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      Interlude: The Reflector


      “We’re almost done with the first round of the sixty-second Seven Stars Battle Festival! In the A block, all of the favorites cleared their first matches. Among them, Gale Emperor Kurogane Ouma and Panzer Grizzly Kaga Renji crushed their opponents with overwhelming force! Meanwhile, in the B block, the newly formed Akatsuki Academy’s students swept the competition, with all three members in that block defeating powerful foes to make it on to the next round! They’re truly as strong as the rumors claim! And just recently, the C-block matches ended with the Rank F knight Kurogane Ikki defeating the winner of last year’s tournament, Seven Stars Sovereign Moroboshi Yuudai! We’re only on the first day, and already the matches have proven to be quite exciting!”


      The announcer was yelling so loudly that his voice was growing hoarse. He had to in order to be heard over the raucous din of the audience.


      “And now, for the first time in Seven Stars Battle Festival history, we’re going to have a four-against-one match! Stella Vermillion is going to fight all four of the B block’s remaining fighters at once as a penalty for being late, including her original opponent, Tsuruya Mikoto! Both sides have agreed to these rules, and there’s no telling how this irregular, lopsided battle is going to turn out!”


      Typically, battles between knights were always one-on-one matches. As the announcer had said, never before had there been a four-on-one battle in the Seven Stars Battle Festival. It was an unprecedented historical event. None of the spectators in the coliseum had any idea why the Crimson Princess, Stella Vermillion, had offered to take on a penalty that was stacked so heavily against her. But Thunderbolt Toudou Touka and Scharlach Frau Toutokubara Kanata, who were watching the event on a TV back in Hagun Academy, knew exactly what Stella was thinking.


      “Stella-chan really is a kind girl...” Touka muttered.


      “Indeed. We’re blessed to have such a caring underclassman.”


      The two of them knew that Stella had no intention of letting even a single one of Akatsuki’s members escape punishment. They’d messed up Stella’s school, her friends, and her teachers. If things had progressed normally, in the second round of matches tomorrow, Jester Hiraga Reisen would be going up against Beast Tamer Kazamatsuri Rinna. But considering Akatsuki’s goals, it was likely that one of them would just forfeit the match. After all, they were mercenaries who’d been hired by Prime Minister Tsukikage to ensure that their school won the tournament, thus tarnishing the International Mage-Knight Federation’s reputation. They didn’t care about personal prestige, so they wouldn’t risk whittling away at a fellow Akatsuki member’s strength by fighting each other.


      Stella knew that as well. Thus, she’d used her tardiness as an excuse to ask the Management Committee for a chance to beat them all at once. All for the sake of Touka and the other students who’d been attacked. While Kanata was extremely grateful that Stella cared so much about them, she couldn’t rejoice at this turn of events.


      “But President, it hurts me to watch this.”


      “Why’s that?”


      “Because she drove herself into a corner due to her own kindness. She has to fight Tatara Yui, of all people, in a four-against-one situation. That’s too big of a handicap,” Kanata muttered sadly.


      It was then that Touka recalled that Kanata had been the one to fight Yui when the Akatsuki members had attacked.


      “I was focused completely on Ouma-san back then, so I didn’t really pay attention to everyone else’s battles. Is Tatara Yui truly that dangerous a Blazer?”


      “As embarrassing as it is to say, I didn’t stand a chance against her. I wasn’t even able to scratch her.”


      “What?!”


      Touka was flabbergasted. When there was a big enough gap in skill between knights, it was possible to beat someone without taking any damage. Touka had managed to get a clean victory over Shizuku during the qualifying matches because of that. But when up against Scharlach Frau, it was nigh impossible to achieve perfect victory. Even in the King of Knights A league, there wasn’t a single Blazer who could defeat Kanata without taking at least some damage.


      Her Noble Art, Diamond Dust, crushed her Device into a thousand tiny pieces that she could freely control. She usually scattered them throughout the air and sliced up her opponents wherever they were, regardless of whether that was at close or long range. Because of how small those fragments were, enemies were liable to breathe some in as well, which let Kanata cut up their lungs. It was exceedingly difficult to avoid taking any damage whatsoever from her Noble Art. That was why Touka had thought it impossible for anyone to come out unscathed in a fight against Kanata. And yet, Tatara had accomplished just that. Touka could think of only one way to achieve such a feat.


