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      Prologue


      In the lands near the severe mountains of Auvinier, which separated the continent of Setterlund into an east and west side, lay a flatland in the middle of a forest, from which the mountain ridges served as a backdrop.


      This area, which was basically just bare, leveled ground, was now essentially a graveyard to countless weather-beaten corpses. Some were sliced in twain, some were burned, some were impaled, and some seemed to have been pulverized by a great force. All of these carcasses were squished to an unrecognizable form; not a single one looked as it did while whole.


      If you peered closer, it would be possible to spot what seemed to be human limbs, as well as empty helmets. These empty husks used to be human shaped. However, in a strange twist, no matter how much one might search, they would never find any of those things so necessary to a human: blood or flesh. What they would find instead were crystalline fibers, metallic bones, and armor—all strewn through with thin lines of silver. Indeed, all this marked these carcasses as inhuman. They were silhouette knights, made through a merging of the magical and the mechanical.


      In this place, which could accurately be called a graveyard of giants, the only movement was the occasional gust of wind. It was quiet, as if all life was holding its breath and hiding...


      ◆


      The year was 1281 O.C.


      The Occidents—the group of nations occupying the western half of the continent of Setterlund—were in the midst of a swirling tornado of war. Later generations would refer to this as the Grand Storm of the West, as the great war of this age would involve a great many nations.


      The first arrow had been loosed by one of the mightiest kingdoms of the west, Jaloudek. They conquered their way through several smaller nations before clashing with another major power, the Kingdom of Kuscheperka. Jaloudek made their burning ambitions clear and invaded.


      The start of hostilities was normal for wars of this era, and people had thought this was just an extension of the usual skirmishes. These two kingdoms had clashed on and off many times over the course of history, after all. However, these expectations were betrayed as the war proved to be far more fierce and one-sided.


      Jaloudek had implemented both a powerful new silhouette knight and an unprecedented flying weapon—the levitating ship—in quick succession, completely turning the conventional wisdom of war on its head with each new strategy they employed using these weapons. As a result, their invasion was one-sided, and proceeded with the speed and ferocity of lightning. Kuscheperka lost its core—the king—early on, along with its capital. Those that refused to surrender fell one after another to the considerable power of Tyrantors, and the other members of the royal family, who had just barely managed to get away from the slaughter at the capital, were hunted down by levitating ships. It seemed like the land which once belonged to the Kingdom of Kuscheperka would soon be swallowed up by Jaloudek. Yet just as this conclusion had seemed totally foregone, it was overturned from a completely unexpected direction.


      Several months into the war, a certain group crossed the Auvinier Mountains into Kuscheperka. They introduced themselves as the Silver Phoenix Mercantile Company, and they stood in the way of the king of Jaloudek’s ambition.


      The Silver Phoenix Mercantile Company—obviously, this was an alias for the Order of the Silver Phoenix, which was famous all throughout the Kingdom of Fremmevilla—possessed powerful silhouette knights that were the equal of Jaloudek’s Tyrantor, which they used to carry out fierce attacks against the Jaloudek Army. Nothing could stop this group, and before long they had managed to free the surviving members of Kuscheperka’s royalty, throwing off Jaloudek’s plans in a major way. With the Jaloudek Army in utter confusion behind them, the Silver Phoenix Mercantile Company turned to supporting the remnants of Kuscheperka’s forces, bestowing upon them a new silhouette knight, the Laevantia, as well as devising a method to resist the levitating ship.


      Prince Cristobal, Jaloudek Army’s supreme commander, was whipped up into a frenzy by this, and he brought a large force with him, committed to destroying the Kuscheperkan remnants. Both sides met near the town of Micilie, located in the far east of Kuscheperka. The fierce battle lasted an entire day, from which the Order of the Silver Phoenix, along with the Kuscheperkan remnant forces, emerged victorious. They completely dominated the Black Knights which comprised Jaloudek’s main force, as well as the airborne Steel Wing Knights. They then capitalized on their momentum to retake Fontanie.


      The former Kuscheperkan army, which had stacked loss upon loss until their country was in ruins, was heavily encouraged by this striking victory. They marshaled around the princess, Eleonora Miranda Kuscheperka, crowning her and announcing the founding of the New Kuscheperka Kingdom at the same time.


      ◆


      The year was now 1282 O.C. The Grand Storm of the West seemed like it was dying down, but then it turned around and returned to its point of origin. Its destination was wrapped in darkness so deep that no eyes could pierce it. The New Kuscheperka Kingdom was, for now, the victor. Meanwhile, the Kingdom of Jaloudek might have lost, but they were still strong. They quietly sharpened their fangs, anticipating future victories.


      ◆


      This place, containing so many silhouette knight wrecks, used to be an air-port for the departure and arrival of levitating ships, Jaloudek’s threatening vehicles that used the secrets of ether to fly freely through the sky.


      In fact, there were nearly enough wrecks here to bury the whole area—which was definitely not small—beneath them. Under closer inspection, it was possible to pick out some strange details. The bits and pieces of armor and helmets had similarities in their designs. In other words, they were all the same type of silhouette knight. This was natural, of course, as these were all Jaloudekian Tyrantors that had been destroyed in the battle of Micilie.


      The reason these wrecks had been gathered in one spot was the contract that had been formed between the Kingdom of New Kuscheperka and the Order of the Silver Phoenix. The contract went thusly: Any and all silhouette knights destroyed by the Order of the Silver Phoenix would become their property as a reward for their efforts in battle.


