it my all now, what was the point of doing it all those other times?!


      “Hah!”


      Ikki leaped off of his platform, not toward Stella but toward a larger chunk of the ring floating in the center of the lava lake. He then took in a deep breath and started glowing faintly.


      “I-I recognize that light!”


      “S-Seriously?! Now?!”


      “Holy—”


      The audience started muttering excitedly to one another. They all recognized the telltale sign of Ikki’s trump card, the Noble Art he could only use once a day and thus only ever activated when he was certain he could end a match: Ittou Shura. At the same time, they were confused as to why he’d chosen this particular moment to use it. It had taken him a few seconds to regain consciousness after wounding Stella, and her injuries were already starting to close up. She would only remain weakened for a few more seconds. It wasn’t enough time to really accomplish anything. But Ikki had decided that didn’t matter. If Stella wouldn’t give him any openings, then it didn’t matter when he chose to activate Ittou Shura.


      There was only one thing left for him to do—the only thing he could do. He would put his faith in the body he’d built up to this day, the body that had stuck with him, a Rank F moron who didn’t want to lose to anyone, through all the harsh trials he’d imposed upon himself. It was time to use everything up. All of his strength, stamina, and mana. All of the experience he’d cultivated until now, the memories he had of surviving countless deathtraps. He’d burn through every last thing that made up the being known as Kurogane Ikki in this one minute, regardless of what the consequences might be. He could worry about what would happen if he lost when he lost. For now, all that mattered was pushing forward until he’d exhausted every last source of fuel. Regardless of the outcome, Ikki wouldn’t let this fight end until he’d burned even the ashes of everything he had left!


      “Bring it ooon, Stellaaaaaaa!”


      His roar echoed throughout the arena, shaking the very air and causing the sea of lava to ripple. His fighting spirit was back in full force, and he was inviting Stella to fight him here, in the center of this melting stage.


      Of course he’s not the kind of guy to go down that easily, Stella thought, shaking her head with a small smile. It was inevitable that he’d surpass her expectations. He always did.


      She quickly considered her options. Obviously, she could try to keep her distance and run down the clock on Ittou Shura. But she immediately discarded that plan as foolish. She was skilled enough to know that the fight had moved past the realm of cold calculation and planned moves.


      Even if she couldn’t think of how Ikki might catch up to her, she knew that if she was focused on running and he did manage to catch up to her, it would be over. The first person to give even a single step would without a doubt be the loser here. The next one minute would be a duel between their very souls, and Stella was always the type of woman to push through any and every obstacle with sheer force.


      Bring it on!


      She wouldn’t abandon who she was now, especially since her plan from the start had been to break through Ikki head-on.


      “Raaaaaaah!”


      “Graaaaaaah!”


      She leaped forward, and the two knights clashed. The audience watched on with rapt attention, knowing that they would want to sear every second of this precious minute into their minds.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Blue and crimson clash! This is a far cry from the tactical battle we’ve seen up until now! Both sides are staying at their optimal range and hurling themselves at each other in a battle of raw spirit! Neither of them is giving a single inch, all while dueling above a sea of lava!”


      “Th-Their clashes are so loud!”


      “I’m starting to go deaf!”


      “You can beat him, Princess!”


      “Go, Ikki-kuuun! I know you’ll win!”


      Ikki had activated Ittou Shura, intending for this to be the decisive minute of the battle, and Stella had accepted his challenge wholeheartedly. The crowd cheered them on so loudly that the earth shook, but their voices didn’t reach either of the fighters. They were focused solely on the enemy in front of them, and not a single other soul was reflected in their eyes. Both of them had dedicated their entire being to defeating the opponent in front of them.


      “Haaah!”


      “Kh!”


      Ikki’s arms tingled as he blocked Stella’s swing.


      She’s getting faster and faster! Full Circle was a technique that looped the force of an attack through Ikki’s own body and then released it via Intetsu. But Stella had been getting faster and faster as they’d fought, making it impossible for Ikki to complete the startup motions he needed to perfectly execute Full Circle. Even now, she was continuing to evolve at a rapid pace in order to defeat him, both in strength and technique. At this rate, he knew he’d be beaten after a few more exchanges. But she’s not the only one who’s growing in the middle of battle! I’m evolving too!


      “Graaaaah!”


      “Ah!”


      Stella watched in surprise as Ikki’s jet-black blade bore down on her. He’d changed up his form completely.


      He didn’t need to twist his body to counter me that time!


      Until now, he’d spun like a top every time he’d blocked one of her slashes before firing back with a counter. That was the only way he’d been able to keep up with her destructive attacks. But this time, he’d slashed without first blocking one of her attacks. He was fighting offense with offense instead of defending and then counterattacking. Normally, that would give her the advantage, as she was far stronger than him, but it was Lævateinn that was knocked aside as the two blades met.


      She could tell from the tingling in her arms exactly what had happened: Ikki’s Full Circle had evolved. He’d realized that because he had to spin each time he blocked her sword, he was slowly being whittled down, and so he’d reforged his technique in the span of a single blow. Rather than looping the energy through his body in a circular motion, he let it pass through his arms unhindered, then used his shoulder muscles to carefully transfer the force back into his arms and let that enhance the power of his slash.


      Such a thing was only possible if he let literally every muscle in his body go lax as Stella’s sword hit his, then tensed only the muscles he needed to in a perfectly curated order at the perfect time to redirect the force. More specifically, he needed to not just relax his muscles but loosen them to the point that they functioned similarly to liquid, kind of like they did when one was asleep. That way, the force could be effectively transmitted through them rather than harming them. If he messed up for even a millisecond, all of his shoulder and arm muscles would tear apart.


      Stella shivered as she realized just how incredible Ikki was for being able to accomplish that. At the same time, however, she refused to be beaten. There was no way she’d lose to him again. If he was evolving to grow stronger, then she just had to evolve even more!


      I’ll hit you with something you can’t redirect!


      “Haaaaah!”


      With Ikki’s evolved Full Circle, the fighting became fiercer. It was no longer a passive battle of offense versus defense but a brutal slugfest of offense against offense. Both Ikki and Stella had abandoned defense entirely and were pouring their all into cutting down their foe. Ikki was trying to outpace Stella with speed, while Stella was trying to overwhelm Ikki with strength. They were giving it absolutely everything they had, and with each resounding, earthshaking clash, sparks flew and their souls burned brighter than ever.


      It was clear to everyone watching that they were genuinely trying to kill each other with each strike. There was no hesitation in their attacks, and the first to buckle would be slain in an instant. Yet despite their murderous ferocity, not a single person in the audience doubted their love for each other.
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      “They’re beautiful...” someone muttered, watching the two of them aim for ever greater heights for the sole purpose of surpassing the other. It almost looked like they were dancing.


      “I’m so jealous of Stella-san...” Shizuku mumbled.


      “Shizuku?”


      “If I were his opponent, I’m certain Onii-sama wouldn’t be this fired up. He’d hold back, being careful not to hurt me too badly. It’s because he cares about me, of course, but with Stella-san, it’s different. He knows he can give it his all against her, because he’s confident she can take it.” Shizuku couldn’t fathom why her trying to flirt with her brother always made Stella so angry and pouty. After all, how could there be any doubt? “It’s clear to everyone that Onii-sama only has eyes for you.”


      “Shizuku...”


      “Vermillion and Kurogane really are something else,” Kurono said in admiration. “They’re evolving at a staggering rate with each exchange.”


      Both of them were refining their techniques while also getting faster and stronger, all in the heat of battle. They were like two jewels polishing each other with their own sharp edges.


      “Course they are,” Saikyou replied, smiling as she watched them shine brighter than ever. “They’re rivals, after all.”


      “Yes...I suppose they are.”


      Kurono nodded in agreement. She and Saikyou had been like that too, back when they were Stella and Ikki’s age. During their final match, they had both wanted to win so badly that they hadn’t cared if victory cost them their life. It had been the greatest duel either of them had ever fought. They’d never forget those dozen or so minutes they’d spent desperately trying to take each other down. There was no other time in their lives that they’d been tested to their very limits like that.


      At the time, the two of them had despised each other from the bottom of their hearts, but also loved each other more than anyone else. Right now, Ikki and Stella were experiencing those same wonderful feelings. In fact, for them, it was probably even more profound. For they were not only rivals but also lovers. The love they felt for each other as rivals compounded with their romantic love, making this an even more passionate battle than the one Kurono and Saikyou had fought.


      “Could there be any joy greater than this for a knight?” Kurono said in awe.


      “Definitely not. Just look at their faces.” Saikyou pointed to the pair with one of her fans. They were grinning at each other, their fangs bared.


      Their swords connected once more, the shock wave passing over the entirety of the stadium. At this point, the audience had lost count of how many times they’d clashed, but still neither of them showed any signs of backing down. No, they were just getting stronger and faster, and the blades that were the manifestations of their very souls grew ever more radiant.


      In order to defeat the foe in front of them, they both kept reaching for greater heights, exploring the full breadth of their potential. Had they not met each other, it might have taken them decades to hone their skills to this point. The two of them were dimly aware of that fact as well, which made the climb together feel all the more worthwhile. As promised, they were aiming for the pinnacle of knighthood together, on this grand stage.


      Unfortunately, all things had to end, and this glorious battle was no exception. Eventually, only one of them would be left standing victorious in the ring. Only one of them would be able to summit this peak. Ikki and Stella had lived through enough strife to understand that, so to ensure that they would be the one to savor the view at the top, they kept improving at a prodigious rate.


      “Ngh!”


      The two clashed strongly enough that they both grunted in pain, and the audience watched on excitedly, waiting for the stalemate to come to an end. But among the fervor of the crowd, there was one person with a pained expression on their face—Twin Wings Edelweiss.


      I suppose it was inevitable that the fight would lead to this.


      She shook her head sadly, her eyes full of pity. The battle was undoubtedly beautiful. It was a wondrous thing to see the two fighters rapidly realizing their full potential in order to beat each other. She had no doubt that this was the ideal duel that Ikki and Stella had sought. But at the same time, she knew that now that the match had reached this point, there was only one possible conclusion. And it was the cruelest fate possible.


      Soon enough, the outcome Edelweiss had predicted came to pass. After another fierce clash, Ikki was forced back.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “And the deadlock’s finally broken! Kurogane staggers back!”


      From the start, this had been a battle of wills where the first person to take even a step back would lose, and Ikki had taken a lot more than one step. As he staggered backward, his eyes widened in shock. Not because he’d been overwhelmed by Stella, but because of what he’d seen.