      “Don’t tell me Tatara-san is a Reflector!” Touka cried, the blood draining from her face.


      Kanata nodded sadly. This was the worst possible scenario for Stella. Reflectors were a class of Blazers who possessed Noble Arts that allowed them to completely reflect any attack. The stronger their opponents were, the more dangerous their reflection abilities became. And of course, the Crimson Princess was as strong as they came.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Mowing Them Down


      In the past, there had been plans to develop a new city along Osaka Bay, but then funding had dried up halfway through development, and for years, a half-built ghost town had languished. But now, those buildings had been converted to hotels that were all fully booked, and the once-empty Bay Dome was currently packed with over a hundred thousand spectators. The arrival of the Seven Stars Battle Festival had breathed new life into this failed megaconstruction project.


      “You better not disappoint us after all that big talk, Crimson Princess!”


      “Guess we’ll get to see just how strong Akatsuki’s students really are now.”


      “Mikoto-chan, I’m rooting for you!”


      As the signal to start the match rang out, the spectators went wild with excitement. But unlike the audience, the fighters didn’t seem particularly thrilled by this turn of events. Rather, they all looked furious, and Tatara Yui was the angriest of them all.


      Don’t underestimate us, bitch!


      They were, of course, pissed off at Stella for insinuating that they were so weak she could beat all four of them at once. The Icy Sneer, Tsuruya Mikoto, was happy with this turn of events since all she cared about was victory, but the members of Akatsuki hated being underestimated, especially Tatara. They’d agreed to Stella’s terms because they’d known that doing so would put them in an advantageous position, but that didn’t mean they had to like it.


      I’ll make you pay for treating us like small fry!


      “Hey, Hiraga. Since this is a tournament match, no one’s gonna complain if I ‘accidentally’ kill her, right?”


      “Heh heh heh, that’s right. In high-profile tournaments like this, accidents happen all the time. Our client understands that as well. He’s a knight too, after all.”


      “Geh heh heh. Then I guess I don’t need to hold back!” A feral grin spread across Tatara’s face as Hiraga, the acting captain of the Akatsuki team, gave her the go-ahead to go wild. “No need to blunt your edge this time! Let’s saw our way through her guts, Crawling Centipede!”


      Tatara revved the engine of her chainsaw Device, Crawling Centipede, and set the chain whirring. The toothed edge of her chainsaw did indeed look like a crawling centipede as it spun, and the engine let out a high-pitched scream as it warmed up. She dragged her chainsaw along the floor as she ran at Stella, gouging the ground behind her.


      “Tatara’s making the first move! She’s charging fearlessly at Stella! How will the Crimson Princess— Oh?!” As the announcer turned to Stella, he let out a shocked gasp. “The battle’s begun, but Stella still hasn’t summoned her Device! What’s she thinking?!”


      “Wh-What are you doing?! Hurry up and get your weapon out!” one of the spectators shouted.


      “Come on, the battle’s already started! Did you not hear the signal or something?!”


      “There’s no way she didn’t. So why isn’t she summoning her weapon?!”


      The audience couldn’t figure out what Stella was thinking. She was doing nothing to impede Tatara, who was closing in blisteringly fast, her black hair whipping in the wind behind her.


      “Diiiiie!”


      Tatara swung her chainsaw up at Stella’s neck. But it was a slow, wide swing that someone of Stella’s caliber could easily react to. She leaned back, just barely dodging the weapon’s tip.


      “Gah ha ha ha ha!”


      Tatara didn’t seem to care that Stella had dodged, and she kept on swinging wildly at her, relying solely on brute strength. There was no technique behind her attacks; she almost looked like a child play-fighting with a toy sword. Except she had a deadly chainsaw in her hand rather than a plastic toy. There was no need for technique when even a glancing blow would cut deep by virtue of it being a spinning blade. Tatara’s chainsaw could cut through the hardened stone of the ring floor, meaning it would have no trouble slicing through flesh.