      That also meant they would become the property of the order’s captain, Ernesti Echevalier.


      It was impossible to arrange these heavily damaged remains in any sort of order, so they were just piled up randomly. They were no longer able to function as silhouette knights. Pretty much the only way to make use of them would be to somehow recycle the materials. And there would only be one person who would be happy to be given such junk: Ernie, of course.


      Said boy was currently inside his blue silhouette gear, happily digging through the mountain of wreckage. His silhouette gear was the first model ever made, a Motor Beat, which didn’t have a magius engine installed. He and his Motor Beat disassembled the wrecks with overflowing passion and great dexterity, essentially making a hole in the pile.


      After a while, he emerged from the mountain carrying a large amount of wreckage, a very pleased expression on his face. “We’ve got a big old pile of disassembled parts now, so I think it’s about time we send some back.”


      “Wait, we have this much already?! You’re a bit too into this, Ernie.” A rather reproachful voice countered Ernie’s happy utterance from the shadow of the mountain of parts. It was Adeltrude “Addy” Alter, Ernie’s childhood friend and aide to the captain of the order. She was in a Motor Beat as well, standing imposingly with its hands on its hips.


      Addy was here to help Ernie, but even in a silhouette gear, it took quite a lot of effort to keep up with him—Ernie was so immersed in his work that it didn’t seem like he’d take a rest anytime soon. Though he felt exasperated, Ernie still picked up the parts that he’d enthusiastically thrown all over the place in his efforts and piled them up on a carrying rack to cart them off. Without the strength of a silhouette gear, this kind of work would have been impossible for just two people to pull off.


      After descending the mountain of wreckage, they came across another person working at its foot, also in a silhouette gear. He was carefully arranging the parts that had been brought down by the two up top and closely inspecting them. It was Batson Termonen, a knightsmith and another one of Ernie’s childhood friends.


      Batson was a dwarf and was about the same height as Ernie while being nearly twice as wide and much more muscular. He was using a work-specialized silhouette gear that had been even further customized, named the Dwarf’s Fist. At the moment, he was using all four of the silhouette gear’s arms to deftly inspect the parts while jotting down any revelations he had on a piece of paper.


      “How’re things going, Batson? Here’s more incoming,” said Ernie.


      “Mmnn, pretty good, all things considered,” Batson answered. “Ah, put the new stuff right there.”


      His vague response, all done while not pausing his work, was a little reminiscent of Ernie. Batson was one of the few people who shared Ernie’s interests, even among his childhood friends.


      Ernie put the rack down where he’d been told and stopped his Motor Beat. The armor’s torso opened up with the hiss of pressurized air being released, allowing the small-statured boy to jump out. He immediately went to peek at what Batson had jotted down, quickly becoming absorbed in the notes. Ernie was happy to do anything that involved robots, whether it be hard labor or intense mental work. In the face of the hobbyist who had already immersed himself in the next step of his work without rest, Addy could only shrug. She also got out of her Motor Beat before coming up behind Ernie and latching onto him.


      “I’m tired, Ernie. I’m gonna stay like this for a while to fill up my motivation pool!”


      Addy let out a contented sigh once she confirmed the familiar feeling of the boy nestled in her arms. No matter how great the utility of a silhouette gear, extended use of it still placed a burden on the pilot in terms of both physical stamina and mana. That being said, in Addy’s case, she was trained well enough that such a thing wouldn’t matter for a long while. But that had nothing to do with it. She just needed an excuse. Ernie supported Addy’s weight as he fixed his hair.


      “Thanks for helping, Addy. You can feel free to rest while we’re sorting through the results. Once this is done, we’ll go back to disassembly.”


      “You’re as mercilessly chipper as ever, Ernie...” Addy muttered.


      Ernie didn’t seem to pay much attention to the way Addy appeared to wilt; he was already immersed in the work of screening through the parts. Addy understood this, so she made sure not to get in his way while still clinging to him. She passed the time while vacantly staring at whatever Ernie was working on, but soon enough she tilted her head, a question on her mind.


      “Hey, Ernie, haven’t you been looking at the same thing for a while now?”


      “Oh, so you could tell?” he answered. “Yes, this is likely the core of their technology.”


      That was when Batson, who’d been comparing a variety of parts to a diagram he had in his hand, looked up. “I thought so too! Hey, Ernie, check this out. See, here... It looks similar; they have the same function. This is the secret to how that ship flies!”


      The diagram was an outline of the Etheric Levitator, which was the secret of the levitating ship’s ability to suspend itself in the air. They’d sussed this out using the ship they’d captured in the battle at Micilie.


      “I see. This lends some credibility to our conjectures. We might’ve gotten our invitation to the skies with this,” Ernie said as he stared at the part Batson was pointing to. This part, too, had come from the Tyrantor wrecks. At the center of the device was a crystal that gave off a dull, rainbow-colored shine.


      Ernie traced the outline of the device with his finger, a smile creeping up his face. It was the happy expression that accompanied the discovery of a new function, a new piece of technology. This was even more pronounced since it had to do with levitating ships and silhouette knights.


      “I’d thought this crystal was worthless. But someone out there discovered its value. I wonder what secrets lay within... I’d love to uncover them all,” he muttered.


      “Ernie’s got a villainous look on his face again...” Addy responded with light exasperation.