      What the...


      The moment he’d lost the clash, he’d seen black chains appear out of nowhere and snake themselves around his limbs, restricting his movements. The chains themselves were illusory, but what they represented was very real. He didn’t have time to dwell on that, though, as Stella pressed her advantage and rushed forward for a follow-up slash. He quickly tried to counter with Full Circle, but the chains snapped taut, and pulling against them felt like trying to move a mountain. Parrying normally was the most he could manage with so much weight bearing down on him.


      “K-Kurogane can’t fight back! He’s stuck defending!”


      “O-Onii-sama?!”


      Shizuku couldn’t understand why Ikki was suddenly fighting so passively. Alisuin was equally confused.


      “What’s going on?! Why did Ikki suddenly get slower?”


      “Is Ittou Shura’s time limit—”


      “That’s not it,” Moroboshi interrupted, shaking his head. As one of the country’s best Blazers, he’d noticed the truth faster than the others. “Ittou Shura’s still goin’. He hasn’t gotten any slower either. It just looks that way ’cause his opponent’s gotten faster.”


      “You mean...”


      “Kurogane can’t keep up with the princess’s movements anymore!”


      “So the moment has finally come,” Edelweiss muttered in a sad voice. This was the conclusion she’d foreseen.


      “Do you know why they suddenly stopped being evenly matched?” Sara asked, looking up from her sketchbook. She’d been drawing the two of them fighting the whole time.


      “Put simply, it’s a matter of fate,” Edelweiss explained.


      “Wh-What do you mean?”


      “A Blazer’s total mana is set from the moment of their birth. The greater the fate one bears is, the more mana they have, and the stronger their power is. Ultimately, mana is the ability to overturn the laws of the universe and revolutionize the world. On the flip side, that means the amount of influence a person can have on this world is determined at birth. Over the course of the past minute, the two of them evolved rapidly in order to defeat each other. Under normal circumstances, it would have taken them years or even decades to realize this much of their potential, but as a result of them improving so quickly, Another One has reached the upper limit of his potential.”


      “Ah!”


      Indeed, that was the reason Kurogane Ikki had been pushed back. In this one minute, he’d used up every last drop of the meager potential this world had seen fit to give him. He could grow no stronger. The fate he’d been saddled with at birth was not great enough to let him go any further than this.


      Stella Vermillion was different. She’d been blessed with the capacity to fly higher and further than anyone else. For her, the road still went on. She’d been granted wings, while Ikki had been cursed with chains that kept him confined to the ground. That was the deciding factor in this match.


      “It’s truly a shame, but...he can no longer keep up with the Crimson Princess.”


      No amount of hard work or training could overcome their definitive gap in potential. And it was that gap that cemented Stella’s victory. Since she was improving at the same rate as Ikki, she could easily surpass him now that he’d reached his limit. Edelweiss and Sara watched on as the tragedy slowly played out on the stage.


      “Yaaaaah!”


      “Kh!”


      Stella managed to knock Intetsu aside in their next clash, and Ikki was thrown completely off-balance. She stepped forward to deliver an uppercut, but unlike her last punch, this one wasn’t a clean hit. Ikki managed to bring Intetsu back in just in time to block the blow with the hilt. Even if fate itself had decreed that he couldn’t win, he wouldn’t go down without a fight. But while his improvised defense was impressive, his struggling was ultimately in vain. The force of Stella’s punch lifted him off his feet, and in the air, he had no way to dodge.


      “Flames of purgatory, pierce the azure sky above.” Stella raised Lævateinn high, and fire started gathering around it. The flames grew hotter and brighter as they coalesced, burning away the shadows around the arena. In less than a second, they formed a sword of pure fire and light, which she swung down at Ikki. “Burn it all, Karsalitio Salamandra!”


      With no footholds, Ikki couldn’t dodge or parry, leaving him no choice but to try to block the flaming sword head-on with his own Device. But of course, that wasn’t enough to stop it, and as the flaming sword cut through him, his vision went dark.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Stella lands a direct hit with Karsalitio Salamandra! She’s cut right through the display monitor as well as Kurogane! Look at that deep gouge she’s cut into the wall behind the sea of lava! Kurogane’s been buried under the scorched rubble, and it’s impossible to make out how he’s doing!”


      “Sh-Shit, that’s the worst attack to get hit by,” someone in the audience muttered.


      “Ikki-kun...”


      “It’s over now...”


      Everyone stared at the back wall, which had been partially liquefied by the heat of Stella’s attack. It was clear Ikki had taken a fatal blow. While the audience members spoke softly to one another, the referee started the countdown.


      “And the ref’s counting down! If Kurogane can’t make it back into the ring by the count of ten, it’ll be Stella’s victory! But is doing a countdown even the right call? I feel like he should end the match now and let the medics tend to Kurogane. He did take Stella’s strongest attack head-on, after all...”


      “It wasn’t quite her strongest attack,” Kaieda rebutted, shaking his head.


      “Really?!”


      “To be more specific, it wasn’t a full-power version of it. In order to hit Kurogane before he landed, Stella had to fire Karsalitio Salamandra off rather quickly. Normally, she would spend some time gathering her flames, as in order to unleash it at full power, she needs a few seconds of charge time. She had to cut that charge time drastically short this time around, which is why her flames didn’t reach all the way to the sea like they had in her match against the Gale Emperor. Moreover, since Kurogane’s Ittou Shura was active when he was hit, his defenses were greater than usual, so it’s possible he might regain consciousness before the countdown finishes.”


      “Y-You mean there’s still a chance he can win?”


      Kaieda shook his head again.


      “No, I’m afraid that’s impossible at this point. Even if Kurogane awakens, a minute has passed now since Ittou Shura’s activation. He’s used up every last drop of strength he had. There’s nothing he can do, regardless of whether he regains consciousness.”


      This countdown is probably the referee’s way of paying his respects to the two of them, Iida thought to himself.


      “L-Look at that! Stella’s turned away from the collapsed wall! She’s confident that she’s won! She doesn’t think Kurogane’s going to be getting back up!”


      Stella was indeed sure that the match was over. All that was left was to wait for the countdown to finish. Once the referee reached ten, she would have finally surpassed Ikki. She’d be able to raise Lævateinn high in victory and declare to the world that she was the strongest Blazer.


      “Three! Four! Five!”


      Stella wasn’t the only one certain that the battle was over either.


      You’ve done enough, Onii-sama... Shizuku, too, realized that this was the end. Ikki had lost to Stella. That was the undeniable truth. But she wasn’t sad, nor did she regret the outcome. If anything, she was proud of Ikki. He’d fought valiantly to the bitter end, and in the process, he’d realized his full potential—potential that normally would have taken decades to blossom. There wasn’t a single person who’d seen this duel that would dare to call her brother weak. You’ve become the hero you always dreamed of being...


      As he was now, Ikki could pass on the words of Kurogane Ryouma with his head held high. The rest of the audience felt similarly. They all stared at the pile of rubble with admiration rather than sadness or pity. No one—not Ikki’s friends, not his teachers, not the rivals he’d beaten on his way to the finals, not even the complete strangers in the audience—told him to keep going or to not give up. They all knew that he’d given literally everything he possibly could in this fight. Asking him to give any more would just be wrong. They simply watched on respectfully, waiting for the referee’s countdown to finish, ready to give both the victor and the loser a resounding round of applause regardless of whether they’d been rooting for Stella or Ikki.


      But then, in the silence between the referee’s calls, everyone heard the sound of stone scraping against stone, and the rubble Ikki was buried under shifted slightly.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Ikki awoke to find himself in a dark, damp cavern. He was slumped on top of a slick wet boulder, his limbs bound by the same black chains he’d seen in the decisive moment when Stella had overwhelmed him. They extended into the darkness, attached to something he couldn’t see. Ikki knew exactly what the chains represented—they were a manifestation of his fate. In a sense, they belonged to him, so it was only natural that he would recognize them immediately.


      This cavern was as far as his meager potential could take him. It was a fitting end point for a Rank F knight like him. He hadn’t been blessed with the right to go any further. The weight of the chains of fate prevented him from moving forward. Though even if he weren’t tied up, it wasn’t as if he had any energy left. He truly had used up everything in his battle against Stella. His strength, his stamina, his mana, all of it. He’d staked it all on that one minute, and now that the minute was up, he was completely drained. A strong gust could knock him over at this point.


      But he should be satisfied, right? He’d given it his all, used up every last bit of potential he’d had, and it simply hadn’t been enough. What more could he ask for? If anything, it was a miracle that he’d been able to evenly match the Crimson Princess for that one minute. And that miracle would remain in people’s hearts, and in history itself. Sure, he hadn’t managed to win, but could anyone blame him? At the very least, he’d fought valiantly, only losing after giving it his all. And yet, he didn’t feel the least bit satisfied. None of those cheap arguments resonated with him in the slightest.


      “Nnngh!”


      The chains jingled as Ikki reached out with his right hand. He didn’t even have the strength left to stand, but even so, he clawed at the slippery boulder, trying to drag himself forward.


      “Agh!”


      His clambering was so forceful that his fingernails started to bleed. But of course, that didn’t move him forward any. His body was bound by the chains of fate. Straining against them was like straining against a mountain. His hand slipped, causing his fingernails to peel off. All he’d gotten for his fruitless efforts was blinding pain and some blood loss.


      “Hrrrgh!”


      Even so, Ikki grabbed the rock again with his bleeding fingers, trying to pull himself forward. He was able to muster more strength than before, despite being completely spent. What was it that kept him going through the pain? What was it that was still driving this body that had used literally everything up? His pride as a knight? No, that had burned to ash long ago. His desire to become like Kurogane Ryouma? No, he’d sacrificed that to the fire as well.


      There was only one thing left still pushing him forward. Just one emotion that never vanished, no matter how much of it he gave to the engine that powered him. An emotion so powerful that one minute wasn’t nearly enough to spend it all: his undying love and respect for Stella.


      “Rrrrrgh!”


      Had Ikki never met Stella, had she been a stranger when he’d stepped into the ring to fight her in the finals, he probably would have been satisfied with his defeat. He would have been proud of what he’d accomplished, glad that he’d been able to push himself to his limits and realize his full potential. But he had met Stella, and he’d fallen in love with her. They’d spent countless precious moments together. Sometimes they fought, at other times they grew closer, but every minute they’d spent together was priceless to Ikki. He loved her more than anyone in the world. Which was why he couldn’t afford to be wasting time here!