      “What a deadly offensive! Tatara’s pressing forward with her chainsaw, knowing that Stella won’t block!”


      As sloppy as Tatara’s swings were, she was attacking so much that it was getting difficult for Stella to keep dodging. She needed to fight back, yet she still hadn’t summoned Lævateinn.


      “Tatara’s really hit her stride! She’s not giving Stella any time to rest! She’s swinging that chainsaw around like a veritable dervish! But Stella still hasn’t brought out her Device! With how sloppy Tatara’s swings are, it feels like there’s an opening to counterattack, so I wonder why...”


      “Whoa! That was real close!”


      “Is it just me or is Tatara starting to read Stella’s dodges?!”


      “I can’t bear to watch this! Hurry up and draw your sword, Stella!”


      The audience was starting to get confused. The match had long since started, and Tatara had been whaling on Stella for a while now, but she still refused to draw her sword. They couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Fortunately, former KOK A-league fighter Muroto answered the question that was on everyone’s mind.


      “She’s probably measuring the timing of Tatara’s attacks.”


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “Remember the third match of the B block, when Tatara was fighting Rentei Academy’s Niidome? She was able to reflect his battle axe with some invisible force, then defeated him when he was off-balance from having his strongest swing knocked away. Tatara’s Blazer powers likely allow her to reflect any impact. That’s one of the most powerful abilities you can possess when it comes to combat. If Stella attacks without a plan, she’ll just get her sword reflected and leave herself wide open. In fact, considering how powerful her blows are, she’s liable to defeat herself with her own attack.”


      Indeed, Tatara’s Noble Art, Total Reflect, grew stronger the more powerful her opponent’s attacks were. If Stella launched a full-power slash at Tatara and it got reflected, it was possible that the recoil would shatter both of her arms.


      “In order to defeat Reflectors like Tatara, you need to figure out the process by which they activate their reflective powers, as well as any limitations they might have,” Muroto added. “That’s why simply dodging while analyzing your opponent is the correct strategy here.”


      “I see, so she’s keeping her cards close to her chest and waiting for an opening that she can take advantage of with a lightning-fast attack?”


      “That’s what it looks like to me.”


      As they watched their friend fight, Alisuin turned to Shizuku.


      “It reminds me of how Ikki acted during that one crisis. Do you remember?” she asked.


      “There isn’t a single moment I’ve spent with Onii-sama that I would ever forget. But I take it you’re referring to when we fought the Rebellion terrorists in the shopping mall?” That was before the selection matches had even started. The four of them had gone to a local shopping mall, which had then been attacked by a Rebellion looter squad. The leader of that squad, Bishou, had possessed a similar power to Tatara’s. “Stella-san was right there when Onii-sama cut that man down. I’m sure she remembers the tactics he used to beat him.”


      Ikki had launched an attack that was too fast for Bishou to see, taking him by surprise before he’d even had a chance to activate his reflection ability. Surpassing your opponent’s reaction time was one way to overcome a Reflector. It was actually the most common strategy Blazers employed when facing one. It wouldn’t be a bad idea for Stella to try that tactic. However, Alisuin shook her head.


      “But Stella-chan won’t be able to copy what Ikki did back then,” she said.


      “Why’s that?” the Doctor Knight, Yakushi Kiriko, asked. She was sitting with Alisuin and Shizuku.


      “It’s a matter of speed,” Alisuin explained. “Stella-chan’s attacks are exceptionally powerful, but her sword is much slower than Ikki’s Thunderclap. On top of that, Lævateinn is a much larger sword than Intetsu. Her swings naturally have to be wider and slower because of that. I doubt she’ll be able to unleash a swing that’s so fast it’s impossible to react to.”


      Honestly, even if she is capable of slashing faster than Tatara can react, I doubt a trick like that is going to work on the famed Unmovable.


      As someone who’d spent time working for Rebellion, Alisuin knew just how strong their Blazers could be. She was right to be worried too. After a few more swings, Tatara smirked derisively at Stella.