      Who knew what Ernie would pull off once he got that secret in his hands? Addy and Batson gave each other understanding looks. That was when a deep voice called out to them from the other side of the mountain of wreckage.


      “Heeeyyy! Where are you guys?! Did you get yourselves buried somewhere?! Gah, jeez. It’s such a waste to leave all of this just rolling around as useless scrap. We should just hurry up and recycle it all.”


      “Mrmm... Here, boss! We’re over here!”


      Responding to that call, David “Boss” Hepken, chief knightsmith of the Order of the Silver Phoenix’s smithing department, laboriously climbed over the mountain of wreckage, then appeared on its summit. Once he saw Ernie and his friends at the foot, surrounded by a large number of parts and diagrams, the first thing he did was sigh.


      “Well then... You seem happy.”


      “I am! Very much so!” Ernie replied. “This is all sooooo delicious to learn about! I want nothing more than to eat it all up!”


      “Just like catnip to a cat. I was wondering what you were getting up to, spending all your time here... I should’ve known.” The boss could only shake his head in resignation when he saw how passionately Ernie was gazing at the wrecks, a bewitched smile on the boy’s face. There’d been no need to worry—Ernie was actually doing too well. This pile of carcasses was like a mountain of treasure to him, and as the boss had predicted, he’d been so engrossed in his analysis work that he’d neglected to eat or sleep.


      Ernie clearly hadn’t considered his own position when he did all this; his passion for his hobbies just overtook everything else. This was a proper technical investigation of the Jaloudek Army’s weaponry, done by “Captain Echevalier,” but really it was just because Ernie was a silhouette knight maniac disguised as the world’s foremost expert on the subject. Still, it was a problem for the captain of an entire knight order to throw aside all his other work to immerse himself in silhouette knight corpses like this.


      “Well, I guess this research definitely needs to be done. Just keep it in moderation, will you?” the boss said. “You’ll cause way more trouble if you push yourself too far and end up collapsing. Let’s call the Laevantia done and move on to mass production now. There’s no need to rush the research on Jaloudek’s stuff.”


      The boss was right—feedback had come in from the prototype Laevantias that were New Kuscheperka’s most cutting-edge units, and they had now been refined into a form that could withstand mass production. At the moment, all private and military workshops in Fontanie were working at full capacity for this very purpose. The knightsmiths were facing a seemingly endless amount of work, but their faces were bright and their morale was high because of the refounding of their nation. That meant the Order of the Silver Phoenix should have had some leeway, but none of that mattered to Ernie.


      “I know that but I’m definitely not doing this out of simple curiosity—I swear I’m not! Still, Jaloudek’s technology here—meaning the levitating ships—is a completely new kind of weapon that can fly and even transport silhouette knights—it’s an extreme threat—so if we can analyze it and put it to practical use it’ll be very beneficial to us. And more than anything I’ll be super happy! Plus it will bring the whole of humanity a step forward meaning we should all be happy. So really there’s no other choice than to research this until we know everything about the underlying principle and to do so as soon as possible.” Ernie rattled off at lightning speed. He was speaking so quickly that it was nearly impossible to even tell the words apart.


      “Okay, okay, slow down. So how long is this project gonna be?” the boss asked.


      “Well, let’s see... I think we’re about to get to the secret core of this thing. Ah, don’t worry! I won’t leave anybody out once I’ve unveiled it. I’ll definitely teach everyone all about it!”


      Seeing Ernie so excited and energetic that he seemed like he’d bounce off the walls as he talked, the boss finally threw his hands up in surrender. “S-Sure, okay. I get it, I get it already, so just make sure you don’t collapse.”


      The boss knew that Ernie wouldn’t listen to anything he said in this state. Luckily, Jaloudek was lying low for the moment, so they likely had some time before anything would happen. It probably wouldn’t be an issue to let Ernie do what he liked for a while—that was the decision the boss came to, though it was more like he just gave up.


      ◆


      While Ernie and his comrades were spending their days enjoyably and fruitfully, a certain incident was occurring some ways away from Fontanie in Kuscheperka’s old capital, Dervankhul.


      Jaloudek took this city over at the start of the war, and it was now the headquarters of the Central Protectorate Government, the symbol of Jaloudek’s control over Kuscheperka. Because this used to be the capital, it was replete with all sorts of facilities. Among these was an area commonly called the workshop district. Many large buildings meant for the purpose of constructing and maintaining silhouette knights were lined up side by side here, making it a critical location for the city’s military garrison.


      Soldiers and knightsmiths of the Jaloudek Army were constantly running around at the feet of the Tyrantors in maintenance. In this clamorous and hectic air, a single man walked along in such a leisurely fashion he stuck out like a sore thumb. This man was none other than the chief of Jaloudek’s development and research workshop, Horacio Kojass. He looked around the workshop listlessly as he gave orders to his various subordinates.


      “Okay... So just finish up this area like that. Yeah, I think that’s good enough. Right, I’ll leave the rest to you—I have something I need to attend to in the back.”


      Since the founding of the Kingdom of New Kuscheperka—or more accurately, since their loss at the battle of Micilie—Jaloudek had been desperate to replenish their lost forces and come up with a countermeasure for the anti-levitating ship weapons. As long as these problems went unsolved, they were under threat of completely losing any advantage in battle they’d enjoyed until now. The knightsmiths were thus being bombarded with all sorts of orders, and their workload was increasing daily. Even so, Horacio simply blurted out the bare minimum of orders before leaving as quickly as he could.