      “Raaaaah!”


      Ikki raised himself to his knees and, with a mighty roar, pulled at the chains. They were wound around him so tightly that they threatened to shatter his bones. Each tug caused his skin to split and his muscles to tear. The pain, the overbearing weight constantly reminded him that he was wasting his strength. That he wasn’t allowed to go any further, and that no amount of struggling would change that. That this was all he could ever be.


      “But so what?!” Ikki shouted defiantly.


      So what if fate refused to let him leave this cave? That was no reason for him to stop trying. That was no reason for him to stand still. After all, every second he spent down here, Stella flew further and further ahead using the wings she’d been born with. And he knew that if she kept flying, she’d eventually find a rival with wings just like her. Someone who could challenge her once more.


      Ikki refused to let that happen. He wanted all of Stella to himself. Her heart, her soul, her body, her love, and even her rivalry. He refused to give any of that up to anyone else. And so, he fed his unflagging will to the furnace fueling his body. Doing so would let him move forward again. He knew it had to be possible. As the man who’d fought against fate longer than anyone, Ikki knew he could do it.


      It was true that fate determined what talents one was born with. But no matter how much potential you had, without the will to realize it, you’d never move forward. You needed the will to keep going no matter how many times your body was beaten and battered. The will to never give up, no matter what others said about your prospects. The will to try again and again, no matter how many bitter, soul-crushing defeats you tasted. It was that will that allowed people to grow, to continue improving with every passing day. There was no reason to believe that will wasn’t strong enough to overcome even fate.


      Well, here goes. My will is going to guide me forward. Even if I’m stuck here at the bottom of the earth, I can still break free from these chains and head toward the light. If I don’t have wings, then I’ll just run through the sky to reach you. I’ll do whatever it takes to stay by your side. Because I love you more than anything.


      “You have to always be the cool knight I know, you stupid idiot!” Ikki thought back to what Stella had shouted at him back during his fight against the Hunter.


      “Graaaaaaah!”


      Ikki finally managed to take a step forward, and the chains snapped. The dark cavern was flooded with light.
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      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Just as the referee hit the count of nine, the rubble covering Ikki was sliced into ribbons and sent flying in every direction.


      “What?!” the spectators all cried.


      A shining blue arrow shot out of the debris and landed on the floating section of the arena Stella was standing on. Everyone had thought the battle over, yet there he was—Worst One Kurogane Ikki, his body enveloped in a brighter blue glow than ever before.


      “U-Unbelievable! Kurogane’s somehow made it back to the ring before the countdown finished!” Iida shouted after a moment of stunned silence. “A-And not only that! He’s...overflowing with mana! Even more than before! Wasn’t he supposed to be completely drained now that Ittou Shura’s time limit is up?! What’s going on?!”


      He turned to Kaieda, hoping the veteran Blazer would have an explanation. But Kaieda was just as surprised as everyone else, and he stared down at the arena, flabbergasted.


      “I-I don’t know! I’ve never seen anything like this before!”


      It was common knowledge that a person’s mana pool couldn’t grow. Mana was the supernatural power that allowed Blazers to rewrite the rules of reality. It was a representation of their fate, the amount of influence they had over the world itself, hence it was set from birth. Every Mage-Knight knew that there was no changing their total amount of mana. And yet, that was exactly what it appeared Ikki had done.


      “I don’t understand...” Kaieda continued. “The only explanation is that his mana’s increased, but that makes no sense!”


      Everyone in the audience was just as shocked as Kaieda. But unlike the others, Edelweiss was stunned not because she was confused, but because she understood the implications of what Ikki had accomplished. Through force of will alone, he had accomplished the impossible. He’d turned his determination into mana and overcome fate itself. Of course, the person most stunned by this development was Stella Vermillion.


      “How...?”


      As Kaieda had mentioned, her Karsalitio Salamandra hadn’t been at full power. It was theoretically possible that Ikki would get back up before the countdown finished. But over a minute had passed since he’d used Ittou Shura. He should have expended every last drop of energy in his body. Stella knew the human body was capable of breaking down its own tissue to create more energy in emergency situations and knowing Ikki he probably was able to consciously control that process. So maybe he could have found a way to squeeze more stamina out of his battered body. But he shouldn’t have been able to create more mana too.


      “Stella,” Ikki said, raising Intetsu up to point it at her and grinning defiantly. “I won’t lose.”


      “Ah...”


      Stella felt a shiver run down her spine. Not a shiver of fear, but of joy.


      How could I have forgotten? Ikki’s always been like this. He’s never given up no matter how bad the odds are, and he’s always found a way to make the impossible possible.


      Though the scale this time was way bigger, fundamentally, Ikki had done the same thing for all of his fights thus far. This was just an extension of his usual. Stella had seen him fight against his fate over and over, so it was only natural that he’d overcome it entirely to stand before her once more as the ultimate wall she needed to overcome.


      That’s the man I fell in love with!


      In that moment, Stella knew from the bottom of her heart that she’d been right to choose him. He was the only one she could strive for the greatest heights with.


      “Heh.”


      But that was precisely why she didn’t want to lose—why she couldn’t lose. Because she also wanted to be someone worthy of standing by his side.


      “Graaaaaaah!”


      The moment the referee signaled for the match to resume, she let out another draconic roar. The light her body had been emitting grew stronger and brighter until she was wreathed in an aura of luminous heat. She was burning so brightly that the glow of the floodlights paled in comparison, and the lava sea that was the ring began to boil. More importantly, though, the audience could see that Stella was sucking in everything around her. Pieces of rubble and tiny droplets of lava found themselves being pulled toward her. As a gravity user, Saikyou Nene immediately realized that Stella had become the center of a massive gravitational field.


      She’s unleashing so much energy that it’s interfering with the earth’s magnetic field and altering gravity around her!


      The moment a piece of rubble touched the glowing aura around Stella, it was incinerated, leaving not even ash behind. Stella was burning so hot that she transformed any solid object that touched her into pure plasma. She was like a miniature sun, a crimson star.


      She’s really something else... Kurono thought, at a loss for words. Ikki had overcome all human limits and overturned even what all Blazers considered to be an ironclad truth, but Kurono still couldn’t see this being an easy victory for him. Every time he did the impossible, Stella evolved to keep up with him. She was determined to overcome him, and unlike him, she’d been born with the potential to reach unthinkable heights. It was hard to believe she was human. So this...is Stella Vermillion!


      Stella pointed her glowing, flaming sword at Ikki, prepared to squeeze out every last ounce of strength to beat him. Her stance made it clear that she would be going for a thrust, and she saw no need to hide that fact.


      “Ikki, this next clash is probably going to be our last. Which is why I swear to you now...” Stella looked deep into Ikki’s eyes. “Even if I kill you with this attack, I promise to love only you for the rest of my life.”


      No matter what the future might hold, her love would never waver. Hearing that made him smile.


      “Then I definitely can’t afford to lose here,” he replied. After all, what kind of man would make the girl he loves cry?


      He had no intention of letting Stella become a widow, which meant he simply needed to win.


      “Using everything I have, I’ll bring you, the world’s strongest Blazer, down!”


      And so, the final battle of the Seven Stars Battle Festival entered its final stage.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      It was Stella who charged first for their decisive exchange of blows. She’d decided it wasn’t worth trying to hit Ikki with a long-range attack like Karsalitio Salamandra. The reason was simple: If he used Ittou Rakshasa, he’d be able to exponentially accelerate and cut her down before she could finish gathering her flames.


      Likewise, if she tried to back off and put some distance between them, he’d just chase after her. Even if she tried to hide in the lava, he’d be able to run across it before the heat burned his soles. Only defeat lay behind her, thus her path had to be forward. She raised the temperature of her aura to the maximum her body could bear, cloaking herself in armor woven of light and heat. Even a Device would melt when coming into contact with it. She was confident Intetsu would no longer be able to reach her.


      With her defense now airtight, all that remained was to ensure that her thrust struck true. In doing so, her victory would be well and truly assured.


      “Haaah!”


      She streaked forward like a crimson comet.


      You really are amazing, Ikki thought as he watched the approaching comet.


      Stella truly had been born with an unbelievable amount of potential. Not only that, but she knew how to make the most of that potential as well. Overcoming his limits just once or twice wouldn’t be enough to let him catch up to her.


      She’s surrounded herself with so much heat that it’s warping the Earth’s magnetic field. That’s definitely enough to melt Intetsu.


      The aura protected every inch of Stella’s body, and Intetsu would be destroyed if it stayed in contact with that aura for even a split second. But there was still one option available to Ikki. He just had to finish his cut before Intetsu melted. That was his only path to victory. Especially since he’d used up all of his stamina already. He’d broken down some of his proteins to give himself a second wind, but even that was only enough for one good swing. However, that was all he needed. He’d dedicated his life to the pursuit of mastering the sword, so he had no qualms in putting his faith in that sword. In fact, he wouldn’t have had it any other way.


      Let’s do this.


      Gathering all of his newfound mana, Ikki activated Ittou Rakshasa, expending it in one big burst. His strength and speed were now hundreds of times greater than normal, allowing him to unleash his fastest and strongest attack yet.


      He slipped into a familiar stance, his body knowing exactly how to move to reach top speed in the fastest amount of time. There was no longer any need for thought; everything from here on out was ingrained into his muscle memory. He shifted his feet so that he was tilted diagonally toward Stella and twisted his back as far as it would go. He held Intetsu’s hilt with just his right hand, the blade couched under his armpit with the dull side resting against his back. His left hand gripped the base of Intetsu’s blade, mimicking an iai stance, albeit without a sheath.


      Stella immediately realized what he was going for upon seeing that stance. He was hoping to use the speed of an iai slash to cut her down before Intetsu melted from the heat. He would use his left hand, which was holding the blade, to push, while his right hand, holding the hilt, would pull. That would allow him to store energy in the same way that a regular iai slash did with a sheath. Then, he’d unleash that stored energy in one lightning fast slash.


      His regular slashes were already too fast for the naked eye to follow, so Stella couldn’t even begin to imagine how fast this one would be. It was entirely possible that he would cut her down before his blade melted. But she decided that didn’t matter. No matter how fast or powerful his slash would be, the moment he’d chosen to fight her with a slash, he’d sealed his fate. No matter how fast he was, the fact remained that she had greater reach than him. Her thrust would reach him first.


