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  Prologue


   


  “HEE HEE. WEISS IS SUCH A HOTTIE.”


  After I woke up and washed my face in the morning, I grinned at the mirror. Not because I’m a narcissist or anything, mind you. I wasn’t particularly confident in the personal looks department in my previous life.


  But now I’d reincarnated as my fave character. Life was crazy fun, and my own self-esteem was dramatically increasing. On top of that, I was given the chance to help my faves avoid their tragic fates. Of course I was excited!


  “Keeew kew!”


  As I struck several poses in front of the mirror, the Divine Beast known as White rode on my shoulder and licked my cheek. These creatures were only supposed to be drawn to humans like the protagonist of the game—strong-willed people. But he must have identified with my love for my fave because here he was with me.


  The reason I managed to save my faves wasn’t just because of my game knowledge—it was because of everyone who supported me along the way.


  “Oh, Lord Weiss, you’re already up? Wonderful.”


  After knocking on the door, my maid Rosalia entered the room with a smile and a change of clothes. Not only did she mentally support me, but she aided me on the battlefield as well, as a former adventurer skilled in the spear and in ice magic. Truly a magnificent girl. Without her devotion and combat skills, I would have died not long after reincarnating.


  “Breakfast is ready, so once you are prepared, please come to the dining room.”


  “Right, thanks. I’ll get changed.”


  “Oh, and Astesia is waiting for you as well.”


  “Argh, for real…?”


  Rosalia giggled after seeing my panic, then bowed and left the room. If I made Astesia wait too long, then I’d really be in for it. I hurried to the dining room.


  “Good morning, Astesia.”


  Silver-haired Astesia was clad in holy robes and a mask of neutrality. Even at this early hour, her posture was impeccable. In the original timeline, she would eventually fall to darkness due to the curse from Hades—it resulted in the growth of an unnatural hatred of her from everyone around her.


  But I’d managed to save her from that fate.


  “Good morning, Weiss. I’m glad you arrived before the soup got cold.”


  She wasn’t one to wear her emotions on her face. But while she was hard to read, I could at least see that she wasn’t upset. In fact, she was gesturing for me to sit beside her.


  “You should have started eating without me…”


  “I wanted to eat with you…is that so wrong?” she said, bashfully turning her face away from me.


  She was so adorable that it was hard to believe she was the same Cruel False Saint that caused the game’s protagonist so much suffering. Just seeing her like this was enough to make me grateful for my reincarnation.


  “By the way, you received a letter from Lady Aigis.”


  “Cool, thanks.”


  Poor manners aside, I read over the letter while eating breakfast. According to Aigis, her mother’s condition had improved significantly, and the family wanted to invite me over to share a meal.


  In the game, Aigis was destined to lose her mother and her ability to trust others. She would eventually come to be known as the Evil Bloody Mistress. I was glad she was so happy now.


  In fact, I was thrilled that I was able to save all these evildoers—my faves—from their tragic fates. But my fight wasn’t over yet. By saving them, I made us the enemy of the Hades Church, the evil cult running roughshod over the land. If we were all going to truly live in peace, they needed to be defeated.


  And I believed that was why I had reincarnated in the first place.


  Episode 1:
Versus Lord Versago’s Cursed Blade


   


  “AND THAT CONCLUDES MY REPORT ON THE slave trade. The cult has exercised their authority on a far greater scale than we anticipated. I imagine they had operatives working deep within the government, not just in House Inclay’s territory. I plan on investigating.”


  “Hmm…this is turning out to be more of a problem than I expected. So, tell me about this collaborator you met on-site.”


  In the capital, two people were discussing the Hades Church in a secret room that only the elites known as the Twelve Apostles could enter. 


  One party was a red-haired woman of about twenty years of age, and she was beautiful. One could spy the curves of her body even from underneath her shapeless robe. She turned all heads whenever she passed by.


  The other party was a man clad in a worn-out cloth… It was Darkness. Despite having such an attractive woman before him, he showed no romantic interest in her. Instead, he enthused over the collaborator he just happened to meet while out on his last mission.


  “His name is Weiss Hamilton. I heard he was a hack of an immoral lord, but rumors don’t mean much. Not only was he proactive—I was shaken by his appraisal skill and use of King-rank magic.”


  “Excuse me? King-rank magic? I’ve been called the kind of genius that comes only once every one hundred years, and even I only just manage to wield that sort of magic. There’s no way some country lord can use it!”


  “Then perhaps his talent equals yours, Scarlet, the ‘Witch of Purgatory.’”


  “…I’m the eighth seat of the Twelve Apostles, Darkness. Are you insulting me?” Scarlet said, glaring at Darkness with rage in her eyes.


  Scarlet had been able to ascend to the ranks of the Twelve Apostles through her sheer magical prowess. Unsurprisingly, she possessed absolute confidence in her own abilities. How could she not have felt insulted by his comments?


  Darkness scratched his cheek as soon as he realized his mistake.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you…it’s just, I think he might eventually reach the same heights. That’s all.”


  “Hmph…if you’re willing to vouch for him that much, maybe I should go and check him out myself. If he has talent, I’ll scout him.”


  “Unfortunately, he can’t enroll at the Magic Academy where you teach. He’s a lord, after all. Honestly, if he were only an adventurer, I would have wanted to scout him myself…” Darkness replied with a disappointed shrug after seeing Scarlet’s eyes sparkle.


  Her mood from before almost seemed like a dream. When it came to magic, Scarlet was incapable of holding herself back. If Darkness didn’t stop her now, she might even skip out on work entirely to go recruit the young lord.


  “Oh, is that so? How unfortunate…I wonder if there’s a way to get around that… Wait a second. Hamilton…? And he’s a lord? Is he Firis’s older brother?!”


  Scarlet’s eyes once again sparkled, this time in recognition. As for Darkness, he in turn recognized Firis’s name. Whenever he went out drinking with Scarlet as of late, she’d boast about her.


  “Ah, she’s the personal pupil you took on recently, yes? The talented girl capable of wielding Mid-rank magic of all affinities?”


  “That’s right. It’s been some time since I found someone well worth teaching. So, they’re both from House Hamilton, eh…? Perhaps their line has an affinity to magic?” Scarlet sighed, a hint of longing for a noble life in her voice.


  But Darkness shook his head and shot her down.


  “That’s not it. Yes, some measure of talent may be decided via bloodline, but the only way one can wield that talent appropriately is through hard work. You should know that better than anyone.”


  “Right…you’re right. I apologize. But…a person who can wield King-rank magic, huh? I should ask Firis about her brother when I see her next. In fact, perhaps we can both head to their territory if I call it an extracurricular lesson… I could also use my authority as an Apostle to just take him.”


  “No, no you can’t…don’t go crazy, okay?”


  And so their conversation continued. Normally, the Twelve Apostles would never learn about a country lord like Weiss, but the fate of this world was changing.


  And once Firis learned that her brother wielded King-rank magic to save others, she, too, would plot a course that diverged from the original game.


   


  ***


   


  “Huh, sounds like a lot happened.”


  “Yeah, exactly. I didn’t intend to leave you out of the loop, Aigis.”


  “…I’m not upset or anything.”


  A week after Astesia’s rescue, I found myself in my room with a pouting Aigis. I had to cancel our plans to hang out in order to save Astesia, and because both Rosalia and Nyarl accompanied me, she thought she was being left out. She wasn’t in a particularly good mood.


  But Nyarl was seriously just a coincidence, I thought with a bitter smile.


  “Let me make it up to you. How about we go to the Divine Spring together? Now that we’ve gotten it a manager, it’ll be an easier walk than before. It’ll also be my first time going there since everything got tidied up.”


  “Hmm, your first time… Fine, I suppose I have no choice. If you’re that desperate to go with me, then I guess I can accompany you. I wonder what I should wear… Weiss, what kind of dresses do you like?”


  “Er, if you wear a dress, you’re definitely going to get it dirty.”


  Aigis looked so happy that it almost felt like her previous mood was a lie. Hell, she was even humming. I know I said the road was tidied up, but it hadn’t been long since the manager was hired. We made sure we didn’t disturb the Divine Beasts or the spring itself with our tidying efforts, so basically, the road was nicer now. That said, I wouldn’t mind seeing the spring again.


  “Sorry, Weiss…do you have a moment? Ah, and who is this young lady…?”


  Astesia entered the room after knocking. Since she was my personal priest, she’d been helping me with all manner of busywork. Honestly, I didn’t feel like any of her tasks so far fell under the purview of a priest; but since she insisted, I found myself leaning on her for help.


  “I should be asking you that. What kind of relationship do you have with Weiss?”


  “Um, I…”


  Astesia hesitated in the face of Aigis’s wary words. Because so many people sought to deceive her—the Hades Church, in particular—Aigis still found herself deeply suspicious of people at their first meeting. Astesia, meanwhile, had always been terribly shy, and because the curse had prevented her from interacting with others for so long, she typically was on the back foot when meeting new people.


  This is all the Hades Church’s fault! Those damn pieces of trash!


  “She’s Aigis Bloody of House Bloody, and my good friend. And this is Astesia, my super talented personal priest.”