      Today had proven to be like every other day since this started, and the knightsmiths who were left behind simply sighed before slowly resuming their work. They could only imagine what would happen if his orders weren’t so accurate.


      Horacio was the kind of person who cycled constantly between a small collection of well-worn clothes, and he could never get rid of the sullen impression he gave off. That being said, he was the father of the levitating ship and an engineer without equal. He wouldn’t have become chief if he weren’t, after all.


      Once he’d finished giving out his orders, he left the crowded workshop district. He was headed for his own personal workshop. This place contained the results of his research, which he’d been working on since the day he’d heard that one of his levitating ships had been brought down.


      “With the near annihilation of the Steel Wing Knights, the levitating ships can no longer dominate the skies. Just making another ship won’t work. This world sure is harsh—I feel like I just gave birth to this idea the other day.” Horacio’s whisper sounded rather deadpan as he walked toward a strangely shaped weapon suspended in the middle of the workshop. This bizarre object was set around a cylindrical core, and silver plates with silver nerves and Emblem Graphs ran through it. It was a true wonder that it hadn’t fallen apart on the spot.


      “Which means I really do have to complete this as soon as possible. This new propulsion system, that is...”


      Horacio had been spending his time to this point grilling Dorotheo Maldness and the survivors of the Black Knights for information. One detail, though, was much more interesting to him than the rest.


      “A fountain of flame burst out of its entire body, granting it absurd acceleration... Absurd to think that a silhouette knight could accomplish such a thing, and even fly with it! And completely crushing my levitating ship on top of that!”


      He was referring to that silhouette knight that was like a fierce god, a thing so ridiculous it was easy to accept that it had been the direct cause of so many of the Steel Wing Knights’ losses.


      “It flew! Really?! It flew?! A silhouette knight! Ridiculous. If a silhouette knight really could fly freely through the sky, then I wouldn’t have bothered making the Etheric Levitator!”


      Annoyed, he pulled on a lever, and an external ether reactor started to spin up. The device quickly awakened, eating up mana stored in some crystal tissue. It didn’t take long for the air intake attached to the machine, modified from an intake of an ether reactor, to hit shrill levels of noise. Then, following the Emblem Graph carved into the thing, the sucked-in air was used to activate a magical phenomenon. It was the basic fire script of the Architect family of spells—the gathered and compressed atmosphere morphed into violent, intense fire, all of which was directed and discharged in a single direction following the script.


      The bright light of the flames threw the man’s face into stark shadow.


      “Spew out flames and fly through the sky... Flames! That means explosion magic! That means...using the backlash of an explosion to propel one forward! Ha...ha ha ha... What genius! What idiocy! Whoever made this must be insane!”


      The flow of flames—which should probably be classified as jet magic—had the potency of an overspell and threatened to blow the entire device apart. If it wasn’t solidly affixed to the floor, the thing would’ve flung itself straight into the wall.


      To begin with, it was insane to think of casting explosion magic near oneself. It was common sense that being near an explosion and the resulting shock wave would damage the user. Naturally, willingly subjecting oneself to the shock wave was not the thinking of a sane person. It was madness; the product of a warped thought process.


      Horacio’s expression twisted, and a loud and piercing laugh came out of his mouth. One wrong move and this fire would spell the user’s destruction, but it also produced incredible propulsion. Using such a method was basically suicide; it was crazy enough to shake Horacio’s already distorted personality to the core. He started to feel a sort of respect for the enemy engineer that gave such a thing form, but that also came with a maddening amount of jealousy.


      “The levitating ship exists in the sky because of the Pure Ether Effect! But this fool has taken to the air with just explosions and fire! Heh heh... HAH! Does that mean my entire clan’s ideas are inferior to one fool’s?!”


      According to his interviews, the enemy silhouette knight was moving using great gouts of fire. That alone was enough to bring him to the conclusion that the enemy was using the recoil from explosions as propulsion. His inventiveness truly marked him as a prodigy. Or possibly... There was some sort of special factor that could only be communicated between two insane people.


      “This propulsion system uses mana to produce thrust far more powerful than wind could ever be! This might even be enough to power that.”


      This imitation Magius Jet Thruster of Horacio’s own design was still a strong enough propulsion engine that it couldn’t be compared to conventional technology. There was only one conclusion to be drawn from that. It needed to be bigger and even more powerful—


      At some point, the machine used up all its mana and stopped. Horacio approached it and smiled wide. “Once that gets a complete frame, it will surely be able to wrest control of the sky and everything else within with its talons. That’s right—the sky belongs to me! Once I finish this, I won’t have to bother with any of that minor annoying crap! Yeah, I don’t care if we win or lose; I just want this boring war to be done with. Then I’ll be able to fly as much as I want!”


      This engineer that dreamed of the sky was working only for his own desires. He didn’t care one bit about the country and its victory or anyone’s survival. Luckily—or maybe unluckily—this madness was still his own little secret.


      ◆


      The most standout characteristic of the Grand Storm of the West was how many new technologies were deployed during its course. Both the Jaloudek Kingdom—the greatest player on this stage—and New Kuscheperka had their own abnormal engineers, and their achievements would lead the war into greater confusion along with the passage of time.