      I win, Ikki!


      Confident, Stella lunged forward, aiming to pierce his heart with her blade of light. She was laser-focused on him and only him. All of the sights, sounds, and even smells outside of that extremely narrow focus didn’t even register to her brain. She was in a world of pure white, devoid of everything except Ikki.


      Just then, she felt that something was off. It was like she’d suddenly woken up one day to find that the sky was pink, not blue.


      What is it? What’s the issue I’m not seeing?


      Stella was as focused as humanly possible, and with her thoughts moving a mile a minute, she was finally able to pinpoint the source of her unease. It was the shadow at Ikki’s feet. It wasn’t moving. Even though he was settling into his stance, his shadow was stock-still.


      No, wait!


      His shadow was moving, just slower than he was, as if it were chasing after him. Stella immediately grasped what that meant. It shouldn’t have been physically possible for his shadow to be unable to keep up with him, but the fact that it was happening told her everything she needed to know.


      Later on, people would give a name to the technique. A technique that Ikki had devised after devoting his life to the blade, putting all of his faith into the blade, and overcoming his limits time and time again together with the blade. A technique so fast that not even his shadow could keep up with him. A technique that took the concept of a slash to its theoretical limits, and that thousands would be inspired by for decades to come. With reverence and awe, they would call it “Final Sword Style—Eclipsed Shadow.”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Gah!”


      Blood spurted from Stella’s shoulder as the two fighters dashed past each other.


      “The Crimson Princess has been hit! As crimson and blue clashed, it was Kurogane Ikki who came out on top!”


      “I-I don’t even know what happened there...”


      “Squeeee! You’re so cool, Ikki-kun!”


      “Holy shit! I can’t believe he managed to turn things around!”


      Everyone had thought it was over after Ittou Shura’s time limit was up. But Ikki had miraculously made a comeback, and the crowd was going wild. However, almost no one in the audience actually understood what had happened when the two of them had clashed. Not even veteran Blazers like Saijou had been able to follow that exchange.


      “H-Hey, Tomaru, what just happened?”


      “Sorry...” Renren replied, shaking her head. “It was too fast for me to see.”


      Two of Hagun’s best Blazers were completely lost, and even Touka had only just barely been able to make out what had happened.


      “It was an iai slash,” she explained.


      “You mean like your Thunderbolt?” Utakata asked.


      “Not quite. Thunderbolt is also an iai technique, but the underlying principles behind it are different. Thunderbolt uses electromagnetism to accelerate my slash and remove any friction there might be between my sword and my sheath. Kurogane-kun did the exact opposite. He gripped his blade with tremendous force while still trying to slash with it, and the two opposing forces generated a lot of energy that remained stored in the blade until he finally let go. It’s kind of like flicking something with your fingers.”


      “Ah, I see.” Utakata nodded in understanding.


      No matter how quickly someone tried to move their fingers, they could only ever make them go so fast. By holding one finger back with the thumb and trying to push past that, however, anyone could make their finger flick out so fast that it audibly cut through the air. Ikki had taken the same principle and applied it to his slash.


      “But President, no matter how fast Kurogane-san’s sword might have been, Stella-san’s Device should have greater reach. How did he solve the problem of distance?”


      “Take a look at Intetsu’s hilt, Kana-chan.”


      Kanata turned back to Ikki and saw that a good chunk of his sword’s hilt was missing. His index and middle finger were enough to cover all that remained of it.


      “Did the rest of it...melt?!”


      “That’s right. Kurogane-kun unleashed his slash before Stella-san’s blade reached him. Of course, that didn’t change the fact that her sword would hit him first, so he started his swing with his hilt, hitting Lævateinn from below and altering its trajectory. Then, he followed up with a proper sword slash.”


      “So that’s how he dodged the thrust!”


      “I can’t believe he came up with that plan and executed it in such a short time... He really is something else.”


      “You can say that again...”


      The fact that he’d been able to attack and defend with the same motion proved that he’d truly mastered the blade.


      There’s so much I keep learning from him, Touka thought, overawed.


      “But won’t Stella-chan be able to heal a wound like that in no time?” Utakata asked.


      “Cough, cough!”


      Just then, Stella staggered and started coughing up blood.


      “Stella’s bleeding pretty badly, and her wounds aren’t closing up!” the announcer exclaimed. “She’s using her sword as a crutch to keep her standing, but she’s clearly badly injured! It seems her draconic regeneration isn’t working!”


      Upon looking down, Utakata noticed that Stella’s blood was no longer burning whatever it touched. Her Dragon Spirit had ended. Kurono immediately figured out why too.


      “I see. Kurogane wasn’t the only one pushing himself to his limits.”


      “Whaddya mean, Kuu-chan?”


      “Dragon Spirit has one major weakness. Think about it. It would be far too convenient for Vermillion to be able to borrow a dragon’s strength and vitality without also having to borrow its weaknesses. She’s basically manifesting the very concept of a dragon, after all. She knew that too, which was why she ate so much last night.”


      At that, Saikyou understood what Kurono meant.


      “I see, her weakness is how many calories the skill burns!”


      Kurono nodded. It took an enormous amount of both mana and calories to keep Dragon Spirit active. Especially when she was forced to heal serious wounds like this one or the one Ikki had inflicted on her earlier. Even if she had mana left, she was totally out of energy now. She could barely stay conscious, let alone heal her wounds. A second later, cracks ran through Lævateinn, and it shattered.


      “Oh my! Lævateinn’s been destroyed!” Iida shouted.


      Stella should have collapsed after losing the sword she’d been leaning on, but she refused to fall.


      “Nnngh!”


      Through sheer force of will alone, she remained standing.


      Not...yet...


      Though she’d used up every last ounce of her strength and even lost her Device, her blazing determination remained undaunted.


      You can’t drop just yet!


      It didn’t matter if others called her pathetic or a sore loser. She would fight to the bitter end.


      Don’t avert your eyes from your goal!


      As the challenger, that was the least she could do. She staggered a few steps toward Ikki, holding her fist out. Ikki met her gaze and didn’t try to dodge her fist. He knew that punch wouldn’t be able to defeat him, and he also knew that Stella had put something very important into it. It was his duty to accept it.


      “Next time...I w-won’t...lose...” Stella said, coughing up yet more blood.


      Then, her consciousness finally gave out, and she collapsed. But before she could hit the hard stone ring, Ikki stepped forward and took her into his arms.


      “No... I’ll win next time too,” he said, holding her close.


      The referee crossed his arms in front of him, and the buzzer signaling the end of the match sounded.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “And that’s the maaatch! Stella’s down for the count, and the referee has called it Kurogane’s win! What a series of upsets! They both put everything they had and then some into this fight! Ultimately, though, it’s Kurogane Ikki who’s left standing! A Hagun Academy first-year and Rank F knight has become our new Seven Stars Sovereign!”


      “Whooooooooo!”


      The audience got to their feet and started clapping and cheering. Those who’d been rooting for Ikki and those who’d been rooting for Stella were all congratulating the victor. Even the Blazers Ikki had defeated to make his way here.


      “H-Holy shit! You really did it, man! Ya beat that Rank A monster!” Moroboshi shouted, pumping his fist into the air.


      “That was beyond impressive... I have no words for what you’ve shown me today,” Jougasaki said, his tone calm but his eyes glimmering with excitement.


      Alisuin wiped a tear from her eye, too overcome with emotion to say anything. She knew just how much Ikki had sacrificed to make it this far, and how much effort he’d put in. At one point, he’d pushed himself so hard that he’d become unable to hear the screams of his own heart. This victory meant almost as much to her as it did to him.


      Of course, the person who was happiest of all had to have been Shizuku. Alisuin knew as much, so she turned to the girl.


      “Aren’t you glad, Shi—”


      Before she could even finish her sentence, Shizuku leaped over the protective fence and into the sea of lava, a desperate look in her eyes. At the same time, Ikki staggered backward and fell to the ground, Stella still in his arms.


      “Frost Field!”


      “Wh-What the?! The lava’s freezing up!”


      “Wait, that’s the Worst One and the Gale Emperor’s little sister, right?”


      “Yeah, Lorelei!”


      The audience was stunned by her sudden intrusion into the arena, but she ignored everyone and slid across the now frozen lava toward Ikki and Stella.


      “Hurry up and bring the stretchers! We need to take Onii-sama and Stella-san to the infirmary immediately!”


      The medical team hurriedly ran into the arena now that it was safe and started administering first aid to Ikki and Stella after lifting and loading them onto the stretchers.


      “Both of them are unconscious, huh?”


      “They went real hard.”


      “Yeah... That was amazing. Both of them are crazy strong.”


      “Let’s give those two another round of applause, everyone! They fought a battle so fierce that the ring’s been practically destroyed! And they fought to the bitter end, until they both lost consciousness! I’m sure none of you will forget this wonderful battle that they showed us! These are two knights who are truly aiming for the pinnacle of strength, and they deserve our utmost respect! Even if, decades down the road, the times change and the world considers it foolish to showcase one’s worth to the world through might, even if the Seven Stars Battle Festival itself comes to be known as a bloody, barbaric custom, we will never forget the treasure these two have given us! They’ve shown us all what true strength is!”


      The crowd rained down more applause onto the unconscious fighters. Sara and Kazamatsuri were no exception, clapping along with Edelweiss and the prime minister.


      “Congratulations...Ikki...” Sara said with tears in her eyes.


      “Ku ku ku, my Twilight Eye was not mistaken! That man will make a fitting butler for me, the witch destined to rule the world! I wonder if it would be possible to scout him! What do you think, Charlotte?!”


      “Grrrr.”


      Charlotte growled angrily at Kazamatsuri, clearly not liking the idea of having her position usurped.


      “You truly are an exceptional young man. Twice now, you’ve exceeded my expectations,” Edelweiss said in admiration. “To think you achieved your Brute Soul awakening at such a young age.”


      In truth, Edelweiss wasn’t sure she should be happy about that. Living within the confines of fate meant you were trapped by it, but it also meant you were protected by it. If you lived according to the fate granted to you, you could be guaranteed a life of relative happiness and stability. Indeed, if all you wanted was a peaceful life, it was best not to break those chains.


      Edelweiss knew of multiple knights who’d reached the boundary and chosen to turn back of their own volition. But Ikki hadn’t turned back. He’d ignored god’s warning and kept pushing forward. Now, he lived outside of fate, in the realm of those who were no longer human.


      With that one step, Another One has become a being living outside the fate of the universe.