  “Personal priest…”


  “House Bloody…your good friend…”


  The pair gazed at one another while repeating my words. What kind of relationship did they have in the game…? They were both Apostles of Hades, which meant they were in the same faction—but Aigis typically acted on her own, so they didn’t interact much if at all.


  What if they have bad compatibility…? Just as I began to sweat, the pair spoke up.


  “Oh, you’re Weiss’s personal priest? How wonderful! I was worried since Weiss tends to overexert himself, but not anymore!”


  “Thank you for your kind words, milady. It is heartening to know that he has such a good friend from a noble household. I hope you continue to be his friend and ally going forward.”


  The two girls gazed at each other, their eyes practically sparkling. 


  Whoa, they are really hitting it off! How did this even happen? Wait, I didn’t realize that Astesia even knew how to speak so politely. She is always so informal with me…


  I must have looked confused. This prompted Aigis to happily speak up.


  “Look at how much gratitude she has for you! I bet you must have saved her in her time of need, right? In that case, we’re the same.”


  “He saved you as well…? Weiss, is it just me, or are you only saving women?”


  “Could you please not make me sound like I’m some kind of skirt chaser?!” I quipped at Astesia after she expressionlessly took a dig at me.


  I then noticed that the two girls were giggling. What is going on? Are they teasing me?


  Just as I internally cried out for Rosalia’s help, Aigis cleared her throat quietly and turned to Astesia.


  “So, um…if it’s okay with you, Astesia…I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot more of one another going forward, so would you be my friend? You know, since we’ve both been saved by Weiss and all…”


  “I certainly would not mind, but…I am a commoner. Would it not be disrespectful to call myself a friend of a noblewoman such as yourself…?”


  I cut in. “Oh, please. You treat me like a friend all the time.”


  Astesia glared at me. “But that’s…because you called yourself an adventurer when we first met, and you don’t really act like a nobleman either…”


  Aigis gazed at me in the hopes of my aid, while Astesia shot me a look, unsure of what to do. I put on a warm smile and gave them both a helping hand.


  “Look, Aigis gets really lonely, so she wants a friend of the same age, regardless of what their social standing is.”


  “Can you blame me?! If you trust her, that means I can trust her! Plus, she’s all stoic and super cool! How can I not want to be friends with her?!”


  “Stoic and cool…? It feels good to have someone say that about me. All right, if you are okay with it, I would love to be friends as well.”


  “Thanks! You can just call me Aigis. Oh, and no polite speech or anything like that, okay?” Aigis chirped, prompting Astesia’s cheeks to turn red. She wasn’t used to being praised by others.


  But more importantly, I couldn’t help but laugh at the sight unfolding before me.


  “Hee hee hee.”


  “What’s the matter? Why’re you laughing so creepily? Did I mess up your medication or something…?”


  “No, no, it’s nothing like that. I’m just happy to see you two enjoying yourselves.”


  The involuntarily chuckling was because I got excited watching two of my faves happily chatting away. I mean, this was what I always wanted for them…


  “Well…this is all thanks to you, so if you ever need my help, just say so. I promise that House Bloody will come to your aid.”


  “Likewise…I owe you big-time. I’m willing to do anything to help you.”


  Both girls had on big happy smiles as they replied to me. 


  Honestly, this is too good to be true. They are willing to do anything…? Actually, now that I think about it, they said they wanted to thank me for my help… Maybe one of my long-held dreams can finally come true.


  “In that case, mind if I ask a favor now?” I said, looking back and forth between them and unconsciously licking my lips.


  “Seriously…? I know I said I’d do anything, but there are limits… Aigis, be careful. He’s thinking about something lewd.”


  “Lewd…? You’re only supposed to do that kind of thing after sharing tea multiple times and getting married!”


  As they squirmed for some reason, I ignored them and made my request.


  “Could you stand in front of the mirror and pose like you’re getting ready for battle? I’ll stand in the front and pose like I’m the leader. Bwa ha ha! This is what I’ve always dreamed of! My perfect party!”


  “Huh?”


  Their faces had started out bright red, but as soon as they heard my words, confusion settled in as they took their poses. 


  I instinctively cried out, “Whoa! This is my perfect party in the flesh! Damn it all! If only I could take screenshots… I guess I have no choice but to burn this into my mind…”


  As I lost myself in excitement, Aigis looked on and raised her voice, discontent with the situation.


  “What’s the point of all of this?! I was ready for you to ask for something completely different…”


  “Let me explain. Normally, Weiss, Aigis, and Astesia could never be in the same party. I’ve always dreamed of three of my faves being partied up, so I had us pose like we would on the party edit menu and burned the sight into my brain. Can you understand how much I longed for this as someone who loves villainous characters?! And now I get to see it with my own two eyes! So could you please let me bask in this for a little while longer?!”


  I started rambling like otaku tend to, causing the pair to look at me coldly. Their expressions screamed, “What the heck is this guy talking about?”


  “Hey, Astesia? Is Weiss really all that healthy? Are you sure you haven’t given him any strange drugs?”


  “He was fine this morning…maybe he ate something bad? Or perhaps he’s been cursed by one of Hades’s believers? Let’s use status effect healing magic on him, and I’ll prepare a laxative as well, just in case. It’s going to be bitter, but you’ll just have to suck it up.”


  The girls’ cold stares kicked me off cloud nine and dragged me back down to earth.


  [image: ]


  Crap! I got so excited, I mentioned the party edit menu and screenshots! But who could blame me when my dream just came true?! I pictured this party hundreds of times, and now they were right in front of me! Who wouldn’t get excited at this?!


  That said, I needed to come up with some kind of explanation or they’d make me take weird medicine, even though I was totally fine.


  The girls’ glares were so sharp that it was almost painful. 


  “Lord Weiss…pardon me. Do you have a moment?”


  Just as I was racking my brain for an excuse, my savior arrived. She knocked on the door and came in.


  “What’s wrong, Rosalia?”


  I rushed to her, and she leaned in and whispered right into my ear so that the others wouldn’t hear.


  “Your men have located the base of the illicit slave traders. How would you like to proceed?”


  “I see…well done. Let’s go and crush them.”


  We could finally put an end to Barbaro’s screwed-up legacy. I ordered Rosalia to tell our troops to prepare for departure.


   


  ***


   


  “What the hell is going on?! You said your men would take care of this, so why did I end up with a member of the Twelve Apostles infiltrating my territory for an inquiry?!” Versago yelled, his voice echoing throughout his mansion.


  He was gripping a directive from the Twelve Apostles. It stated that his territory would be investigated.


  A directive…which meant that the capital would be sending an investigator to his territory before long. He wasn’t stupid enough to leave evidence lying around, but this also meant he had to dispose of the slaves.


  “Calm down, Sir Versago. This will not be a problem.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?! Your man got killed, right?! How can you be so calm?!”


  “Hee hee. We were born to serve Lord Hades. If we can be useful to his revival…then there is no greater happiness for us. I am sure Emilelio feels blessed in the afterlife,” the hooded man replied, his face filled with pure ecstasy.


  Versago must have been put off by the strange nature of the man before him, but he nonetheless asked him a question.


  “…So what’s the plan?”


  “I’ve received a report that the woman we were after has left for House Hamilton’s territory. And according to our lord’s prophecy, someone will appear in the Hamilton territory that will defy Lord Hades’s rule.”


  “Go on…”


  “In other words, the Hamilton territory is an obstruction that the Hades Church wishes to be rid of as well. As such, we will be able to provide further believers outside of just myself.”


  The hooded man grinned.


  “Additionally, I was thinking of leaving that territory to you, Lord Versago. Originally, the plan was to turn that useless lord into a puppet and let low-level Barbaro and his men control things, but…”


  “Weiss, eh…? There’s no way he has actual talent! He’s just lucky!”


  Weiss was supposed to be inferior, and yet he’d gotten close to Aigis. This upset Versago to no end, which was why he reacted so intensely to hearing the other lord’s name.


  Truth be told, because the two young men were close in age and their territories neighbored one another, they’d had the chance to interact on multiple occasions. They’d even crossed swords in training, with Versago coming out on top every single time. This was why he concluded that Weiss was not to be feared.


  Yet as of late, Versago had heard nothing but good things about the young man, and Weiss had even become friends with Aigis, which only amplified the negative emotions roiling inside Versago.


  The hooded man grinned while observing the young lord seized by an ugly jealousy.


  “But of course. I saw that boy myself, and he had no special talents at the time. I imagine he must have acquired the blessing of some god.”


  “Say what? How could that have happened…?”


  “I do not know. However, please do not fret…we have multiple plans in place to frame House Hamilton for everything surrounding the illicit slave trading. We are also prepared to turn you into a hero…”


  “Me? A hero…?”


  Versago’s lips twisted into a smile after hearing such wonderful words from the hooded man’s mouth. He hurriedly asked him for more details.


  “What specifically are you plotting?”


  “Using the documents in our possession, we will set Weiss up as the villain. Then, when it comes to war, we will punish him with the cursed blade,” the hooded man whispered into Versago’s ear.