    

  

  
    
      Part 9: Birth of the Drake Arc


      Chapter 38: March of the Kingdom of New Kuscheperka


      Under a calm sky and slowly flowing clouds, a faint breeze blew past a sitting girl, lifting her hair as it did so.


      The girl gently returned the teacup she was holding to the table, freeing up her hands to hold down her hair as she slowly stood up. Calmly, she walked over to the railing, allowing the scenery around her to sink in.


      She was at the center of Castle Raspede, and so she saw its signature four minarets, as well as the castle town radiating out from her position—she was observing Fontanie, the capital of New Kuscheperka.


      This city, which had seemed to be suffocating under the rule of Jaloudek, had recovered quite a bit of its liveliness once it had been returned to its rightful owners. This was all thanks to trade being partially reopened with Fremmevilla Kingdom, which lay across the Auvinier Mountains to the east through the Occident Road.


      While this was great for the people, it was also a lifeline for the newly founded nation, which was still in a precarious position.


      “Even though this city—and the country itself—are slowly regaining their original states...” said Eleonora Miranda Kuscheperka, the girl who just the other day had been crowned as the queen of New Kuscheperka.


      “Is something the matter, Your Majesty?” a knight gently called. Judging from his relatively light armor, he was clearly a knight runner, and he had a strangely shaped staff, along with a silver short sword at his hip.


      Instantly, Eleonora’s clouded expression cleared. “Sir Archid.”


      While the queen was smiling, the young knight runner she’d called out to, Archid Alter, put on a troubled face. “Whe— Whoops. Your Majesty... I am just a simple knight, so there’s no need for you to refer to me respectfully like that.”


      “Oh, no, Sir Archid. This is not a matter of our respective positions. It’s just what I’d like to call you. Also... There’s no need to be so stiff. Please talk to me normally, like you first did. Did you dislike that?” Eleonora’s expression clouded once more, causing Kid to scratch his head, at a loss.


      She was referring to when she had still been a princess and had fallen into the evil clutches of Jaloudek. The Order of the Silver Phoenix had sallied forth to save the captured royals, which had led to Kid swearing to fight as Eleonora’s knight in a bid to bolster her spirits.


      So her trust in him was deep—which was a good thing, but Kid couldn’t help but wonder if it was okay that she was so strangely attached to him. Not only that, but Ernie and Emris had assigned him to her in some strange show of consideration, so he was both a member of the Order of the Silver Phoenix and a knight serving directly under Eleonora at the same time.


      These days, he acted as her bodyguard, but he was also being tossed about by the increasing amount of playfulness she was showing when she could allow herself to.


      “That’s not... No, I didn’t,” Kid replied. “Uh, but setting that aside, you were sighing. I was just wondering if something was worrying you.”


      Eleonora gave a small gasp as she brought her hand to her cheek. “Oh, no, I was just happy to see Fontanie regaining its liveliness...”


      Kid tilted his head, puzzled. Her dreary expression didn’t match her words. He shifted his gaze to the scenery beyond the railing.


      They were on a balcony on the upper floors of Castle Raspede. This place was normally rather dreary itself, but now the air seemed much more bright and splendid.


      A table had been placed on the balcony, and an array of colorful snacks were lined up on it. There were also waiters diligently moving around and refilling drinks, among other things, to allow people to continue their conversations uninterrupted. Though it was small, they were currently in the midst of a tea party.


      “Ah! So this is where you two were! Sneaking off to have a private conversation, huh? Hey, your tea is getting cold.” Addy slipped in between the two, whose conversation had petered out. Behind her, attendants were already replacing the old tea. Addy spent a small while staring at Eleonora before she suddenly grabbed onto the queen’s hand.


      “Jeez, Helena, what a waste of your pretty looks! Come on, stop looking down all the time. Let’s enjoy some delicious cake and regain our spirits!”


      “You’re right. Sorry, Miss Addy. I shouldn’t be moping in this situation... I already decided to face forward—toward the future. Hee hee, let’s go try some cake together.”


      While they were close in age, Addy’s attitude was far too familiar considering Eleonora was a queen. Though Kid felt troubled by his sister’s attitude, it didn’t seem like anyone else minded. Furthermore, Eleonora started to cut out a piece of cake for Addy as well as herself. Such an action was a far cry from anyone’s imagination of a queen; she acted as if she were a normal girl.


      “Ha ha. It’s just us here. There’s no need to worry about that sort of thing, so just enjoy yourselves.” Martina Alt Kuscheperka smiled as she watched over the girls. She had become Castle Raspede’s master in place of her now departed husband and was currently serving as the queen’s aide. And it was because she was staying right by Eleonora’s side to help the girl that Martina knew how much weight she was carrying.


      “She’s right. I mean, look how delicious this tea and cake is!” Addy exclaimed.


      “You’re just being way too casual about all this...” Kid muttered.


      Though this party was supposed to be a casual one where social standing didn’t play a part, Addy was the type of girl to not care about any of that regardless. Despite his misgivings, Kid came around in the end. “Well, you’re right that being formal all the time is just suffocating.”


      As soon as he said that, a cake suddenly appeared before him.


      “Would you like some cake too, Sir Archid?” Eleonora asked.


      “Huwha?! Uhhwh— Yes, thanks. I’ll have some... Ah, um...you can just give me the plate; I can eat it myself... Uh...”


      For some reason, Eleonora did not give him a plate. Instead, she extended a piece of cake on a fork and kept it there, insistently. Kid got an extremely bad feeling about this turn of events, so he tried to resist, but he was powerless against Eleonora’s gentle smile.