      Ikki would no longer trace the path laid out for him by fate—he was now someone with the power to rewrite the future of the world.


      “Those two might just be able to avert that future of despair that you foresaw. Your efforts weren’t wasted after all,” Edelweiss said to Tsukikage with a smile.


      “Do you really think so, Edel?” Tsukikage replied, smiling back at her.


      “Of course. I’m sure the other Desperados who’ve gathered here believe so as well.”


      She swept her gaze over the audience. Powerhouses from the various world superpowers had all gathered here to watch this match. Like her, they were hiding their true strength from the masses, but they were clearly noticeable to those with similar strength. They were all superhuman beings with the ability to decide the world’s future, and eventually they would clash.
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      “Everyone’s certain of it,” she continued. “As of this moment, a new future has been born.”


      Tsukikage closed his eyes and thought back to the time he’d visited the Kurogane household, the same day he’d decided to run for office. As he’d walked through the halls, he’d spotted a young boy that no one wanted or paid any attention to. Despite that, the young boy had kept training diligently, refusing to give up on himself.


      “That’s reassuring to hear.”


      He had faith that the future Ikki would create would be filled with far more hope and kindness than the despairing one he’d seen visions of.

    

  

  
    
      Conclusion Part 2: Side by Side


      Ikki and Stella were immediately put into iPS capsules for expedited healing, and by the time Ikki regained consciousness, it was close to midnight.


      “This is...the infirmary.”


      Ikki had been here so many times that he recognized the ceiling by now. Besides, he’d slept here last night too. He turned to see a silver-haired girl at his bedside.


      “Good evening, Onii-sama.”


      “Shizuku... I see... I must have lost consciousness after the fight ended.”


      “How do you feel? Is there any pain anywhere?”


      Ikki focused his senses inward. He was exhausted, which was to be expected, but otherwise fine. A deep sense of fulfillment washed over him.


      “Oh yeah...I actually beat Stella...” Ikki clenched his fist, savoring the fact that this wasn’t a dream. Stella had been his rival and his goal this whole time. “Speaking of which, where is she?”


      “Right here,” Alisuin said from the opposite side of the bed. Ikki turned to see her sitting on a plain folding chair and Stella lying on the bed behind her. “Stella-chan exhausted everything to try and beat you, so she’s still out cold.”


      “Stella...”


      Ikki narrowed his gaze, examining her intently. Her breathing was regular, and her skin wasn’t particularly pale. A cursory analysis showed that she hadn’t taken any lasting damage.


      “Thank god,” he said, relieved.


      “Says the man who cut her down,” Alisuin replied with a smirk.


      “Y-You don’t have to put it like that...”


      “Heh, my apologies.” Alisuin got up and walked over to Shizuku’s side. “Now that Ikki’s woken up, I think it’s time we went back to the hotel. It’s gotten quite late.”


      Shizuku nodded, then got up as well. She’d been planning to leave as soon as Ikki woke up anyway.


      “Yes. By the way, Onii-sama, I’ve left a change of clothes for you over here. I’ll come wake you up tomorrow when it’s time for the awards ceremony, so don’t bother setting an alarm. Get all the rest you need.”


      “Thanks.”


      “Also...” Shizuku grabbed Ikki’s hand with both of hers and beamed at him. “Congratulations. That was the coolest you’ve ever been.”


      “Thank you.”


      “We’ll celebrate properly in a few days, after we’ve all gone back to Tokyo. I know a good bar,” Alisuin said.


      “I’m looking forward to it.”


      “But for now, just get some rest. Good night.”


      “That’s right, make sure you rest, Onii-sama.”


      The two of them walked out of the room, and Ikki looked up at the moon, its pale light filtering in through the window. The only sounds that punctured the tranquil silence were the ticking of the clock and Stella’s soft breathing. After staring at the moon for a few seconds, he turned back to Stella.


      “Ikki...” she muttered quietly.


      Thinking she might have woken up, Ikki got up and tiptoed over to her bed. However, her breathing remained steady, and her eyes remained closed. It seemed she’d just been talking in her sleep. Not wanting to get back into bed, Ikki sat down in the chair Alisuin had been using earlier.


      I wonder what she’s dreaming about. He peered intently at her sleeping face, but he was unable to discern her dreams from her expression.


      He thought back to the face she’d made when he’d overcome his fate-imposed limits and the two of them had soared to even greater heights to try to outdo the other. Her eyes had been blazing with determination, and her smile had been fiercer than any dragon’s snarl. His heart started to beat faster as he thought back to that expression. It was because he had Stella that he’d been able to grow this strong. If she hadn’t seen him as a worthy rival, he wouldn’t have been able to push himself so hard.


      “Stella...” he said in a tender voice.


      Unable to hold back his overflowing love for her, he got up from the chair and onto her bed. He gently stroked her cheek, which turned out to be a mistake.


      “Ikki... Mmn.”


      She grabbed his hand in her sleep and started nuzzling against it. Her reaction was so cute that Ikki’s brain short-circuited. His heart started pounding at a million beats a minute, and his throat suddenly felt dry. His gaze was locked on Stella’s soft lips. He wanted to hold her tight and kiss her until the sun came up. The urge was so strong that he couldn’t wait until she woke up.


      Wanting to kiss the person you love is totally normal. Besides, we do it all the time, and Stella’s never minded before.


      Drowning his guilt in excuses, he slowly brought his face closer to hers.


      “Thanks for the treat...” he muttered quietly.


      “Huh? There’s food?” Stella’s eyes flew open, and she saw Ikki’s face inches away from hers. “Bwuh?!”


      Seeing a close-up of Ikki’s face first thing after waking up caused her brain to short-circuit as well.


      “H-Hey, Stella,” Ikki said guiltily.


      “Eeeeeek!”


      “Urk!”


      She kneed him in the stomach, sending him flying.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “S-Sorry about that, Ikki! A-Are you okay?!”


      Stella gently rubbed Ikki’s back as he writhed around the ground, groaning in pain.


      “Y-Yeah, I’m fine,” he answered. The amount of sweat pouring down his forehead made it clear he wasn’t fine.


      “Er... Well, I’m really sorry, okay?” she said with an apologetic look. “But it’s partially your fault for being so close to me, so...”


      “Don’t worry, I know this is two hundred percent my fault. So don’t feel bad.”


      That got Stella to stop apologizing, and she looked around the unfamiliar room she’d woken up in.


      “Oh yeah, where are we?”


      “One of the infirmary rooms in the stadium. I’m guessing we were carried here after getting healed by the capsules.”


      “Ah, this is my first time in the infirmary. I didn’t know it looked like this.” Stella let out a long sigh. “Oh yeah...I lost to you.”


      Ikki wasn’t sure what to say to that. He knew Stella had to be just as disappointed at her loss as he was happy at his victory. Honestly, he wasn’t even sure if he should be here with her, or if he should let her sort her feelings out alone.


      “Um, sh-should I step outside for a bit?”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “I mean...I did just beat you, so maybe you don’t want to see my face for a bit or something?”


      “Why would I ever think that?” Stella said bluntly. “Do you really think I’ll cry or anything like that? That’d be such a waste.”


      “What do you mean, ‘a waste’?”


      “Right now, I’m furious at myself that I lost. But it’d be a waste to vent those feelings by crying when I could use them as fuel to get stronger instead. I’m going to get so much stronger that I’ll blow you away next year.”


      Stella gave Ikki a defiant smile. She was already looking ahead to her grudge match next year.


      She really is strong... Ikki thought, amazed.


      “Never change, Stella.”


      “Besides, it’s not all bad.”


      “Huh?”


      “This just proves my instincts were right.”


      Stella was referring to how she’d thought that she’d be able to fly higher than ever with Ikki as her rival. Considering how much more natural talent she had than him, it was honestly an unreasonable expectation to have. Despite that, Ikki had managed to live up to that expectation in the most dramatic way possible.


      It made Stella happier than anything to know that the man she loved could also be her ultimate rival for the rest of time. She held her hand out to Ikki for a handshake.


      “Ikki, please keep being my number one goal forever.”


      Unfortunately, those words reignited the fire in his heart that she’d banked by kneeing him earlier. There was no stopping him now.


      “Huh? What?!”


      Ikki ignored Stella’s hand, placed his hands on her shoulders, and pushed her down onto the bed.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “...”


      “I-Ikki?”


      Stella looked up at Ikki in surprise and saw that he was blushing to the tips of his ears. He was so embarrassed by what he was about to say that his lips were trembling. But at the same time, he couldn’t just not say it now that he’d come this far.


      “Um, S-Stella...” he began, forcing his lips apart. “Remember when we went to the training camp in Okutama? Do you remember when we were in that hut and I told you I wanted to hold off on, uh...having sex until I met your parents?”


      “Y-Yeah, I do... That made me really happy.”


      Upon hearing that, Ikki groaned inwardly. He now deeply regretted having said that. Of course, he’d meant it at the time, but while he’d been confident that he could keep his promise back then, now, he knew it was impossible.


      “This is really hard to say after I acted all cool back then, but...” In an apologetic voice, he squeezed out, “Can we pretend I never said that?!”


      “Huh?”


      At first, Stella didn’t understand what Ikki was getting at. But then she remembered that he’d just pushed her down and was blushing harder than she’d ever seen him blush before, and it all connected. She blushed just as hard as him, and her voice pitched up a few octaves.


      “Y-Y-You m-m-m-m-mean—”


      “Yeah, basically.”


      “Aaaaah! W-Wait up! Hold on a second! Are you serious, Ikki?! Where’s this coming from?! Wait, are you even the real Ikki?! What happened to the Ikki who kept his composure even after I tried seducing him?!”


      “He died.”


      “He died?!”


      It was, frankly, a surprisingly apt metaphor. At this point, Ikki knew he couldn’t resist Stella’s charms anymore. In fact, he couldn’t even fathom how past him could have.


      “When I was fighting you today and I reached the limits of my potential, I realized something. Even if I stopped there, you’d keep on improving. And eventually, you’d find someone stronger than me who could be your new rival. The moment I realized that, I started burning with jealousy for that hypothetical new rival you might find. I didn’t want to give any part of you up to anyone else. I want all of you to myself. It was those emotions that gave me the willpower to keep moving forward. They’re what ignited a fire in my exhausted heart. And that fire’s still burning!” Ikki couldn’t stop himself. He knew their relationship would be irrevocably altered if he kept going, but that didn’t matter. In an almost pleading tone, he laid his heart bare to Stella. “I want to have sex with you, Stella!”