  And it was all so wonderful. Versago found himself believing that everything would go according to plan.


  “Now I see…Weiss doesn’t stand a chance against the cursed blade you people gave me. It’s especially powerful among the cursed blades that House Bloody possesses.”


  “Correct. And after seeing your incredible power, the masses will be in awe and celebrate you as a great hero. The Bloody girl will be incapable of ignoring you.”


  Versago nodded in satisfaction after picturing himself elevated as a hero with Aigis beside him.


  “Ha ha. I knew partnering with you people was the right choice. I can’t wait.”


  “I am pleased you are satisfied with our plan. Now then, I have preparations to attend to, so I shall be taking my leave.”


  Versago watched with a grin as the Hades believer left. While not at the same level as House Bloody, his family had a warrior bloodline as well. If he and his men fought well, Weiss and his soldiers didn’t stand a chance.


  After ensuring the hooded man was gone, the man who stood silently behind Versago opened his mouth.


  “Lord Versago…should we really be placing so much trust in them?”


  “You worry too much, Vane. They’re worth using. And if it looks like they’re going to stab us in the back, we can simply kill them first,” Versago responded with that twisted smile to the man named Vane, who donned a beautiful set of armor.


  Versago was blinded by an all-too-convenient future expanding before his mind’s eye.


  If I do well on the battlefield, Aigis will finally look my way!


  He grinned at the idea of his bright future.


   


  ***


   


  “Man, my army’s pretty overwhelming!”


  “Hee hee. You are leading them, after all.”


  “This is really…one-sided. I kind of feel bad for the other side.”


  After hearing Rosalia’s report, I led my army to crush the remaining base of the illicit slave traders still hiding out in my territory.


  As for how the battle went…well, it ended with our complete and total victory. I expected there to be Hades devotees present, but oddly enough, the group was mostly made up of Barbaro’s stooges.


  “This is all thanks to your giving us the chance to train with Lord Reinhard and his men.”


  “Not exactly, Kaiser. You’re the one who trained those men with your leadership, so this is all thanks to you. You have my gratitude.”


  “Keeew, kew! ♪”


  I smiled at Kaiser, hoping to help him loosen up a bit, but I also wasn’t lying. While I was busy with lord work and saving Astesia, he was doing his absolute best to make our men stronger for our territory. And as a direct result of his actions, not only had our soldiers individually gotten stronger, but his ability to command them had improved. As a result, our army’s overall fighting strength had gone up.


  They were unrecognizable from the first time I led them, and the remnants of Barbaro’s men didn’t stand a chance. Both Rosalia and I stood by at the rear, just in case, but we never even had to move a muscle. At this point, even swarms of monsters would pose no threat. Maybe we could even take care of the monsters before the stampede.


  “Lord Weiss, what shall we do with the slaves?”


  “Give them food and water. If anybody wants to be sent back to their home, do so. And if anybody wants work, see what they have an aptitude for so we can make a recommendation. Fortunately, my territory is in the middle of developing. We need soldiers, merchants, and craftsmen.”


  “Right. Please hand out the food to the slaves.”


  Rosalia gave her orders to the soldiers, who then left to distribute the food we brought to the slaves. There were about ten people here…a handful of young men with good builds, likely used for physical labor. But most of the group were women, probably for…yeah. With some exceptions, most of the people looked relieved at the prospect of being saved.


  I glanced at the slaves who still wore dark expressions on their faces and turned to Astesia. They must have truly experienced hell, considering they looked like they didn’t care what happened next despite being saved. It hurt to think about.


  “Astesia…do you have any medicines that could help them?”


  “Yes, of course. But since they’re suffering from psychological trauma, they’ll need long-term treatment. Is that okay? It will be pricey.”


  “Yeah, that’s fine. I want to save whoever I can. Thanks,” I answered without hesitating.


  For a brief moment, I thought I saw Astesia smile.


  “Huh…you know, I…love how kind you are.”


  “Hm? What did you say?”


  She whispered something that I couldn’t quite make out, but when I asked her to repeat herself, her usual neutral mask slid in place.


  “Nothing, really…I just said that you tend to be kind to women.”


  “Can you not make it sound like I’m doing something wrong?”


  “Hee hee. I’m just joking with you.”


  We bantered for a bit before Astesia went off to check on the slaves. 


  “Everyone, please let me know if you’re injured. I can heal you…huh?”


  But suddenly, she stopped in front of one of the girls.


  “Astesia…? What are you doing here…?”


  Does she know her? The relieved girl and Astesia stared at one another, conflicted.


  “So you saved me…even though I said all those awful things to you before…I’m so sorry… Um, are the father, Keith, and Catalina doing alright?”


  “Yes, yes. Everyone is okay, Malta…”


  After hearing her name, I realized she was the young girl who got kidnapped and taken away at the church. Astesia had reason to look so uncomfortable.


  “Don’t worry, Astesia. You’re not cursed anymore. Her gratitude is genuine. And if you still can’t find it in yourself to believe her words, believe me instead.”


  “Jeez…you shouldn’t be telling priests to believe in something other than our lord. But…thank you. Malta, I’m glad you’re okay.”


  My words were meant to calm Astesia’s heart while she recalled Keith attacking her after asking for her help. After hearing my words, she let out a forced sigh and gazed straight at Malta. She was going to be fine now. I could leave this to her.


  When I entered the room in the back, I came across Rosalia and Kaiser scrutinizing some paperwork with troubled expressions.


  “What’s up?”


  “Lord Weiss…”


  Upon noticing me, Rosalia and Kaiser exchanged glances and nodded at one another.


  What is going on…? I found myself lost. 


  In the meantime, Kaiser delivered orders to one of his men.


  “Clear the room, and don’t let anyone through for now.”


  “Lord Weiss, please look at this.”


  After making sure his men were gone, I looked over the paperwork Rosalia meekly handed me. Apparently, it was related to the slave trade.


  Listed on the papers were buyers among the local nobility and merchants. If I presented this to the government, none of the buyers would be able to evade punishment. But there was one problem: My eyes stopped on a name listed under “person responsible.” 


  Dwight Hamilton…


  “Dad was part of all of this…?”


  “That is not necessarily the case. While this is House Hamilton’s seal, the quirks of the former lord’s signature are different. Plus, there is a blank space where the date should be, so this could be fabricated.”


  “Damn you, Barbaro… He’d really go this far…?”


  Kaiser, Rosalia, and I were at our wit’s end. Barbaro really had his way with things while Weiss fell apart. The problem was figuring out how to deal with this. If we handed these documents over, House Hamilton wouldn’t be able to avoid suspicion. Plus, the man who would be held responsible—my father—was already dead. Our only option was to get Barbaro to confess to his crimes.


  “Lord Weiss, this is bad!”


  “I specifically said no one comes in!” Kaiser scolded the soldier who suddenly entered the room, but the soldier nonetheless continued.


  “My deepest apologies. However, I have to relay this information!”


  I encouraged the man to keep going. “It’s fine. Continue.”


  “Yessir! Lord Versago is leading the local nobility and has declared war on us! He claims that House Hamilton cannot be forgiven for our transgressions regarding the slave trade.”


  “Wha…?”


  I was at a loss for words.


  I quickly returned to my mansion, where Kaiser, Rosalia, and I held a meeting.


  The battle against Versago and the other noblemen was a canon game event. After defeating Weiss and once the protagonist and his party stabilized the territory, war was declared on them all at once.


  The reason was simple—in the game, Versago and the other nobility had been reduced to puppets of the Hades Church. Once the hero party declared their opposition against the cult, the war began.


  I should have had more time. This is too soon!


  “To think they’d declare war at a time like this…”


  “No, this timing makes perfect sense. We now know about these documents, and since they have House Hamilton’s seal on them, we have little hope of convincing the royal capital or the local nobility that we are innocent. If we launched a proper investigation, we might be able to prove your innocence. But Versago will not give us the time for that. If only Barbaro was still alive…”


  “I can’t believe he was poisoned while we were gone. He was being guarded so carefully too…”


  We had received the news that Barbaro was dead once we returned to the mansion.


  “My apologies. I was so certain I picked the right people for the job…” Kaiser said in dismay.


  “We might have a spy on our hands. It is not your fault, Sir Kaiser. I imagine they struck as soon as they heard that we left to take down the slavers,” Rosalia replied, trying to calm the man.


  She then looked at me.


  “Lord Weiss…what shall we do?”


  My actions had changed history… It was entirely possible that, going forward, my game knowledge would no longer prove useful. That said, I had talented allies. We’d be able to get through this.


  I could feel how much Rosalia and Kaiser trusted me from the looks in their eyes.


  “Let’s start by running down the situation. Rosalia, do you think this paperwork is legit?”


  “Truth be told, I do not know… The most malicious part of this whole thing is the use of your father’s signature, not yours. They say the dead cannot speak, so I imagine Barbaro used your father’s seal and forged his signature, but there is no way we can be certain. Additionally, the fact that they declared war on us now leads me to believe that Versago has copies of these documents as well. Should we complain, he would likely use said documents to justify his actions.”