      Ha! You stupid bitch! I bet you think if you can hit me before I have a chance to react, I won’t be able to reflect your attack back at you. Technically, that’s true, but you better not think I’ll go down as easily as that small fry Bishou! I’m from a family of assassins who’ve served Rebellion for generations! I’m built different!


      Tatara was nothing like Bishou, who’d stepped onto the path of evil to indulge in his vices. She was a born and bred assassin who’d been taught to kill before she’d even known right from wrong. And her education had been extremely thorough. Ever since her third birthday, her own father had trained her to be ready to activate Total Reflect at any time, when even the slightest hint of danger presented itself. He’d done so by trying to kill her at unexpected times.


      For years, she’d been unable to sleep for more than a few minutes at a time, afraid that at any moment a bullet or blade would be headed her way. After a decade, she’d developed permanent bags under her eyes, but at the same time, she’d developed a kinetic vision so acute that she could see individual raindrops falling in a storm, as well as the reaction time necessary to activate her Total Reflect immediately. She could reflect anything—bullets, explosions, sword slashes, even attacks created by Blazer powers. Meanwhile, she was able to one-sidedly pressure her target until eventually they grew exhausted and became food for her chainsaw.


      It was that fighting style that had earned her the nickname Unmovable. Her vision was so well trained that she had even been able to follow Ikki’s movements when he’d replicated Edelweiss’s techniques. You couldn’t beat her reaction time with speed. No matter how long Stella waited, Tatara would never show her an opening.


      Besides, I have no reason to fight you fair and square!


      “Rinna! Take her out!” Tatara shouted in a hoarse voice. While Stella had been focusing on dodging Tatara, Beast Tamer Kazamatsuri Rinna had circled behind her on her jet-black lion.
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      “Do not presume you can give orders to me! I know what to do!”


      Despite her grumbling, Kazamatsuri was in perfect sync with Tatara. Her Device, Binding Collar, allowed anything she leashed with it to use her Noble Arts. And right now, she was having her lion activate his ability to make people freeze up.


      “Kneel before me! King’s Pressure!”


      “Roooaaar!”


      “Ngh!”


      The lion had roared at Stella from behind while she’d been distracted by Tatara. There was no way for her to dodge this. The shock wave of sound slammed into her back, making it impossible for her to move a muscle.


      “Oh no! Stella’s been hit by the Beast Tamer’s Noble Art, King’s Pressure. That same technique defeated Bunkyoku Academy’s Komashiro! Tatara’s got the perfect chance to take Stella down now!”


      “I’ll kill you before you can even draw your sword! This is what you get for underestimating us!” Tatara swung her chainsaw horizontally at Stella. Due to the effects of King’s Pressure, she could no longer move, and Crawling Centipede bit into her stomach. “Raaaaah!”


      The blow knocked Stella back a few meters, and Kazamatsuri chased after her with a follow-up attack.


      “King’s Charge!”


      Lions were already much bigger and stronger than humans, but this particular lion was also bolstered by mana, and it tackled Stella with the force of a dump truck. Stella weighed as much as any human girl would, so she was sent flying. She bounced off the hard stone floor a few times before slamming into the wall right beneath the spectator stands with a thunderous boom. A huge cloud of dust rose up as a section of the wall crumbled away.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Wh-What a combo! Kazamatsuri and Tatara both got in clean hits there, sending Stella flying! She must be hurt real bad!”


      “Damn, that was nasty!”


      “What if that killed her?”


      In a sense, seeing someone get knocked around like a pinball was even more gruesome than seeing them get cut up. The crowd watched with bated breath as the referee started his countdown. If Stella couldn’t make it back into the ring before he reached ten, she’d lose.


      “Stella’s buried under the rubble, so it’s hard to tell what kind of state she’s in. But the material this ring is made out of is sturdy enough to take shots from a tank, so she must be hurt pretty bad if she hit the wall so hard it crumbled. Will she be able to make it back into the ring in time?!”


      “Come on, Crimson Princess! Pull yourself together!”


      “There’s gotta be more to you than that!”