      A kaleidoscope of emotions washed over Stella. Surprise, confusion, and others Ikki couldn’t place.


      “Is that a no?” he asked hesitantly.


      “You’re so stupid, Ikki...” Stella said, a smile spreading across her face. She reached up and pinched his cheek. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting for you to say that?”


      Stella had certainly been happy that Ikki treasured their relationship so much that he’d wanted to wait until after he’d spoken to her parents before having sex with her. But that didn’t change the fact that she wanted him carnally. She’d been ready to sleep with him ever since that day in the cabin. All he’d needed to do was ask.


      “I’m...so happy right now...”


      Tears spilled from her eyes, and that gave Ikki the courage he needed.


      “Stella...”


      “Ah, but wait a sec!”


      She hurriedly pushed him off, much to his confusion.


      “Stella?”


      “Ikki, do you have...one of those?” she asked, giving him a pointed look.


      “One of what?”


      “I-I’ve been waiting for this for months, but...we’re still students you know?” she stammered, too embarrassed to say the word aloud. “We haven’t told our parents we’re getting married yet, and...and I’m planning on fighting you in the Seven Stars Battle Festival next year too, so, uh...I can’t be getting pregnant right now, you know?”


      “Ah...” Ikki finally put two and two together. Naturally, he didn’t have a condom on him. He couldn’t believe how careless he’d been. “S-Sorry! I got so carried away by my feelings that I totally forgot!”


      “I thought so. You pretend to be a levelheaded guy, but you’re actually really impulsive deep down.”


      “Ughhh!”


      Ikki cradled his head in despair. He could hardly blame Stella for being cross with him. As a guy, it was supposed to be his responsibility to come prepared. But he’d totally forgotten and let his lust get the better of him.


      I just want to crawl into a hole and die. Hell, I’ll dig my own hole right now.


      Tears formed in the corners of his eyes. Stella was right; they couldn’t have sex without protection.


      “I-I’ll go buy some right now!”


      It was really uncool to have to say that, but Ikki didn’t want to have to wait any longer.


      “W-Wait!” Stella shouted, grabbing his arm. “You can’t just leave a girl alone after getting her in the mood like that! And you don’t have to go out and buy any anyway!”


      “But you just said—”


      “Just shut up and give me a second!”


      She leaned over to where her belongings had been placed and started rifling through her purse.


      “You can use this...” she said in a tiny voice, taking a condom out of her bag and handing it to Ikki.


      “Wha—” He’d never used one before, but he knew what they looked like. There were no two ways about it; Stella had been carrying a condom with her. “H-Have you had this the whole time, Stella?”


      “I-I-It’s not like I was expecting you to ask, okay?!” she spluttered, somehow blushing even harder. “I-It’s just that we’re going out, and you never know when something might happen! I was just making sure I was prepared, like a princess should be!”


      I-I didn’t realize it was normal for princesses to carry condoms around.


      “D-Do you think I’m a slutty girl now?”


      “No way,” Ikki answered with a shake of his head. If anything, he was grateful to her for being prepared when he hadn’t been. “Thank you. I’ll be sure to buy some for next time.”


      “You better. It was super embarrassing having to buy these.”


      Ikki took the condom from Stella.


      Huh, it’s thicker than I expected.


      Just then, the plastic unfolded itself, and Ikki realized that what he’d thought was a single condom was actually a ten-pack.


      How much stamina does she think I have?! Or maybe they just sell them in ten packs and she doesn’t actually expect me to use them all in one night. That’s gotta be it, right?


      With trembling fingers, Ikki ripped one of them open, the sound of tearing plastic oddly loud to his ears. Now, everything was ready.


      “We’re...really gonna do it, right?” he asked timidly.


      “Y-Yeah...” Stella replied, still blushing.


      Ikki couldn’t even bring himself to look directly at her. She was the same, and she kept shooting sidelong glances at him instead. Any time their eyes accidentally met, they quickly looked away from each other. For three whole minutes, they just stayed like that, sitting in uncomfortable silence.


      Man, what are we doing? I already got through the hard part and told her I wanted to have sex. I’ve gotta take the initiative and actually do it now!


      Ikki took a deep breath and looked directly at Stella.


      “Stella!”


      “Y-Yes?!”


      “I-I don’t have any idea what I’m doing, but I’ll try my best.”


      “Y-Yeah, me too.”


      And so, the couple’s first night of intimacy began.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      The pale moonlight illuminated Stella as she rested atop the bed, her hands clutching the white sheets. The white hospital gown they’d put her in after taking her out of the iPS capsule was thin enough that her curves could be made out through it. Somehow, that was more seductive to Ikki than when she’d been mostly naked in front of him. Probably because he’d do more than just look this time. He’d get to feel her with his fingers and his lips. Just the thought of that got his heart pounding. He’d been dreaming of this day ever since he’d first fallen in love with Stella.


      “This is kinda embarrassing...” Stella muttered softly.


      At the same time, though, her eyes were full of expectation as she looked up at Ikki. There was some worry, of course. She’d never had sex before, so she didn’t know what to expect. But it was just as exciting as it was scary. Not wanting to betray her expectations, Ikki pushed past his own embarrassment and reached out toward her dress.


      “W-Wait...” Stella said quietly as he undid the first button of her gown. “I-I’m...not wearing a bra right now...so it’s, um...too embarrassing to be undressed from the top... Start from the bottom...”


      “Oh, s-sorry...”


      Ikki apologized, even though there wasn’t exactly anything for him to apologize for. His brain wasn’t working right, but Stella had said she wanted to be undressed from below, so that’s what he would do. It wasn’t like it would make a difference when all was said and done. That being the case, whatever made her feel the most comfortable was best.


      Ikki reached down to the buttons at her knees and started unbuttoning from there. He was exceedingly careful, as if he were unwrapping a particularly delicate present. With each button undone, more and more of Stella’s slender legs came into view. Ikki’s gaze lingered on her cute knees, her plump thighs, and finally on her crotch, which was covered by plain hospital panties. He continued unbuttoning her gown, moving past her navel, and finally reaching her breasts.


      Holy...crap...


      Ikki was so nervous that he felt like blood was going to start shooting out of his pores. Only now did he realize that he’d stepped on a fatal land mine. He’d been mentally prepared for exposing Stella’s breasts from above, and he’d seen most of them back at the hut anyway, but he hadn’t been prepared for the shock of underboob. They were the same boobs, but somehow, revealing them from below had a way bigger impact on him.


      The stimulation burned away his sense of reason, and he felt a sudden urge to spread Stella’s legs apart and lay her bare before him. He wanted to run his nails down her stomach and mark her as his. It took everything he had to keep his burning desire in check, but when he undid the next button, fireworks exploded in his mind. There was only one button keeping the hospital gown covering Stella’s nipples, and the lower halves of her boobs were completely exposed.


      “Ngh!”


      Ikki’s mind was filled with thoughts of how soft her boobs must be. Curiosity and lust finally overcame his self-control, and he gently touched the bottom of one of them with his middle finger. Stella let out a surprised mewl and shut her eyes tight, but she didn’t resist. Ikki chose to interpret that as consent and poked a bit harder. His finger easily sank into the soft flesh. No part of his own body was that soft, and a shiver ran down his spine. He then brought his index finger over to join in on the fun and gently traced the curve of her breast.


      “Hauuu.”


      Stella gasped in confusion as Ikki caressed her boobs from underneath. She still didn’t resist, so he kept going. He gently slid his fingers over her skin, marveling at their softness, warmth, and heft.


      “Aaah...”


      Stella twitched, still getting accustomed to the sensation of being caressed from below. Ikki wanted to hear more of her beautiful voice, so he lifted her boobs up.


      “Ngh!”


      She arched her back, and the final button of her gown popped open. Her gown got caught on her nipples before it slid all the way off, however, so she wasn’t fully exposed just yet.


      Suddenly, Ikki recalled that Stella had once said it was okay for him to bite them if he wanted. He was certain that meant he was allowed to bite them now too. There were no take-backs, after all.


      Yeah, let’s do it. Let’s taste them.


      “W-Wait!”


      Nope. You already said I could, so no waiting.


      Ikki grabbed her gown and prepared to take it completely off.


      “Oh god... This is so embarrassing...”


      Stella’s quiet voice stopped Ikki in his tracks. He looked up at her face and saw that there were tears in her crimson eyes. Not many, but enough to wet her eyelashes. More importantly, though, she was clearly afraid. Regardless of what she’d said, that didn’t change how she felt.


      Thinking back, Ikki recalled how Stella had always needed to push herself when it came to physical intimacy. It had taken her a lot of courage to bare her naked body to him in the past. Just as she’d said, she’d been waiting forever for Ikki to have sex with her. So much so that she’d pushed past her fear each time to try to seduce him.


      Ikki’s bestial lust vanished in an instant, replaced by a boundless love. He had to be gentle so that she could look fondly back on her first time. She’d been waiting so long for this, and he’d be a terrible boyfriend if he ruined it for her.


      “Stella...”


      “Ah?!”


      Ikki pulled his hand back and gently kissed Stella. He went slowly, easing her into the sensation so that she wasn’t overwhelmed.


      After a few minutes of kissing, she finally started to relax. But of course, he couldn’t stop there. They’d be going all the way today, which meant he needed to ramp things up without making her nervous. He gently reached out with his tongue and twined it around hers.


      “Nh!”


      Stella twitched in surprise, but this wasn’t the first time they’d shared such a deep kiss. She got over her shock quickly, and still the fear didn’t return to her eyes. She started twisting her tongue around his in return, just like always. Soon enough, though, things stopped being just like always.


      “Ah...”


      Normally, this would have been when Ikki pulled away, but he kept his mouth firmly fixed on Stella’s, ensuring that she couldn’t escape. Slowly but surely, he was trying to get her fully in the mood for sex. They kept kissing for what felt like hours, until their mouths were filled with each other’s saliva. But Ikki still had his mouth over Stella’s to keep it from dribbling out. As a result, they started gulping each other’s fluids down, which got them both even more turned on. Stella in particular could feel her body heating up with each drop that went into her stomach.


      Slowly, gently, Ikki snaked a hand up Stella’s thigh. He took great care not to go all the way up to her crotch and contented himself with just caressing her inner thigh for the time being. But slowly, ever so slowly, he started inching closer to her underwear. He could feel her muscles tensing under his fingers, and as he looked into her eyes, he saw that there was more excitement in them than fear now. Sweat beaded on her skin, and it seemed to Ikki that she’d suddenly started to smell nicer than before.