  “In which case…there’s little hope of other lords or the royal capital proactively defending us, considering the thinness of our relationships with them…”


  “Correct…not to mention, those buying and selling slaves weren’t just lords or nobility but also merchants within Versago’s territory. A proper investigation would inevitably lead back to him and the others, but we don’t have time. That is likely why he declared war on us now.”


  “Even if we were to condemn him for his crimes, those on the outside looking in would simply conclude we were trying to get back at him for declaring war on us…and considering how thoroughly prepared he seems to be, he and the others probably plan on crushing us. There’s no peaceful path forward.”


  “Agreed. Normally, we’d negotiate a compromise, but considering how much reparation money he demands, I believe he seeks our complete and total destruction.”


  We gradually put all the pieces together, and I became certain of one thing: The Hades Church was definitely involved in this. One of their Twelve Apostles was in Versago’s territory and lending a helping hand to the slave trade. Versago was guilty.


  “War, huh…?”


  It wasn’t as if war between nobility was out of the ordinary. Whenever conflict broke out, usually each side would claim they were justified and either get allied noblemen on their side or ask one of the big houses for aid. In our case, however, both House Hamilton and House Inclay fell under the umbrella of House Bloody.


  Fortunately, I was on good terms with Reinhard. It would be difficult for me to ask him to completely back us, but he’d at least be able to mediate.


  That said, I needed to consider the worst-case scenario…


  “Kaiser, do you think we could beat House Inclay with our current fighting force?”


  “It would depend entirely on how we fought. I do not believe our men to be less well-trained than theirs. The problem lies in the famous Three Generals of House Inclay, as well as the support they would have from other nobility. If they have the backing of the regional nobility, the numbers difference would be great, and we would struggle against a force twice our size.”


  “In other words, a full-frontal attack would put us at a disadvantage. I need to come up with some kind of strategy…”


  Unlike the wars of the real world, the presence of a single hero could completely change the course of battle. The Twelve Apostles and the hero’s party were prime examples.


  Three others from the game stood out: The Evil Bloody Mistress Aigis, who wielded her cursed sword, passed down within House Bloody, and cut down all who stood in her way. The Cruel False Saint Astesia, blessed by both Hades and Zeus, capable of casting all kinds of buffs and debuffs. And last but not least, the Mage of Frenzy Scarlet, who could cast King-rank magic.


  Unlike the game, two of those three were now my close allies; but they weren’t yet at the same level they’d be in the original game. Not to mention, those powers were acquired at the cost of great sadness and misfortune. I wanted them to be happy.


  Someone else to consider would be a Divine Beast pact holder that could wield King-rank magic…


  Wait, that’s me! But my dark King-rank magic specializes in dealing with single enemies. If I could use fire or ice magic, things would be different, but…


  “Don’t worry! You’re not alone, Lord Weiss. Let’s all work together to come up with a plan,” Rosalia said with a smile as she held my hand to try and cheer me up.


  She was right. I wasn’t alone, and according to my game knowledge, Versago only had a handful of powerful underlings. With Kaiser, Rosalia, and myself, we’d be able to overcome most odds.


  Plus, I had game knowledge. If I used the same strategy I did in the game, things could work out in our favor. 


  I decided to use the tools available to me.


  “Kaiser, organize our troops! Rosalia, let our citizens know that we’re going to war! I’m going to send a letter requesting negotiations to House Inclay, and I’ll also ask Reinhard to mediate for us.”


  The main purpose of the letter to House Inclay was to claim our innocence. I knew this was ultimately pointless, but it was important that I did it anyway. If I didn’t respond at all, it would be the same as admitting to guilt.


  The next day, we received two letters. The first was from House Inclay. It read: “Justice is on our side. We request reparations for your part in the slave trade, the worsening of public order, and for sowing unnecessary distrust against the royal family. We also request that you dismantle your slave trade operations. Should you fail to comply, we will go to war.”


  My only thought was Go to hell. 


  We had bigger problems.


  “What is the matter, Lord Weiss?”


  “Well…House Bloody plans on staying a neutral party. Each side’s claims are the exact opposite of one another, making it difficult for them to take a side…”


  Rosalia and Kaiser swallowed their breaths.


  House Bloody was staying neutral… That threw a massive wrench in my plans.


  “Lord Weiss…but why?”


  “Apparently, House Inclay just had to go and send House Bloody a copy of the documents we found. On top of that, the other nobility and great houses sent letters to House Bloody, pressing them to observe the situation, which means they can’t make any obvious moves.”


  “They beat us to the punch…they are too well prepared. Almost as though this had been planned far ahead of time.”


  “Urgh! I guess I should just be happy that Reinhard isn’t our enemy!”


  Both Rosalia and Kaiser gazed grimly at the letter from House Bloody. It made sense that it’d be difficult for them to take the side of a single party when both were part of their faction and there was no clear wrongdoer. Plus, it was well-known that Reinhard and I were on good terms. That was probably why they neutralized him first.


  It was more than likely that the great houses that wrote to Reinhard were allied with Versago. In fact, they could even be members of the Hades Church. For a moment, I wondered why they had it out for me so bad, but then I remembered that not only had I defeated Hades, but I also put down one of their Twelve Apostles. Of course they’d be wary of me. If I was in their shoes, I’d try to take me out as soon as possible.


  That said, there was no telling how much they’d grasped what I was up to…


  “Kaiser! I need you to station soldiers to keep an eye on any potential surprise attacks from House Inclay or the surrounding areas. Rosalia, find us a detailed map of the area and someone who knows the ins and outs of its geography…and I need to write to Nyarl for potions and to Aigis to reassure her. Send the letters when I’m done, okay?”


  I issued orders to the pair to begin preparing for war. Obviously, I had no intention of paying reparations to House Inclay. By rejecting their conditions, I was prompting them to come at us with force—but I was planning to move my army as well. To some degree, I knew what they were going to do.


  And I needed to use the downtime before the war to prepare so that we could win. We had a numbers disadvantage, but I could use King-rank magic, even if it had a narrow attack range. Rosalia could wield powerful ice magic and was a pro with a spear; she was basically worth a thousand soldiers. As long as we had a plan, we could fight to win.


  A few days later, I rode out to the area between House Hamilton’s and House Inclay’s territories, where the battle would presumably unfold. I was studying the map while on horseback, which was giving me a bit of motion sickness, but that wasn’t important right now. Obviously, I had no experience waging war in my old world, but I had plenty of experience in-game. Plus, I knew the exact strategies the protagonist and the enemies employed. 


  All I needed to do was go to the battlefield, make sure that the geography was the same as the game’s, and then come up with a strategy that worked with our fighting force.


  While I was lost in thought, Astesia handed me some powdered medicine. Moments earlier, she’d been fighting back a smile as she stroked White, who was sleeping on her lap.


  “Motion sickness medicine. Take it.”


  “Right, thanks… Urgh, it’s so bitter… But you know, you could’ve stayed at the mansion. This place is going to become a war zone.”


  “What are you even saying? What kind of personal priest would I be if I wasn’t by your side? Don’t worry. As long as you don’t die, I can fix you right up,” she replied expressionlessly, clearly put off by my words.


  Personally, now that she was finally free of her curse, I wanted her to fully enjoy her newfound freedom.


  “Astesia, do not worry…as long as I am here, I will not let any enemies lay a single finger on Lord Weiss.”


  “That’s good to hear. And of course, I’ll fix you up as well, so let’s both protect him together,” Astesia replied with a nod to Rosalia. The latter was in the coach, driving the carriage.


  They made it sound like I was the heroine, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of being protected by my faves…


  My soldiers were patrolling the border between territories, but presently, I was accompanied by only Rosalia and Astesia. We were going to do a little bit of recon, so it was better to move in smaller numbers to avoid detection.


  “Getting any closer via carriage is going to be difficult…”


  “Gotcha. This is good enough. Let’s stop the carriage here and go the rest of the way on foot. Wake up, White!”


  “Keeew!”


  “Ah…but he was so warm…”


  White leapt onto my shoulder as Astesia sadly protested. 


  Cut me some slack! You’ve gotten to enjoy his soft fur this entire time! 


  But actually, I was pretty jealous of White. He was flirting with my fave!


  “Everyone, there might be monsters around, so do not let your guard down.”


  Rosalia, with all her adventuring experience, took the lead as we headed toward our destination. This was an animal trail, yet she walked as if it were flat ground.


  “If this is too much for you, let me know,” I said to Astesia out of concern.


  “Thanks, but I’m fine. Priests do missionary work all over the place, so I’m used to this kind of thing. I won’t drag you down. Plus…I can even do this: Oh, Lord! Grant us blessings on this journey!” she said with a proud look before casting her spell.


  Suddenly, our feet began to shine, and my body immediately felt lighter.


  Whoa, incredible! So this is what speed buff magic feels like!


  “We have arrived, Lord Weiss.”


  I could hear the rushing water of a river. Thanks to Rosalia’s guidance and Astesia’s magic, we had arrived at our destination far sooner than I anticipated.


  “So what’s the deal with this place? Don’t tell me you’re planning on peeping on me bathing again…”


  “Anyone thinking about doing that when we’re about to go to war would be a real idiot!”