      “Okay, I’ll just eat it like this.”
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      Kid was pressured by the smile, but he didn’t take long to prepare himself for what was about to happen.


      Queen Eleonora was raised in a gilded cage, and the war had been a great shock to her. As she had recovered from this shock, she had also gradually awakened to her sense of responsibility as a queen, which was why she’d started to change her mannerisms. However, such a change caused some recoil, it seemed, as every once in a while she would show an extremely impish and mischievous side. This came out especially often when Kid was around.


      “I’m glad to see you doing so well, Helena!” Emris Jeijer Fremmevilla nodded exaggeratedly. He was watching this lively exchange from the neighboring table as he attempted to take a full hand of confections and eat them.


      Isadora Adalina Kuscheperka was sitting next to him, and she caught that in time to slap the food out of his hand. “Yeah, yeah. Why do you have to make a mess out of everything, Ris? Don’t do that. Just please eat like an actual noble, with a fork and knife.”


      “Eating in tiny bites like that just isn’t for me.”


      Isadora pouted, and her silent glare intimidated Emris into picking up a fork and stabbing it into the cake. He continued to carry the whole piece into his mouth, to which Isadora reacted by bringing a hand to her cheek with an exasperated look.


      ◆


      After everyone participating in the tea party had their chance to enjoy it and take a rest, Ernie popped up.


      “Please excuse my lateness.”


      “Ah, you’re finally here, Ernie! C’mere! Here, we made sure to leave some cake for you.” Addy eagerly prepared a place for Ernie beside her, patting the open seat once she was done.


      Ernie accepted this goodwill, sitting down in the proffered spot without fuss. He took a sip of the tea he was immediately offered, and he let out a sigh of contentment.


      Ah, I’ve got cuteness on both sides of me... This is what happiness is! Addy was positively beaming, being flanked by Ernie and Eleonora, but let’s leave that aside for now.


      “The taste of tea after some hard work is exceptional,” said Ernie.


      “Thank you for all your hard work, Lord Echevalier. We rely on you for so much,” Eleonora said.


      “Oh, please, don’t mind that. I was late just now because I was having so much fun getting all the materials in order, after all,” the boy replied.


      While the Kuscheperkans seemed apologetic, those of the Order of the Silver Phoenix were quite a bit more cavalier about all the work Ernie was doing, treating it as just another one of his flights of fancy. In truth, if they left him to his devices, Ernie would immerse himself in his research endlessly.


      Martina and Eleonora took a collective breath and let it out, their features softening as they did so. This tea party was set up to give Eleonora a break, but it was also a place for a certain important discussion to be held.


      “Lord Echevalier... I have something I’d like to discuss with you,” Eleonora started.


      “Stop it with the ‘lord’ stuff; it’s too much for me. Thank you, but while I’ve been given a knight order, I don’t possess a peerage. Please, treat me casually.”


      In this world, the position of knight did not automatically confer a minor peerage. Knighthood was more like a job, especially since it was basically an intermediate step to becoming a knight runner, a title which pointed to one’s ability to handle silhouette knights.


      Eleonora was already troubled as to how to proceed, even though she’d just barely broached the subject. While she was inexperienced as a queen, the fact that Ernesti Echevalier was just incomprehensible was also a factor.


      Even though he was seventeen—the same age as her—he was basically the same height, despite being a boy, and he had features so lovely he could be mistaken for a girl. At first glance, he looked so slender and delicate it was impossible to think he was built for violence, but in truth he was the strongest knight runner and in charge of his own order. Furthermore, his Ikaruga had capabilities so ludicrous that it started to be feared by friend and enemy alike after the battle over Micilie; its overwhelming achievements had led it to be called a god of death.


      By now, the Kuscheperkans knew that he had a somewhat strange value system, and that he prioritized silhouette knights over everything else. His drive was insane, and while it was nice that he’d strengthened his allies’ silhouette knights and created the missile javelin, he’d lately been going on a rampage in an attempt to defeat and take ownership of all the enemy’s silhouette knights.


      On top of all that, he was the knight captain of the Order of the Silver Phoenix—the most powerful combat force available to New Kuscheperka—and a major player who supported their revival. In the first place, the order was incredibly mysterious. It was known that they’d come from Fremmevilla, brought by Emris when he’d hurried here to help his aunt, Martina. They also knew that this group defied almost all common sense.


      The Order of the Silver Phoenix possessed the most powerful, cutting-edge silhouette knights, as well as unique centaur knights, which allowed them significant strength in battle. This alone made them very valuable, but they also provided the newborn country with the methods to manufacture powerful new silhouette knights of their own, and they’d even managed to quickly counter the levitating ships, which as of yet were still largely unknown outside of Jaloudek. Their range of activity had already far exceeded that of a normal knight order. And when it came to their captain, not even the New Kuscheperkan queen could afford to treat him crudely.


      Normally, the queen should be dealing with Fremmevilla’s second prince, Emris. However, things weren’t that simple, and it seemed that the Order of the Silver Phoenix prioritized the word of their captain even over royalty. While they sometimes showed great exasperation at his antics and seemed to treat their captain rather casually, it was clear that the order had an unshakable bond of trust with their captain.