      “Are you okay now?” he asked softly.


      “Yes...”


      “If you start feeling scared again, just say so. I’ll do this as many times as it takes until you’re ready.”


      “I’m ready now...” she muttered, smiling contentedly. Her eyes were glazed over with arousal, but she was trying her best to stay focused on Ikki.


      She was so cute that Ikki kissed her again, and as he did so, he reached for her shoulder and slid her gown off. Her naked body lay bare in the moonlight. Ikki looked at her adorable neck, then at her slender arms, and finally at her perky breasts. They were so beautiful that for a moment, he forgot to breathe.


      “You’re gorgeous...”


      His brain was so overloaded that he couldn’t think of anything else to say. He wanted to ravish her right away, and he was harder than he’d ever been in his life. Nevertheless, he reminded himself to take it slow. Even if he forgot to breathe, he’d never forget that he needed to treat Stella right. He gently wiped a line of drool from her lips and painted her right nipple with it.


      “Aaahn.”


      She moaned in ecstasy, and her nipple perked up as it became flush with blood. The contrast between her two nipples was somehow the most arousing thing Ikki had ever seen. He wanted to stick it in right away, but as an inexperienced virgin, he had no idea if now was the right time. Sure, Stella had said she was fine, but was she really? As he waffled, she reached out and gently wrapped her arms around the back of his neck.


      “Thank you for being so considerate... But I really am fine now, I promise,” she said with a smile. “You don’t have to hold back anymore. Go ahead...”
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      “Ah!”


      Those words gave Ikki the final push he needed.


      No more hesitating.


      The two of them melded together under the moonlight, and in the heat of the moment, Ikki could no longer tell where his body ended and Stella’s began. There was no need for words, and they were so busy kissing each other that they wouldn’t have been able to talk even if they’d wanted to.


      As their lovemaking began in earnest, Kurogane Ikki once again swore to himself that he’d never do anything to make Stella unhappy. He wouldn’t give her any reason to regret picking him. He staked his very soul on that oath.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Ikki was awoken by the sound of chirping birds. He languidly opened his eyes to see sunlight pouring through the windows. It was a wonderful morning, without a cloud in sight. However, his body felt as heavy as lead. His brain felt sluggish too, and no amount of sunlight seemed to be able to jump-start it into alertness.


      To try to get some energy flowing through him, Ikki took a deep breath. The sweet smell of flowers—one he recognized intimately—filled his nostrils. He turned his head to find Stella lying next to him. She’d woken up before him, and she smiled happily as their eyes met.


      “Good morning, dear.”


      “Ah!”


      “Eheh heh, I always wanted to try saying that.”


      Ikki’s heart started pounding, and a blush crept up his cheeks. At the same time, his drowsiness vanished instantly, and he recalled the events of last night.


      N-No wonder my body feels so heavy.


      He turned toward the trash can, which had numerous torn plastic wrappers in it.


      I can’t believe we actually went through all of them!


      After her first orgasm, a switch had flipped inside Stella. She’d taken the lead from there, getting on top of Ikki and riding him until dawn.


      I guess I got pretty into it too, so I can’t really say it was all Stella’s fault...


      Still, he couldn’t believe he’d managed to last that long. In retrospect, it was probably because he hadn’t had time to masturbate since the school year had started. Naturally, the reason his body felt so heavy now was that he’d pushed himself way too hard last night.


      I need to remember not to overdo it next time...


      If he got so obsessed with sex that it negatively impacted his training, that’d be a problem.


      He turned back to Stella and asked, “How are you feeling?”


      “It still hurts a little down there. I’m not sure I can walk normally, so I don’t think we’ll be able to hide what we were doing. I never knew you could be so aggressive, Ikki. You have to be gentler when it’s a girl’s first time, you know.”


      “Hey, I’m not taking the blame for this one. You’re just as responsible for what happened.”


      “O-Okay, that might be true, but...”


      Stella looked away awkwardly.


      “You can’t heal yourself with the power of your dragon metabolism?”


      “I could if I wanted to, but...I want to savor this feeling for a bit longer.”


      Ikki gave her a confused look.


      Why wouldn’t you want to heal yourself?


      If anything, it would assuage his guilt if she did.


      “Because this is proof that you made love to me, Ikki,” she said with a beaming smile.


      Ikki was stunned speechless. Stella was so cute that he nearly pounced on her right then and there.


      I need to strengthen my self-control, or I’ll definitely end up drowning in her.


      At the same time, though, he had to let Stella know how much he loved her, or he’d be overwhelmed by those feelings. He gently caressed her cheek, and she nuzzled against him. Sensing his feelings, she closed her eyes and brought her lips forward. But just as he brought his own face forward, there was a knock on their door.


      “Onii-sama, Stella-san, are you awake?”


      It was Shizuku’s voice.


      “Bwaaah?!”


      The two of them let out a weird scream. One that was loud enough for Shizuku and Alisuin to hear.


      “It seems like they’re awake,” Alisuin said.


      “I-Ikki, hurry up and get back to your bed!” Stella whispered furiously.


      “Wait, but your gown...” he whispered back.


      “There’s no time to put it back on! Just grab it and hide it under your sheets! I’ll hide all the stuff on my bed!”


      “Gotcha!”


      Ikki snatched up Stella’s gown, dove into his own bed, and pulled the covers up. The door slid open a second later, and Shizuku and Alisuin walked in.


      “Good morning, Onii-sama, Stella-san.”


      “Did you two sleep all right? Wait...” Alisuin immediately came to a halt and looked from Ikki’s bed to Stella’s. “Oho. I see.”


      She smiled knowingly, and Stella broke out into a cold sweat.


      “Wh-Why are you grinning like that, Alice?!”


      “Oh, no reason. Just thinking that you two must have really enjoyed yourselves last night.”


      “N-N-N-Nothing happened!”


      “Suspicious...” Shizuku muttered.


      “I mean, you two had such a wonderful battle,” Alisuin explained teasingly. “Surely you must have enjoyed yourselves, right?”


      “Oh, y-yeah, that.”


      “What else would there be?” Shizuku asked.


      “N-Nothing! Don’t worry about it!”


      “Hmm?”


      “Stella, you’re being too obvious!” Ikki whispered to her. Hoping to distract his sister, he quickly said, “Thanks for coming to wake us up, Shizuku.”


      “It’s nothing that deserves thanks. Honestly, I would much rather let you rest for a while longer, but the awards ceremony is soon, so you should probably at least eat breakfast while you can.”


      “G-Good point. We’ll get changed, so could you wait outside for a bit?” Ikki said guiltily. He felt bad about hiding things from her when she was just genuinely concerned for them.


      “Of course. Let’s go wait outside, Alice,” she replied with a nod. But as she turned around, she added, “By the way, Stella-san, what’s that thing under your bed that looks like a rubber balloon?”


      “What?! No way! I was sure I grabbed them— Oh no.”


      Stella realized too late that she’d fallen for Shizuku’s trap. As she looked under the bed, she saw that there was nothing there, but her words had damned her instead.


      “Stella...” Ikki said with a sigh.


      “Good grief,” Alisuin added, shaking her head.


      The blood drained from Stella’s and Shizuku’s faces, but for two different reasons.


      “I see, I see. So that’s what happened. I thought you were both acting strange.”


      Shizuku’s lips curled up into a mirthless smile, and a fiery anger burned in her jade-green eyes. The room’s temperature abruptly began to drop, and frost crept up the windows.


      “Sh-Shizuku...ummm...you know...”


      Stella desperately tried to placate her, but it was futile.


      “Oh, no need to explain yourself. I had been planning on thanking you for giving Onii-sama such a wonderful match, but it seems he put his Ittou Shura into your Dragon Fang, and I—”


      “I-I mean, it’s not like we were going to hide it from you, you know?! I just wanted to pick a good time to explain, and...”


      “Do you have any last words?”


      “Wait—”


      “I see. No last words, then.” There was no stopping Shizuku now. Jade-green mana erupted from her tiny body, and all of the windows shattered. “Diiiie!”


      “Aaaaaaah!”


      “Wait, Shizuku! Calm down—”


      “Stay out of this!”


      “Uh, sorry! Ignore me!”


      “Don’t just back down like that, Ikki! You’re supposed to be on my side!”


      “I’m just going to go now...” Alisuin said, slowly inching out of the room.


      “Diiiiiiie!”


      The infirmary was then ravaged by a blizzard of unprecedented scale.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      At long last, it was time for the Seven Stars Battle Festival’s closing ceremony.


      “The top eight schools in Japan selected a grand total of thirty-two elite Blazers, who fought for the most prestigious title a student knight can strive for. And with last night’s match, we determined who the strongest student knight is. Every single one of the twenty-six matches that were fought was dazzling enough to remain in my memory forever, but...”


      Kaieda Yuuzou’s speech echoed throughout the packed stadium. The audience’s eyes weren’t focused on him, however, but on the winner’s podium in front of him. They were all eagerly waiting for the top three Blazers to climb onto it. After all, it was the fighters themselves that were the highlight of the Seven Stars Battle Festival.


      But while the podium had room for the top three fighters, the Blazer who’d placed third, Shinomiya Amane, had been disqualified for a breach of conduct. Moreover, the resulting third-place winner, Kurogane Ouma, had left Osaka the night before. As a result, only Ikki and Stella were in the waiting room, awaiting the moment Kaieda called them up.


      “I-I can’t believe her! Haah, haah, she actually tried to kill me! In fact, anyone else would have been killed by that attack! Stupid Shizuku!”


      “A-Are you okay, Stella?”


      Ikki gently rubbed Stella’s back as she slumped in her chair. Shizuku had been chasing her around until basically just now.


      “I managed to escape for now, but I’m scared of what comes after the awards ceremony...”


      “I promise to properly back you up this time.”


      Stella took a deep breath and shook her head.


      “No, it’s fine.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “It’s my duty to make her accept our relationship.”


      “That’s not true. This is something the two of us should—”


      “Sorry,” she interrupted him, again shaking her head. “I get what you’re trying to say, but I really do want to handle this myself.”


      It was something Stella had decided when she’d first gotten serious about Ikki. After all, she knew she was stealing him away from a girl who loved him just as much. As her friend, Stella had a responsibility to grapple with Shizuku’s emotions head-on.