  “Again…?”


  After quipping at Astesia, I noticed Rosalia take on a perplexed look—the highlights in her eyes were gone.


  Wait, hold on a sec. You’re scaring me, Rosalia…and I never peeped on her to begin with, even if I very, very briefly considered it!


  I thrust my arm into the water and confirmed that it was deep. I’d be able to use the same strategy as the one from the game.


  “This river runs upstream of the route that our enemy is likely to take. So what do you think would happen if we dam it up?”


  “Ah, I see. You want to flood them. Drowning is a painful way to die, but…they are the enemy. I am sure the lord will be pleased by their unsightly deaths.”


  No, I doubt that. Zeus would have to be quite the grotesque deity if that kind of thing made him happy. Not that I know him or anything… 


  While Astesia looked pleased with herself, Rosalia had an altogether more troubled expression on her face.


  “Flooding is certainly a standard strategy, but…this river is rather narrow. I do not think it will be enough to wipe them out.”


  “Yeah, you’re right…but we can cut them off.”


  “That is correct. However, it will take time to dam it up. Lord Weiss, don’t tell me you…”


  It didn’t surprise me that a former adventurer such as herself would quickly figure out what my plan was. She stared at me with wide eyes.


  “I won’t be able to protect you.”


  “Yeah, but this is something only I can do. I won’t do anything crazy, I promise. Plus, I have our friends with me. Am I really that unreliable?”


  “That’s unfair, Lord Weiss…I know all too well how hard you have been working. It’s just…”


  Rosalia frowned, having understood the aim of my plan. But even then, I needed to get her to agree.


  “Looks like we don’t have time to debate this. That’s the signal. War is upon us.”


  I looked in the direction Astesia was pointing and saw smoke rising into the air. This meant our enemy was on the move, and we no longer had the luxury of talking this over.


  I took my magic-up ring off my finger and handed it to Rosalia.


  “Rosalia, I want you to take this. I know it will aid you in the battle ahead. And I promise that I will return to take it back.”


  “…All right. It’s a promise. Astesia, please take good care of Lord Weiss. And…this is something dear to me. I received it from the person I care most about in the world. I will leave it with you for now, so make sure you return it to me.”


  “Yes, I promise I will.”


  She in turn put the ring I gave her long ago into my hand. Amid the serious atmosphere surrounding Rosalia and me, Astesia nodded with a puzzled look, still unaware of my strategy.


  It was time for war. 


  Man, I’m so nervous…


   


  ***


   


  “You’re a big dummy, Father! Why can’t we go help Weiss?! He saved our family! You know for a fact that he’d never be okay with slaves being sold!”


  Aigis’s yells echoed throughout my room. I, the current head of House Bloody, let out a giant sigh in the face of my beloved daughter’s angry glare.


  “I know. Believe me, I do. Do you think this isn’t irritating for me as well? But the reality is that there are many obligations in play that don’t allow us to come to his aid.”


  I received several letters from nobility of equal standing, containing proof of Weiss’s father’s connection to the slave trade, warning me to not get involved. I didn’t know how Versago managed to forge connections with the great houses, but after being warned so intensely, there was no way I could come to the boy’s aid in any great fashion. I asked my pupil—Darkness—to investigate the slave trafficking, but he likely wouldn’t be able to produce results until this whole thing concluded.


  “Hmph! I hate you, Father! Oh, and you’ve got this awful old man smell, so don’t hug me anymore!”


  “Nrgah?!”


  She finally said it… When my eldest daughter was going through her adolescence, she told me the same thing, and it caused me to be bedridden for three days straight. Aigis was my youngest child, and so I doted on her more than anyone else—which made this especially painful.


  I’m so depressed…maybe I should just die. Fortunately, my eldest son is doing his duty splendidly in the capital. I know he’ll be fine taking over for me… Maybe I should just abandon everything and live as an adventurer? That wouldn’t be so bad…


  “Aigis…do you really mean that?”


  As I fled from reality, suddenly the atmosphere in the room intensified. My wife, Mariabelle’s, words were enough to startle even Aigis.


  “You are a daughter of House Bloody. Your words hold the power to put our citizens and soldiers, and even our faction’s nobility, in danger. Do you understand this?”


  “Mother…but…”


  “But nothing. You are part of House Bloody, and you need to be more self-aware. It is because of our citizens and allies that you have food on your table and can live a life of freedom.”


  Mariabelle’s harsh words silenced Aigis. 


  My wife really is the head of the family, eh? This should get Aigis to cool her head…


  That said, I wasn’t planning on just leaving Weiss to fend for himself entirely, not after everything he did for us.


  Just when I was thinking about disguising myself and cutting down at least a third of the enemy forces, Aigis raised her head and glared at Mariabelle.


  “But even so, I can’t just abandon someone we owe so much to…abandon my friend! If you are saying this is how House Bloody, a family once said to be heroes of the battlefield, is meant to act, then I’d gladly abandon my name to go help him. I’d be too embarrassed to have the name of a house willing to leave our savior to die if it means protecting ourselves!”


  “Aigis…are you seriously saying you will leave…?”


  I felt like I could see fireworks exploding between them. With cold sweat running down my face, I attempted to mediate. But just as I opened my mouth, I noticed Mariabelle wink at me.


  My wife is adorable no matter how old she is…


  “Well said. I see you’ve found someone you care deeply about…”


  “…Mother?”


  Given the kind smile on my wife’s face, it almost felt like the bloodlust from earlier was entirely a figment of my imagination. Aigis gave Mariabelle a puzzled look.


  “House Bloody cannot send him aid. However…let me see…if you went to see him as a worried friend and not as a noblewoman, I would be unable to stop you. Additionally, because I love you deeply, I would of course deploy a group of elite soldiers to look for you. And should my adorable daughter be attacked, those soldiers would of course protect you, naturally.”


  “Wait, Mariabelle?!”


  There was a limit to how far sophistry could get you. I unconsciously raised my voice, but my wife’s glare put me in my place.


  “You stay quiet, Reinhard. Aigis is in the process of becoming an adult.”


  “Urgh…”


  Mariabelle turned away from me and gazed straight at Aigis. 


  “Aigis, if you are a member of House Bloody, then use your strength…and a little bit of intellect to protect that which you care about. I shall lend you one of our cursed blades for this occasion. Go and see your precious friend.”


  “But then she…”


  I once again raised my voice. I was concerned for my daughter’s safety on a battlefield of all places, so how could I not speak up?


  “There are things more important than ties of obligation. This boy saved my life and brought a smile back to our daughter’s face. Surely we cannot stand by in his time of need? Aigis, whenever you find yourself troubled over what to do, I want you to remember our family precept. When things get confusing, you know what to do, right?”


  “I do, Mother! Might! Might makes right!”


  I watched as my wife and daughter clapped their hands together and raised their voices happily, overcome with feelings of alienation. Aigis had grown so much that she could engage her mother in an argument, and my wife had become even more of a meathead than before.


  After discussing things with her parents, Aigis returned to her room to get ready.


  “I get to fight to save Weiss…not bad at all.”


  Aigis was holding the cursed blade she had received from her mother, grinning, when suddenly she sensed someone by the window.


  “If they’re suspicious, I’ll test out the cutting ability of this cursed blade.”


  She gripped the weapon and approached the window.


  Knock, knock.


  She reacted to the sound by quickly opening the window and taking a stance so that she could cut down whoever or whatever appeared.


  What she found was a man in a mask, not unlike the kind you might wear to a masquerade, using a creepy tentacle-like plant as suction cups to climb the wall.


  “Suspicious. I’ll annihilate you.”


  Just as she was about to bring her sword crashing down on the man, he let out a pathetic scream.


  “Wait, wait! It’s me, Nyarl!”


  “Suspicious. Time to die.”


  “Why are you still going to kill me when you know who I am?!”


  “Because you’re being really suspicious!”


  The man screamed and threw himself into the room, swiftly avoiding Aigis’s sword.


  I may have been holding back, but it’s still incredible he managed to dodge my attack…not bad…but this guy really is shady. I have no idea what he’s thinking.


  Aigis was as on edge as ever with Nyarl, considering she couldn’t read his emotions.


  “Aren’t you a little too cruel to me…? I came here to tell you how we can save Weiss.”


  “Save Weiss…? Well, Mother came up with a plan for me, so I don’t need your plan!”


  “Huh? That’s unexpected… Wait, have her behavioral patterns been altered because there are other survivors and history has been changed?” Nyarl mumbled before soon collecting himself and making a proposal to Aigis.


  “Well, that’s fine. You’re going to help Weiss, right? In that case, let me tag along. I want to help my best friend.”


  “…Sure, that’s fine.”


  “Then could you tell me what your plan is? I have a few ideas myself, so it’d be good if we could share with one another.”


  “All right. Tell me your plan. Let’s save Weiss together.”


  He is close to Weiss, so I doubt he would do anything to hurt him…


  Despite her suspicions of Nyarl, Aigis agreed to let him come along.