      “She shouldn’t have asked for a four-on-one! She let her enemies circle behind her too easily!”


      “The audience doesn’t seem too happy with this result. I can’t blame them. Everyone expected the Crimson Princess to make it to the finals. No one expected her to get trounced this badly.”


      However, Muroto shook his head at Iida’s commentary.


      “No, this is hardly surprising. If anything, this is the expected result.”


      “Wh-What do you mean, Muroto?!”


      “That’s just how hard it is to take on multiple opponents at once when you’re alone. While it’s just one against four in terms of pure numbers, if you think about how Vermillion’s opponents can use combination tactics and exhibit a variety of different powers at once, it’s fair to say their strengths are multiplied exponentially. The Crimson Princess may be one of the strongest student knights out there, but this is one serious handicap she’s fighting with. That’s why Kazamatsuri was able to get behind her so easily. Furthermore, this arena is bad terrain for her.”


      “Why’s that?”


      “As you can see, the Seven Stars Battle Festival arena is an open ring with no obstacles whatsoever. There’s nowhere for Vermillion to hide or any chokepoints for her to try and take her enemies on one at a time. Her opponents can take full advantage of their superior numbers here. That further widens the gap between her and her foes.”


      “And that’s why you think this result was inevitable?”


      “Vermillion was overconfident,” Muroto responded with a nod. “It was reckless of her to try and fight four people at once. Even if she’s a Rank A knight, her opponents are also highly skilled Blazers.”


      Shizuku frowned as she listened to Muroto’s commentary.


      “Just what is that woman doing?!”


      “Shizuku...”


      “She sounded so confident when she asked for a four-against-one that I thought she must have gotten insanely strong after training with Saikyou-sensei. I’m an idiot for expecting anything from her. What good is training if you’re going to let your guard down?!”


      “True. I can only say she was careless to let the Beast Tamer get behind her so easily.”


      “Exactly!”


      Shizuku was understandably angry at Stella. Not only had she stolen away the position of Ikki’s girlfriend, a position Shizuku so dearly wanted, but she’d then run off to go train and hadn’t said a word to anyone in a week. On top of that, she’d put on this shameful display after coming back late. Worst of all, she was the one who’d asked for the lopsided match that had led to this pathetic outcome. She was reaping what she’d sown. Even though she’d promised to fight Ikki in the finals, and even though Ikki had fought so hard to make sure he’d be able to keep up his half of the promise, here Stella was, throwing it all away.


      “If she loses here... If she breaks her promise to Onii-sama, I’m going to go down there and kill her myself!” Shizuku shouted, clenching her tiny fists.


      Kurono frowned slightly as she heard Shizuku say that.


      You really shouldn’t say that in front of a teacher, you know.


      She didn’t say anything, though. She knew just how obsessed Shizuku was with her brother, so she was willing to let Shizuku rant all she wanted about her brother’s overconfident girlfriend. Though Kurono herself didn’t think Stella was being overconfident at all.


      “Don’t be so hard on Vermillion, Kurogane.”


      “Why not? Look how easily she let herself get thrown out of the ring.”


      “If anything, Vermillion’s teacher is responsible for her overconfidence, not her.”


      “You mean Saikyou-sensei?” Shizuku asked, cocking her head to one side. She couldn’t understand how this was Saikyou’s fault. “Do you mean to say that Saikyou-sensei was a bad teacher?”


      “Seeing as Vermillion’s ended up as sloppy as Nene, I think yeah, we can say she’s a bad teacher,” Kurono answered with a playful smile. “That being said, this didn’t happen because Kazamatsuri managed to catch Vermillion off guard. It’s because she was getting bored of dodging, that’s all.”


      “Huh?”


      A second later, there was another thunderous boom, and the pile of rubble Stella was underneath—which must have easily weighed a full ton—flew high into the air.


      “What?!”


      Shocked, Shizuku looked back down at the ring. Naturally, it was Stella who’d sent all that rubble flying. In her raised right hand was the biggest of the rubble pieces. She casually tossed it aside and hopped back into the ring, making it right as the referee’s count reached eight. She looked completely unharmed even though she’d taken a chainsaw to the stomach and a lion’s tackle to the back. She brushed the dirt off of her uniform, then looked over at Tatara and Kazamatsuri.