      “If I don’t do this myself, I won’t be able to look Shizuku in the eye anymore,” she explained. “So I’m sorry, but I can’t accept your help.”


      Ikki nodded sympathetically. He understood Stella’s personal sense of responsibility well enough to know that it wasn’t his place to meddle. Besides, this was one of the things he loved about her.


      “Gotcha...” he replied, still gently rubbing her back. “Good luck.”


      “Don’t forget, you’re going to have to deal with this too.”


      “Huh?”


      She’d just told him she was handling this herself, so he didn’t know what she was getting at.


      “Remember the message my dad left for you after you beat Touka-san?” she asked, grinning playfully at him.


      “Oh...”


      Ikki thought back to the scandal the Ethics Committee had tried to force onto him. After he’d won his match against Touka and the hubbub had died down, Stella’s father, Vermillion’s king, had told Ikki to come see him once the Seven Stars Battle Festival was over.


      “Y-Yeah, I guess that did happen...”


      I’m going to have my own hell to face soon, aren’t I?


      “By the way, I’ve already bought our plane tickets. We’re going home a week from now.”


      “What?!”


      “I mean, he said to come visit after the Seven Stars Battle Festival, so this was the plan all along, wasn’t it?”


      “I-I guess that’s true... But I haven’t mentally prepared myself yet. Can’t you give me at least another week?”


      “If you think Japan’s army can hold my dad off for a week, then sure.”


      A war’s going to break out if I don’t go?!


      “You took a princess’s virginity. I may not be first in line for the throne, being the second princess and all, but it’s still a big deal,” Stella said, her grin widening.


      “Ugh...”


      “Dad’s just as scary as Shizuku, you know. Good luck, dear.”


      It seemed there was no squirming his way out of this.


      “I-I’ll do my best...” Ikki said with a nod, cold sweat beading on his forehead.


      “Now then, let us begin the awards ceremony for the sixty-second Seven Stars Battle Festival. Everyone please give a warm round of applause for our first- and second-place fighters!”


      That was their cue to head out. Stella got out of her chair and turned to face Ikki.


      “Let’s go, Ikki.”


      She held her hand out to him. The winner and runner-up received different awards, but they could at least walk onto the stage together.


      “Yeah...”


      Ikki grabbed her hand, and the two of them walked out of the gate side by side.


      “Whoooooo!”


      The moment they appeared onstage, the audience started cheering wildly.


      “Congratulations, Ikki-kun!”


      “Ah, look! They’re holding hands!”


      “Ooh! They make such a good couple!”


      “Princess Stella, you’ll get him next year!”


      “Your battle was seriously amazing!”


      As the two of them approached the ring, the cheers started dying down, and a solemn silence fell over the stadium. They came to a stop behind Kaieda and waited for him to call them up. He started with second place.


      “Hagun Academy first-year Stella Vermillion.”


      “Sir.”


      Stella let go of Ikki’s hand and walked toward Kaieda.


      “You fought splendidly in this year’s Seven Stars Battle Festival, earning second place in this harsh tournament. Congratulations. Here is your award.”


      Stella took her trophy from Kaieda and bowed to him. She then turned to the stands and bowed to the audience as well. They gave her a resounding round of applause, and she walked over to the podium and stood on the second-place stand. It was clear from how elegantly she’d handled the crowd that she was used to ceremonies like this.


      As the applause petered out, the audience waited with bated breath for Kaieda to call on Ikki.


      “Hagun Academy first-year Kurogane Ikki.”


      It was time.


      “Sir.”


      Ikki strode forward confidently. He wasn’t used to the spotlight like Stella, but he was able to maintain his composure nonetheless. He came to a stop in front of Kaieda.


      “You fought bravely through numerous battles and achieved total victory in the sixty-second Seven Stars Battle Festival. Take your prize, and with it, the title of this year’s Seven Stars Sovereign. Congratulations.”


      Ikki had officially been granted the title of strongest student knight in Japan—the title he’d been dreaming of for so long. He thought back to his meeting with Kurogane Ryouma on that snowy day and the years of harsh training he’d undergone since then. He’d challenged countless dojos, nearly been killed dozens of times, and spent his first year at Hagun completely barred from participating in Blazer activities. But then he’d met the love of his life, and now his years of hard work had finally paid off. This title was proof that the path he’d walked hadn’t been a mistake.


      “Thank you so much.”


      Ikki took the trophy, tears welling up in his eyes. This time, there was no applause. There was something the victor still needed to do before the audience could congratulate him.


      “Kurogane.”


      Hagun’s director, Shinguuji Kurono, stepped forward and proffered him the school’s flag. It was the same flag that he’d received from Toudou Touka after becoming the school’s captain for the tournament. Ikki had promised her that he’d take it all the way to the top, and it was time for him to fulfill that promise. He handed his trophy to Kurono and took the flag from her. Then, he walked up to the podium, stepped onto the first-place dais, and held the flag up high.


      “Whoooooooo!”


      The audience burst out into cheers and applause.


      “You’re the man, Kurogane!”


      “All hail the new Seven Stars Sovereign!”


      “I’ll be rooting for you next year too!”


      “You’re so cool, Ikki-kun!”


      The cheers weren’t coming from just the stands; the people watching on the screens outside the arena were also yelling their lungs out. Millions of people he didn’t even know were celebrating his victory. Of course, it wasn’t just strangers who were cheering for him. All of his friends shouted words of encouragement as well.


      “The new title suits him, don’t you think?” Alisuin said, turning to Shizuku.


      “Hmph.”


      Shizuku puffed her cheeks out like a hamster as she reluctantly clapped.


      “Congrats, Kurogane-kun!” Ayatsuji Ayase shouted, standing next to Kurashiki Kuraudo of all people.


      “Tch.”


      Kuraudo crossed his arms and pointedly avoided looking at Ikki. Incidentally, Ayase had stolen the ticket meant for one of Kuraudo’s family members because she’d wanted to congratulate Ikki in person.


      “Thank you so much for everything, Kurogane-kun!”


      “I expected no less from the guy who outsped my Black Bird!”


      Hagun’s student council members all congratulated Ikki as well.


      “I ain’t gonna lose next year, Kurogane! Ya better prepare yourself!” Moroboshi shouted.


      “Are you planning on repeating a year or something, Yuu? You won’t be fighting next year otherwise,” Byakuya reminded him.


      “Oh. Good point. I guess I won’t be here next year. What should I do?”


      “What makes you think there’s anything you can do?”


      Bolstered by all the encouragement from his friends, Ikki resolved to keep getting stronger. It was the only way to remain worthy of the title he’d earned. His path didn’t end here—it had only just begun.


      Thus, the Seven Stars Battle Festival was over. Kaieda turned to the audience and said, “And with this, I officially call an end to the sixty-second Seven Stars Battle—”


      Just then, a girl’s voice rang out from all over the stands, interrupting the chairman.


      “Hold it right theeeeere!”


      Dozens of girls, all of them identical, hopped the fence and jumped down into the arena. It was so sudden that neither Kaieda nor the audience knew what to do.


      “Wh-What the heck?!”


      “They all look like the same person?!”


      The Blazers hired as security sprang into action and tried to capture all of the girls. But the moment they touched one, she vanished in a puff of smoke. It was then that they realized this was a Blazer’s Noble Art, and that a single girl had managed to break past their defensive line. The real one made it all the way over to Ikki and Stella, and the two of them stared at her, dumbfounded.


      “What are you doing here?!” Stella exclaimed.


      “Kusakabe-san?!” Ikki shouted.


      Indeed, it was none other than their friend from Hagun Academy’s newspaper club, Kusakabe Kagami. They had no idea what her goal was, though.


      “Stella-chan, don’t just stand there!” she shouted, grabbing her camera. “Get up next to Senpai!”


      “Ah!”


      Ikki and Stella immediately realized what Kagami was trying to do.


      “Stella!”


      “Yeah!”


      Kagami trained her camera on the two of them, and Stella smiled happily and jumped onto the first-place dais next to Ikki. Ikki wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. The path he was planning to walk was incomplete without his beloved rival by his side.


      Everyone in the audience felt as if a puzzle piece they’d never even noticed was missing had fallen into place. It only made sense for this to be the true final moment of the Seven Stars Battle Festival. While there had been a victor and a loser, the pair’s rivalry and the path they walked together mattered far more than who had won or lost. And that would continue to be the case for as long as they lived.


      “Now say cheese!”
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      Afterword


      Thank you so much for picking up volume 9 of Chivalry of a Failed Knight! I really gave it my all for this climax, and now I’m totally spent (in more ways than one)! With this, the story has finally come to an end. Thank you all so much for supporting me until now.


      Just kidding. We’re simply moving into the next arc over in the Vermillion Kingdom. That being said, this volume truly was the culmination of everything I’ve been building up to from the start. Now that the Seven Stars Battle Festival is over, it feels like I’m moving into a new era. I wouldn’t be too surprised if some of my readers choose to stop here and are satisfied with this conclusion.


      Honestly, I kept fretting over whether or not I should actually have this battle up until it was nearly time to submit my final draft. I was afraid my readers would feel like the story was over once it happened and that maybe I should find an excuse to delay Ikki and Stella’s showdown somehow. There’s a lot I still want to do in the world of Chivalry (like introducing Stella’s family), and it might have been dangerous to have the climax come so early. But as I kept on writing, the tournament kept on getting more and more hyped up, and I realized that Ikki is working so earnestly toward his goal that it would truly be a shame to ruin the moment for him, so I steeled myself and wrote this volume like it might be the last. On the plus side, though, that let me write out the battle in a way I was satisfied with.


      I hope everyone’s come to love Stella and Ikki so much that they’re willing to keep reading for their sakes. And for those of you who’re satisfied with this conclusion and don’t want to read any more, I hope you at least enjoyed your time with Chivalry of a Failed Knight. If it left an impression on you, then as an author, I could ask for nothing more.


      Thank you so much to my editor; my illustrator, Won-san; the manga artist, Soramichi-san; everyone who worked on the anime; and of course, my readers, who’ve supported me all this time. I was only able to make it to this climactic moment thanks to all of you. You have my eternal gratitude.


      From volume 10 onward, the scope of the series will expand to include the world at large. Will Ikki-kun manage to win Stella’s parents’ approval? And will we learn just what Tsukikage’s trying to prevent and why? I hope you’ll all join me as we unravel these mysteries together.


      Let us meet again in volume 10! Sayonara!
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