   


  ***


   


  Upon seeing the smoke signal, I borrowed a single horse from the carriage and quickly rode back to where Kaiser’s encampment was. I was rough with my riding, so poor Astesia, holding on to me from behind, was making all kinds of cute cries. I think White was as well, but I didn’t have the composure to notice.


  Why? Because, well, she was pressing her breasts up against my back. What if…what if I felt them by accident…? But of course, I didn’t. I was wearing armor, so of course I couldn’t. What a powerful defense (so sad).


  But at the end of the day, I was most definitely not thinking such indecent thoughts like Maybe I’ll get to see my favorite’s boobs—my top tits!


  “Urgh… That was terrifying.”


  “Keeew…”


  “I was riding as fast as I could, after all. Get some rest,” I told the pair, then made my way toward HQ. 


  There were several tents set up, and I entered the one that looked the grandest. Kaiser was inside, issuing orders to a bunch of soldiers. As soon as I entered, he saluted me.


  “Lord Weiss, we have been waiting.”


  “Just got back. I need you to send some people who can cast ice magic to Rosalia’s location. I’ve written it down here! What’s the current situation?”


  As I issued orders to Kaiser, I looked over the paperwork he handed me; it had up-to-date information. As I suspected, our enemy was taking the same route as the one from the game. While the timing for this battle was completely different, it was the same person leading the charge, so everything else was falling into place game-wise.


  “According to our scouts, the enemy numbers around one thousand troops. Most of them are from House Inclay, but there are also personal soldiers from other regional nobility. I suspect they’re taking advantage of the situation in order to get reparation money from us.”


  “Or…they were involved with the slave trade themselves.”


  Versago’s territory wasn’t the only one on the slave trade list. Several noblemen were likely cooperating with Versago so that they could crush and heap the blame on us for slave trafficking.


  “We have approximately five hundred men, so they have nearly two times as many… This is gonna be rough. If we fight, what do you think’s going to happen?”


  Kaiser groaned, conflicted. He must have been wondering how to respond, so I spoke up.


  “Speak freely. I’m looking for your objective opinion on this.”


  “I think a head-to-head fight will be difficult for us. Other regional nobility notwithstanding, Versago’s house is one of warriors, even if they aren’t quite on the same level as House Bloody. Among their numbers are the famous Three Generals, so I do not think we will be able to avoid a hard fight.”


  “But you don’t think we’ll lose? You can be honest.”


  Kaiser suddenly laughed. The look on his face said, “Surely you jest?” I looked confused before he confidently continued.


  “We have upgraded our equipment and recruited new soldiers. Additionally, thanks to you, we were blessed with the opportunity to train with House Bloody. That was…extremely taxing, but I am confident that both our fighting force and combat patterns have been greatly increased. Additionally, Lady Angela brought a number of priests with her. She said she wanted to help you. As such, how could we possibly lose to an army only two times larger than ours? Remember, you are not the only one who has changed. The soldiers of House Hamilton’s territory have as well,” Kaiser stated definitively.


  There wasn’t an ounce of the apprehension I saw in his eyes when we first met. This was the same look that Rosalia often gave me—one of complete trust.


  All I did was prepare for the coming battle against the Hades Church. Did I really do anything to earn such trust? Just as I began to grow concerned, a messenger entered the room.


  “Lord Weiss, the magic squad has been dispatched to Lady Rosalia’s location. The enemy will be arriving at the target location, so please prepare yourself!”


  “Right, thanks. Just curious, did the magic squad seem displeased with my orders? You know, like, were they wondering what the heck I was asking them to do, or something?”


  My strategy was born from game knowledge, so I suspected they’d find it incomprehensible, but the messenger replied with a puzzled look on his face.


  “No, not at all. Everyone is used to your crazy plans by now, Lord Weiss. Plus, we all know that even if we may not understand why you do what you do, you have your reasons for it…” the messenger said with a pained smile. Then he continued on a prouder note.


  “Just when it seemed like you were going on a date with the young lady from House Bloody, not only did you locate a Divine Spring, but you got her family to agree to joint training exercises. When we thought you went on a trip with your maid, you came back with a super talented priest and information concerning the slave trafficking organization in our territory, helping us make things safer. If anything, everyone is excited to see what you’re up to this time.”


  “I haven’t done anything worth getting excited about.”


  “That is not true at all. Everything I mentioned, you did to save Lady Aigis and Lady Astesia, right? During our joint training exercises, Lord Reinhard had nothing but positive things to say about you. Lady Angela did as well when she came by to heal the troops. They both said that you are someone who works hard for others, and that’s why we know that your orders are so that we can come out victorious in battle. Your men trust you far more than you realize,” Kaiser added. 


  Even though I was acting to avoid triggering any death flags for me and the others, I understood from the outside looking in that my actions looked crazy. Especially as a lord. But at the end of the day, everyone apparently appreciated what I’d been doing.


  I could feel my chest growing warm. My populace’s loyalty is still low, but the soldiers I dealt with directly trust me…?


  “I see… When we win, allow me to toast to all of you. And we will win.”


  “Of course!”


  It was time to rumble. Fortunately, soldier morale was high. We’d be able to fight through a simple numbers difference. 


  But things could be thrown into chaos depending on how many Hades believers were deployed in battle.


   


  ***


   


  “Why in the hell do I have to fight under regional noblemen who aren’t even comrades? Urgh, I wish I was at home cuddling with my pets…” Stark whispered after making sure there were only fellow Hades believers nearby.


  The blessing he acquired was meant to be used for Lord Hades, who saved him long ago. That was why he wanted to work hard for him, but…


  Among the noblemen’s soldiers were a few people he was familiar with. The silver lining was that he wasn’t the only mobilized Hades believer.


  [image: ]


  “Oh, quit grumbling. This lord’s useful, and we’re up against that Lord Weiss who has apparently been getting more powerful as of late, right? That kid calls us cultists and even teamed up with House Bloody to put us down. We’ve gotta get rid of him. Here, I baked some cookies. You love sweets, right? Have some and cheer up,” said the large skinhead man with a pained smile.


  His name was Sein, and he was an officer within the Hades Church whose blessing-enhanced superhuman strength allowed him to wield a massive sword. He was called the Butcher.


  Stark munched on a cookie, and its sweet flavor spread throughout his mouth. He felt like his stress levels went down a little. Baking didn’t seem like the kind of hobby a man such as Sein would have, but his sweets were popular with the kids and they often pestered him for more.


  “Man, I still don’t really feel like doing this, though. I mean, we’ve got the numbers advantage, and then you got folks like me and you with blessings, right? Regular old soldiers ain’t gonna be much fun to fight.”


  “Are you serious…? Lord Hades is always watching us. If you start gettin’ all lazy, you’re gonna receive divine punishment. Plus, one of the Twelve Apostles is dead. If we do well out there, we might get promoted,” Sein advised Stark. The latter remained entirely unmotivated.


  Then he grinned and sighted Stark’s pet, who was a short distance away. It was chewing on something.


  “Plus…you have a special mission, right?”


  “Well, yeah. My blessing is valuable, after all. But it’s not like I’m the only one on a special mission. Plus, this is just a bit of insurance. As long as we win the war, nothing else matters. You’re gonna butcher all the small fry, yeah?” Stark replied with a grin.


  He wasn’t particularly motivated at present, but he was happy to be relied on. He’d be happier if his pay went up, and he’d be happiest if his position within the church rose.


  “Arooo!”


  “Hey, your master’s callin’. Quit whining and get to work. And make sure he’s finished everything off.”


  “Excuse me, but I’m the master here. Looks like he’s finally done eating. Man, dealin’ with cleaning up his leftovers is always such a pain…I really hope he’s eaten the bones too.”


  After replying to Sein’s light jabs, Stark exited the tent and went outside, where a wolflike animal was waiting for him. It was a huge monster called a magiwolf—about twice larger than a normal wolf. It had extremely sharp fangs as well.


  They were terrifying creatures that usually moved in packs and attacked travelers, but this one was currently looking at Stark and wagging its tail.


  An unbelievable sight.


  “Oh, who’s a good boy? Was it delicious? Oh, you even ate the bones and everything.”


  “Aroo…”


  Stark caressed the magiwolf, who happily growled and coiled around him in turn. Normally, magiwolves didn’t take to humans, but Stark’s blessing—Tame—made this possible.


  Stark continued to rub the magiwolf until it was satisfied, then looked at the remains of the carcass it had been eating until a moment ago. Amid the smell of iron were the clothes the food had been wearing. At first glance, they seemed like high-end attire. The person in question poked their nose into Stark and Sein’s business purely out of curiosity, so it was inevitable that they’d end up like this.


  “Ah, but he kind of looked like a big shot. This is gonna be a huge pain if anyone finds out.”


  The “he” Stark was referring to was the man who’d approached and arrogantly asked if they were ready for battle while the men were in the middle of prayer. Sensing their annoyance, the magiwolf had physically shut the man up.


  Stark didn’t give a damn about the values of heathens who couldn’t understand how incredible Lord Hades was, but since he had to work with them on this occasion, this would only cause more problems down the road.


  “Aroo…”


  “Ah, it ain’t your fault. Don’t worry about it.”