      “I see. So this is how strong you are,” she muttered, nodding to herself.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Wh-Wh-Wh-What the?! Despite taking clean hits from both Crawling Centipede and King’s Charge, Stella’s come back to the ring at the count of eight, looking no worse for the wear! H-Her clothes are a little cut up, but otherwise, she’s completely unharmed! Just what is going on?!”


      However, Tatara had been expecting this. She’d understood what had happened the moment her attack had landed. When Crawling Centipede had made contact with Stella’s stomach, she hadn’t felt it cut into flesh. The jagged blades of her chainsaw had shredded Stella’s clothes, but they hadn’t made it to her skin. They’d been blocked by Stella’s mana.


      Mana could be used as a barrier against impacts, which was why Moroboshi Yuudai had crafted armor out of his mana in his battle against Ikki earlier. The strength of the barrier was proportional to the total amount of mana a person possessed, and Crimson Princess Stella Vermillion possessed perhaps the largest mana pool in the world. The mana barrier she passively deployed around herself was ridiculously strong—strong enough to nullify both Tatara and Kazamatsuri’s attacks. Stella had realized that as well, which was why she’d decided to stop dodging. There was no point in dodging attacks that couldn’t hurt her. But naturally, that confidence pissed Tatara off even further.


      “You bitch... Stop underestimating us!”


      “Please don’t glare at me like that. I can’t help it. I was fighting nonstop matches against the strongest Blazer in the Pacific Rim until just yesterday,” Stella said plainly.


      Indeed, Stella wasn’t trying to make light of her opponents. It was just hard for her to feel a sense of urgency. For the past week, she’d been fighting against none other than the Demon Princess. Saikyou Nene was one of the world’s strongest Blazers, and as a gravity user, she could call meteorites down from outer space and slam them into people at escape velocity. Compared to that, Tatara’s and Kazamatsuri’s attacks didn’t even register as threats to Stella. As a result, she simply didn’t care enough to dodge them.


      That was what Kurono had meant when she’d said that, in a sense, Saikyou had been a bad teacher. However, there was one other, far more important reason that Stella had let herself get hit by her opponents’ attacks.


      “Plus, I wanted to be sure of something before I went on the offensive.”


      “Yeah? What’s that, bitch?”


      “I wanted to see just how powerful you were.” That was something Stella had absolutely needed to ascertain. “After all, if I went all out without checking first, I might accidentally kill all of you.”


      “Rgh!”


      Stella knew just how strong she was. She knew her powers were more than most people could handle. If she wasn’t careful, she could easily kill someone. That was why she always took the utmost care when using her powers, so that she didn’t literally burn her opponents to a crisp by accident. Even if her opponents were scum who’d hurt her friends.


      “I’ve got a score to settle with you guys from Akatsuki, and I intend to make you all pay for what you did. But I don’t want to kill any of you.” In part because it would leave a bad taste in her mouth, but there was a more important reason. “After all, none of you are worth taking that seriously. You all seem intent on killing me, but there’s only one knight in the world that I want to go all out against. There’s only one person who’s worth fighting with everything I’ve got, even if that means I end up killing him.”


      For Stella, someone had to be truly special for her to be willing to forgo the responsibility she carried as someone possessing overwhelming strength and fight without holding back. And right now, there was just one man capable of igniting that passion within her.


      “That’s why I had to make sure I knew how strong you guys were. That way, I’d know how much of my strength to use to break you guys without killing you.” After that last exchange, Stella had more or less grasped how strong these two were. By her calculations, if she dropped her strength down three levels below max, that would be enough. She mentally put the limiters on her own strength and said, “Now it’s my turn to attack.”


      She summoned Lævateinn, and in an instant, the air around her grew hotter, blurring her form slightly. It was as if a sun had suddenly appeared in the arena. The pressure she exuded was far greater than that of other knights. However, Tatara wasn’t intimidated.


      “Interesting... Let’s see if you can really beat us that easily!”
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