      Ernie lacked a peerage, but he was a knight captain with monstrous strength, and as a result, Eleonora had to tread lightly. This made Ernie a rather absurd existence to them, as those from the Occidents placed heavy importance on lineage and the rule of nobility.


      “Then...allow me to call you Sir Ernesti.” After some hesitation, Eleonora decided to treat him courteously as Kid’s friend.


      However, it seemed this wasn’t as casual as he was expecting, and Ernie shot a look at Kid—who was standing behind the queen—and received a silent shaking of the head in reply. “Okay. If you’re satisfied with that, Your Majesty, then I am as well.”


      Eleonora seemed a little relieved to hear that. She then drew a quick breath and broached the subject once more. “So, as you might have expected, I wanted to talk about the silhouette knight remains under your possession.”


      She was talking about the contract the Kingdom of New Kuscheperka had signed with the Silver Phoenix Mercantile Company, which pertained to destroyed enemy forces. In this war, which made use of giant humanoid weapons, the wrecks that were left behind were an important source of remuneration. It was possible to recycle the destroyed machines for parts, and their hearts were so overwhelmingly tough that they could often be reused as they were.


      The problem was that the order’s results were far too impressive. With Ikaruga at the forefront, a mere three companies had managed to decimate an entire Jaloudekian brigade. And those remains were now firmly in the order’s hands.


      “We have restored our home into a new kingdom, and we are about to strike back at Jaloudek in earnest,” said Eleonora. “In order to do that, we need as many silhouette knights as possible.”


      The New Kuscheperkans had introduced the powerful new Laevantia during the previous battle, to accompany the Lesvant Viede, but those were just prototypes that had been forced into action. Fontanie and the surrounding towns were currently all working at a fever pitch, mass-producing this new model, but they still didn’t have enough. The Lesvant Viede still made up a majority of Kuscheperka’s army, but its extreme lack of speed made it exceedingly unsuited for offensives. They couldn’t afford to strike until they gathered enough Laevantias. In order to do that, they needed enough hearts and metal.


      “That is why we would like to restore the wrecks that you possess and add them to our army,” she concluded.


      Ernie and the rest of the Order of the Silver Phoenix had come from the Kingdom of Fremmevilla, Martina’s home, and were giving Kuscheperka their full support and cooperation. However, it wasn’t as if they were in the new kingdom’s formal command structure. In the end, they were just helpers, and their position required some delicate balancing.


      “Many nobles still remain under the control of the enemy, and we are still harried by a lack of military strength. Returning to the wording of our contract...please...” Eleonora trailed off.


      “Okay, I accept your request,” Ernie said readily with a smile.


      Eleonora and the others felt a little cheated by how easy this had turned out to be, but they quickly got a hold of themselves. They’d learned by now that this boy’s smile was dangerous.


      Sure enough, Ernie didn’t betray their expectations. “Let’s see, then how about we do this? No matter how good we are at constructing silhouette knights, it’ll be way too much work to rebuild that many. So I’ll allow you to make use of the extra stock. Let’s say that we’re lending the units to you for the duration of this war. How does that sound?”


      Though Eleonora and the others were worried, Ernie’s suggestion stayed within the bounds of common sense.


      “Thank you very much. With this, we’ll have enough to fight...” Eleonora breathed a sigh of relief.


      However, Ernie wasn’t done. The new queen gasped and stiffened up as he continued. “In this case, the silhouette knights we lend you will still be considered our forces. This means they will apply to our original agreement: that all the enemies we defeat will become ours. Wouldn’t you agree?”


      The New Kuscheperkans immediately understood what he was angling for. As long as the contract was valid, every defeated enemy meant another silhouette knight for the Order of the Silver Phoenix. These units would then be rebuilt and returned to the battlefield, where they would continue to defeat even more enemies—this gluttonous cycle would continue until the enemy was utterly destroyed.


      This struck Eleonora and Martina speechless, and they couldn’t help but stare at the smiling boy. Ernie didn’t seem any different from usual, which meant he was still sane and being completely serious; he intended to swallow a major kingdom whole.


      “Hey, look at the face my aunt’s making now! You’ve gone too far!” Though the mood had turned strange, that wasn’t something Emris was able to read, and he suddenly grabbed onto Ernie’s head. He then started to muss the boy’s hair.


      A small chuckle came from the small knight captain. “It was a joke. So much junk would only be more work to rebuild, and that’s more trouble than even I want. So as far as the conditions of the contract go, let’s revise them with the excuse that the kingdom has been restored and our employer has changed. Of course we will lend you the restored units—we can’t let this chance to strike back at Jaloudek escape us.”


      Emris finally relinquished Ernie’s head, and the boy continued as he tried to fix his hair. “Also, I prefer my silhouette knights functional.”


      “Y-Yes, those certainly are better... Thank you, Ernesti.” Martina managed to recover, though the queen remained frozen. In the end, everything settled in a way that matched the Kuscheperkans’ goals exactly, but they didn’t feel like they could relax just yet. After all, though Ernie called it a joke, no one present took it as such.


      While the Kuscheperkans shivered at this, the Order of the Silver Phoenix carried on as usual. They could easily imagine their captain flattening an entire country for the sake of silhouette knights, after all.


      “Hey, stop doing that to my aunt and the girls,” said Emris.


      “What? I would never! I was just joking—trying to ease the tension,” Ernie replied indignantly.


      “In what world would that not leave everyone more tense?”