  The magiwolf sensed Stark’s feelings and saddened, prompting the man to hurriedly console the creature. 


  Stark was on logistical support duty. He didn’t take to the battlefield because he was also on standby for an emergency mission, which meant the magiwolf didn’t get to blow off much steam. The poor creature must have been pretty stressed out.


  I should have Lord Sein bring me some lively food. If possible, a woman or child…this guy loves ’em, Stark thought as he petted the creature.


  Indeed, several Hades believers had already slipped into Versago’s squad. Who could possibly know what sort of effect their powerful blessings would have on the coming war?


   


  ***


   


  “Lord Weiss, enemy spotted! And there are quite a few of them.”


  “Whoa. Talk about overwhelming.”


  “Keew, kew!”


  I could see clouds of dust being kicked into the air from beyond the river, making it clear that hundreds of infantrymen and cavalrymen were heading our way. Despite only being the enemy’s vanguard, they had as many men as we did total—around five hundred people.


  At present, I had two hundred and fifty soldiers here on standby. As for why I didn’t have our full fighting force here…well, I had other squads on standby elsewhere, scouts, and people protecting our base camp. I couldn’t just deploy everyone I had available. 


  Man, they really do just have twice as many men as us…


  “Are you okay? If there’s anything I can do, let me know. For now, I’ll cast as many blessings as I can… Wait, why do you look so excited?”


  “Ah, sorry, sorry…it’s just that this is unfolding exactly as I predicted,” I answered smugly to a very puzzled-looking Astesia.


  While our troops were better trained, the enemy had the overwhelming advantage of numbers. If we fought them head-to-head, we were going to struggle.


  But I played through this battle dozens of times. While the timing was off, the size of their fighting force and their strategy were pretty much the same. As far as irregular factors were concerned, I needed to be on the lookout for how many Hades believers were being deployed.


  “Astesia, when they show up, I’ll be counting on you.”


  “I’ve got this. I’m going to make them regret ever cursing me. So much so that they’ll wish they were dead.” Astesia’s face split in a villainous smile.


  After seeing her reaction, I was sure we’d be okay. I turned to my soldiers and raised my voice.


  “Listen up! Versago and his allies declared war to pin their slave trade on us. Can we forgive them for this? No, no, we cannot! If we let these rotten bastards trample over our territory, imagine what will happen to your families. But fear not. Lord Zeus is watching over us! We shall overcome these odds with a miracle!”


  “For what purpose have we endured such harsh training?! We wield our swords to protect our people and Lord Weiss! It is time to show them how powerful House Hamilton truly is!” Kaiser continued.


  I could sense our men’s spirits being lifted.


  “It is as Kaiser says. Everyone, let’s show those bastards who we are! Anyone who takes one of the enemy’s commanders will receive a special reward! Now, Lord Zeus, bless our men with the power of miracles!”


  “Oh, Lord. Give blessings to these men.”


  “Oooooooh!”


  The priests Angela brought with her cast their buffs on our men, and combined with the speeches Kaiser and I gave, morale was through the roof. The men were roaring into the air.


  After confirming that they were good to go, I spoke to Astesia.


  “I’m heading out.”


  “Right…make sure you come back no matter what. I can heal you as long as you’re not dead. Kaiser…please protect him.”


  “But of course. House Hamilton is what it is because of Lord Weiss!” Kaiser answered Astesia proudly. She looked worried.


  “Keeew, kew!”


  This sight put a smile on my face, even as I surprised myself by how unscared I was despite heading into my first war.


  Was this Weiss’s power…? He slept within me, and I knew Rosalia trusted me and was on standby. Astesia regarded me with concern in her eyes, Kaiser was all fired up and ready to protect me, and White was clinging to the bottom of my neck like he was trying to protect me. When I thought about them all, I felt a strange sense of relief and even courage bubble up.


  Plus, I was going to get to see the fruits of my efforts ever since becoming Weiss; all the hard work I put into powering up our soldiers. How could I not be excited?


  “Let’s do this!”


  “Ooooh!”


  As soon as I gave the signal, the infantrymen and cavalrymen rushed toward the river. I led the throng on horseback. As soon as I could just barely hear our enemies, I stopped my horse and shouted, “I am Weiss Hamilton! Cowardly invaders, take my head if you can!”


  The enemy soldiers looked puzzled by my provocations for a moment, then a chunk of them charged at us.


  “Lord Weiss, please retreat for now. I can handle this…”


  “Sorry, no can do. The enemy broke ranks because they saw me. Plus…we’re only just getting started.”


  I deflected an arrow heading straight for me with my sword, then shook my head at Kaiser. Most wars between nobility were settled when something happened to one of the lords. In this case, if I was killed or caught, it’d be game over. Whoever took my head would probably receive a sizable award.


  As proof, many enemy soldiers surged forward to seize both my head and glory. After around half of the enemy troops were across the river, I raised my sword and fired magical darkness into the sky.


  “Summon my enemies into the jet-black darkness!”


  The ominous darkness raced upward and spread throughout the sky, blacking out the sun. This was a kind of Mid-rank magic that worked like a smoke screen. Firing it into the sky would serve no purpose, but that was fine for now.


  RUMBLE, RUMBLE!


  Shortly thereafter, the ground began to quake. Upon noticing the water hurtling like a wave downstream toward them, the enemy’s ferocious expressions morphed to those of surprise and despair.


  Rosalia and the other magic casters froze the river and stopped its flow, then released it. The magic ice returned to water, then came pouring toward our enemies, chunks of ice included.


  “Graaaaah?!”


  Most of the soldiers attempting to cross the river didn’t make it in time. The rushing water frightened the horses, who shook off their cavalrymen. The infantrymen had little mobility in the water and died then and there as well.


  “Now! Our enemies have been divided!”


  My army resumed their charge at my signal. This flash flood was only temporary. We needed to rush in and get the upper hand while they were still confused.


  With morale high, the soldiers trained by Reinhard gained the advantage in battle. However, Versago’s men were nothing to laugh at. Though we’d significantly whittled away at their numbers, they still held their ground. Plus, those Hades bastards were using annoying blessings. There were quite a few troops who were being made fools of by familiars.


  This was bad—once the water settled, enemy reinforcements would be on the way. I desperately wanted to cut down their numbers as quickly as possible, but…


  Just as I was starting to panic, I noticed a group of our soldiers get blown away.


  “Bwa ha ha ! You are nothing but House Hamilton chumps! Is this the best you can do after using such cowardly tactics?!”


  “That’s…”


  “One of the Three Generals. His name is Slash. He possesses superhuman strength and wields a sword in battle. He’s even more powerful than I thought…”


  We’d managed to lure one of the enemy leaders out by scrambling up their battle formation with our surprise attack.


  This could be a good opportunity…


  “So he’s one of the Three Generals, eh? How strong do you think he is?”


  “At least as powerful as Rosalia…”


  He never showed up in the game, but Kaiser was probably right, considering our soldiers were rapidly being taken out. If we overwhelmed him with numbers, we might be able to beat him, but numbers were something we didn’t have. I couldn’t just sit here and complain, especially since I could see enemy morale on the rise. 


  That’s why this was a perfect chance. If I took his head, we’d be one step closer to victory.


  “So you’re the enemy general, eh? Slash, was it? I challenge you to a duel!”


  “Hoh, I know you… To think the lord of a territory would challenge me one-on-one! I respect your determination! Men, don’t even think of interfering.”


  “Lord Weiss, this is too dangerous!”


  The enemy soldiers stepped aside upon hearing their general’s words. I felt bad for Kaiser, but if I could beat Slash here, our own troops’ morale would skyrocket. It wasn’t an understatement to say that this fight could determine the flow of this war.


  “Don’t worry. I’m Weiss Hamilton.”


  “I know that, but…”


  Right, I was Weiss. And unlike in the game, I was Weiss who underwent significant training. I learned magic from Rosalia and trained with the sword under Kaiser and Reinhard. My fave had grown in ways that he never did in-game.


  So there’s no way I can lose, right?


  “My name is Slash Zapper! I am one of Lord Versago’s Three Generals, known as Slash, Strength of Hercules! Your head will be mine!”


  “Well, thanks for the polite introduction.”


  “I felt bad sending you to the afterlife without knowing who did so!”


  “In that case, I must introduce myself as well. I am Weiss Hamilton, lord of this territory, and the man who will defeat you.”


  Slash and I bantered while glaring at one another. Since he never appeared in-game, I’d never fought him, but based on his nickname, I surmised he was weak against magic. In which case, the odds were in my favor!


  I rode my horse toward Slash and used that momentum as I leapt off and brought my sword down on him while simultaneously casting magic.


  “Heed my words, shadow hand!”


  “Don’t even try to use magic!”


  My attack was a fusion of Sword Slash and Shadow Hand, but Slash managed to first cut through the shadow, then deflect my sword strike like it was nothing.


  “Grah!”


  He must have had some kind of skill—I was blown backward by his tremendous power. This guy really was strong…but not as strong as Hades or Emilelio.


  Plus, thanks to all my sword training, I could track his movement.