      Once again, Emris tried to catch Ernie, but the boy escaped, only for Addy to grab him instead. She held him firmly as she fixed his hair. It was hard to tell if that treatment was a bit too heavy or not, but it only served to deepen the Kuscheperkan royals’ worries. It seemed they would need to continue to get along with the lovely—yet terrifying—knight captain for the foreseeable future.


      Kuschere Road was a main artery that ran all the way across the lands that used to belong to the Kingdom of Kuscheperka. Most of this land had now been conquered by the Kingdom of Jaloudek, and this was still true even after Kuscheperka’s rebirth. While it was difficult to enter the lands that were still under Jaloudek’s control, the roads within New Kuscheperka’s territory were filled with carts carrying supplies even now.


      In accordance with the discussion held some days ago, the Order of the Silver Phoenix loaned New Kuscheperka some of their silhouette knight wrecks. Though these silhouette knights were destroyed, they were still useful resources; especially since in most cases, the ether reactors and magius engines could be reused as they were.


      With this influx of materials, New Kuscheperka now had to reorganize its army. They rounded up every smithy in the area, even outside of Fontanie, and put them to work producing more Laevantias.


      During the battle for Micilie, the New Kuscheperkan forces and the Order of the Silver Phoenix managed to slay Prince Cristobal, the enemy’s supreme commander. Yet Jaloudek was still in control of the large majority of Kuscheperka’s original land, and their overall strength hadn’t seemed to take even the slightest hit. In order to be able to go on the attack, the Kuscheperkans would first need more numbers. As an aside, New Kuscheperka was in such a hurry to increase the size of its army that the initial wave of Laevantias built during this time were said to have Tyrantor parts directly installed. In most cases, this fact was ignored. That is, as long as it didn’t cause any problems.


      Thus the finished Laevantias were sent all over the newly founded country, either in preparation for the coming attack or to protect their own lands.


      ◆


      A caravan traveled down the road, kicking up dust as it went.


      This was one of the transport caravans meant to bring silhouette knights to the front lines of the fight against Jaloudek. Only this one had a rather peculiar trait—its carriages were supersized, large enough to fit the ten-meter-tall Laevantias in their completed forms. Similarly, the horses pulling these carriages were not normal, as they had humanoid upper torsos attached to horse bodies in the unnatural form of a centaur. Furthermore, they stood fifteen meters tall. They were Tzenndrimbles.


      Normally, transporting silhouette knights was done either by having the completed silhouette knight move to the destination itself, or by only building it partway and splitting the parts between several different carts only to complete it on-site. Both methods required a fair amount of time, but there existed a group that could carry things around much easier all while being a fearsome fighting force. Of course, this was referring to the company (ten units) of Tzenndrimbles which belonged to the Order of the Silver Phoenix.


      A Tzenndrimble’s movement speed far outstripped that of a silhouette knight. This, combined with its outstanding ability to carry extra loads, allowed it to move silhouette knights with great haste. To New Kuscheperka, whose production of these silhouette knights was so hurried that their shipments couldn’t keep up, this ability was of great value. Most soldiers who fought on the front line were having to make do in their obsolete Lesvants or Lesvant Viedes. Arrivals of these new and powerful silhouette knights were always met with joy.


      ◆


      The following event took place during one of Third Company’s many deliveries during that period.


      “Be on alert, everyone. Something’s coming!” Third Company’s commander, Helvi Olbarri, shouted through her megaphone, straining to see what it was through her machine’s holomonitor. “Not that it isn’t obvious who would be coming to a place like this.”


      Her men also quickly caught on to the identity of the new arrival. A black-painted vessel—a levitating ship—was in the sky.


      Gradually, the silhouette solidified, and Third Company could see the Jaloudekian flags emblazoned on the sails stretching out to either side. The Steel Wing Knights, Jaloudek’s aerial force, had taken a huge hit during the battle of Micilie and had been devastated. While they hadn’t lost all the levitating ships available to them, they’d lost enough to make it impossible to take action in unison as a large force. So, they were relegated to fast strikes with a small force like they were doing now—a form of guerrilla warfare.


      The levitating ships used their ability to ignore terrain to appear out of nowhere, but they chose to persistently hound the supply trains instead of attacking bases.


      “I thought they were specialized in brute force, but it looks like they’ve mastered the art of tiny gains as well. Wow, they sure are terrible people!” It was understandable that Helvi would be fed up. Jaloudek’s levitating ship crews had learned from their defeat and stopped descending to attack.


      Instead, they now preferred to attack from high in the sky, never stopping as they did so. However, a levitating ship’s only means of attacking ground units was with stones thrown from their Catapults.


      The Catapults were far from accurate, though, so it was nearly impossible to hit normal carriages so long as they were moving. Frankly, attacks by levitating ships were not much of a threat; they were more harassment than anything.
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INTRODUCTION

One year since the start of the
fight

One year has passed since the release of volume 4 in April
of last year. Sorry to have kept you waiting!

“When will the next one come out?”

“Is there not going to be a volume 5?”

A lot of you have been voicing your worry, but finally the
next volume is in your hands.

To make up for your wait, we’ve powered up this volume’s
beefiness—and the satisfaction of reading it too!

In particular, the battle scenes will surely feel
like you’re watching Ernie and the rest of
the 6rder of the Silver Phoenix
fighting right in front of you in
virtual reality.

“Let’s goooooo!!!” It's time to
raise the curtains on this feast!
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