  “Bwa ha ha! This is what happens when you rely on magic! A man must be strong!”


  “That’s not true…magic…is Weiss’s true strength!”


  Slash flexed his muscles like he was trying to show off.


  But I knew better. Weiss worked hard to attain magical skills even as he was compared against his sister, Firis. I wouldn’t let anyone get away with insulting him for that.


  Slash rushed at me with a grin on his face, clearly underestimating me. I once again swung my blade at him.


  “Tyrant of shadows, lend your arm to me!”


  “Huh?”


  The hand of the shadow beast overlapped with my sword-holding hand and gripped it, bringing down the weapon with incredible speed and force. Slash didn’t even see it coming—he must have let his guard down, thinking my earlier attack was everything I had.


  High-rank magic was nothing to laugh about. My single attack eclipsed what a human could do on their own, and Slash took it head-on.


  He let out a pathetic yelp just before he lost his head.


  “I have defeated the enemy general!”


  “Whoooo!”


  That single sentence was enough to raise morale among all my nearby soldiers. 


  Slash, huh? He was definitely strong. Kaiser wasn’t wrong in his assessment; the general was at least as powerful as Rosalia. If I had fought him head-on, I would have struggled. The reason I was victorious was because he had judged me as but an incompetent lord.


  I wondered what kind of skills he had, so I absentmindedly touched his hand.


   


  Slash Zapper


  Occupation: General


  Alias: The Sword General of Inclay


  Loyalty to His Master: 50


  Strength: 80


  Magic Power: 20


  Crafts: 40


  Skills:


  High-Rank Sword Skills Lv 3


  Battlefield Charisma Lv 2: When on the battlefield, morale of surrounding troops increases. This skill is only activated when one accomplishes many feats in battle.


  Unique Skills:


  Superhuman Strength Lv 3


  Living for the Sword Lv 2: A skill acquired by only those who continue to wield the sword. Stat increase when holding a sword. It can even cut through magic.


  Bad Status:


  Arrogance and Pride: Status decrease when looking down on the enemy.


  A member of the bloodline that has served as generals of House Inclay for generations. He only cares about fighting powerful individuals, but soldiers who live on the battlefield are quite fond of him. He knew that members of the Hades Church had begun to spread throughout the Inclay territory, but because he only cared about fighting, he let them be.


   


  As I suspected, he couldn’t wield magic, but his stats were high. Fortunately, he underestimated me from beginning to end. That was why he couldn’t react in time to my High-rank magic.


  But wait a second. Why could I see his stats, but not Nyarl’s? He never showed up in the game either…


  Before I could pursue that line of thinking, Kaiser came running up to me.


  “Congratulations, Lord Weiss. That said, I thought I was going to have a heart attack.”


  “Right, sorry about that. But if I didn’t take him out myself, we were going to struggle going forward.”


  “Still…I would appreciate it if you talk to us first before pulling a stunt like that,” Kaiser said with a serious look on his face.


  “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  I had game knowledge, sure, but not everything was the same. Slash’s very existence was enough to greatly affect my soldiers’ morale. If things went the way they did in the game, we would have already won this war…


  And looking at Slash’s corpse, I realized that while things had gone fine this time, that wouldn’t always be the case. Our enemies would learn about how strong I was, and stats weren’t the only deciding factor in a battle. Things were already starting to differ from the game. I needed to avoid being arrogant and consult Kaiser—and my allies—going forward.


  “Still, our enemies are powerful. There are people within their number who wield strange abilities.”


  “Which means we can’t let our guard down just yet.”


  Our troops’ high morale helped drive away the enemy, but the flash flood finally came to a stop, allowing their reinforcements to proceed forward.


  Among their numbers were those who used familiars, those who wielded giant swords, and those who could cast consecutive magic spells. In other words, Hades believers. And in large quantities.


  “I was hoping to get at Versago’s troops while they were still confused by the flood, but it looks like those Hades jackasses are covering their backs.”


  Just when I thought this wouldn’t be an easy fight…


  “I swear, the world must be coming to an end if noblemen are willing to team up with a cult.”


  The backup I called for, now that more Hades believers were incoming, finally arrived.


  “Oh, let the lightning of our lord cleanse our foes!”


  The expressionless girl pulled up beside me, and along with her words, she produced powerful lightning from her chest directed at our enemies. The soldiers crossing the river cried out in agony.


  “Arrrrghh!”


  Lightning on a river? Now that was bad news…


  The lightning had the additional side effect of temporarily nullifying the effects of heretical blessings, which made it crazy hard to deal with in-game. Now that she was on my side, boy, oh, boy, was I pleased as punch…and more importantly…


  “Whoooooaaaa! I finally got to see Booby Thunder in person! Amazing! It really comes right out of your chest!”


  “Can you please not give a miracle such a weird name?! And it’s not like you can even see my chest!”


  Crap, I said all of that out loud. 


  Astesia covered her chest, her face bright red.


  She was currently clad in a priest robe, so she was barely exposing any skin. In the game, she had her cleavage out in the open and even had a slit in the bottom part of her robe. Lots of sex appeal.


  Was that a Hades thing? For some reason, the characters that fell to darkness in the game all tended to expose a lot of skin.


  “More importantly, they should be unable to use their blessings. Now is the time to attack.”


  “Right…I shall go as well. I will not be able to face my men if I do not accomplish anything on the battlefield myself. I shall defeat one of the enemy commanders. Lady Astesia, please look after Lord Weiss for me.”


  Just as Astesia said, the Hades believers who were struck by lightning were crying out in shock. Since they wouldn’t be able to use their blessings for a little while, their familiars vanished, and the ones wielding massive swords with their superhuman strength were dropping their weapons, causing all manner of catastrophes. Now they were just regular people.


  And as that happened, Kaiser sprinted forward and cut them down. 


  When did he get so crazy strong…? When I first looked at his stats, he was only a little tougher than your average NPC. I needed to step up my game.


  But before I could, Astesia stopped me.


  “You don’t need to worry. Your allies are powerful. Not only are you competently commanding your forces, but you even defeated one of their generals. Isn’t that enough? Try relying on us a little more, okay? We all love you, Weiss,” she said, eyes brimming with kindness, as she healed my wounds.


  The warm light enveloped the scrapes I’d received when I was sent flying by Slash’s sword.


  “Yeah, you’re right…thanks.”


  Astesia’s words lifted a burden off my shoulders, and I suddenly felt exhausted. I must have been more nervous than I thought.


  “Cursed Weiss Hamilton! You truly are an incompetent, corrupt lord! How dare you use such cowardly tactics to kill one of our generals! I shall have your head!”


  “You’re the ones who came up with a false charge to justify this war! Name yourself!”


  The man in the expensive-looking armor must have been another commanding officer. He was yelling from within the river, and Kaiser shouted right back at him.


  But as the two of them faced off, something happened. I felt an overwhelmingly murderous intent coming from farther up the river. 


  What is that…?


  Before I could pursue the thought, I looked upriver and saw someone riding a log-shaped chunk of ice toward us with tremendous momentum.


  And that ice went straight for the man.


  “I am one of Lord Versago’s—graaaah!”


  The man managed to dodge the giant chunk of ice, but he couldn’t avoid Rosalia’s spear attack. The shaft smashed into his head and he dropped to the ground.


  “You would close your eyes to your own incompetence while insulting Lord Weiss?! Disrespectful!”


  “Urgh.”


  The enemy reinforcements, Kaiser, and the rest of our troops all watched in surprise as Rosalia raised her spear and shouted victoriously.


  “I am Lord Weiss’s maid, Rosalia. I have defeated one of the enemy generals! This is it, men! Let’s do this!”


  “Ooooh! You’re the best, Rosalia!”


  “Er, but, uh, what about me…?”


  Kaiser looked like he was about to cry, given that he made a big show of taking down the enemy, only for Rosalia to steal the spotlight. He looked my way, but I had no words of comfort to offer him.


  “Lord Weiss, I have come to return your ring to you. I am glad to see you are well.”


  “Y-yeah…” I said, surprise in my voice.


  Had she traveled down the length of the river? It had a crazy slope to it… Either way, our first battle ended in victory.


   


  ***
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  “How could we be losing when we have twice their numbers?! What in the hell were General Slash and the others doing?!” Versago shouted upon hearing the status report in his provisional base of operations.


  According to the scouts, they had twice the number of men as Weiss, so while they might have had the locational advantage, there was no way Versago could lose. And yet…


  “Well, um…General Slash perished in the face of Weiss Hamilton’s tactics. His second-in-command was captured after being taken unawares…”


  “What? He was killed by that useless turd? Let me guess, he used some kind of cowardly scheme to catch him off guard?”


  “Yes…according to reports, he cut off our forces with a flash flood, and in the confusion, he killed General Slash.”


  “Dammit all. How dare he use such insolent tactics just because he has the geographical advantage…”


  Versago clucked his tongue after receiving the soldier’s report. Upon seeing his reaction, the soldier decided he made the right choice by not explaining that Slash was defeated by Weiss in a one-on-one fight.


  Versago’s excessive hate toward Weiss increased exponentially after learning that he and Aigis had grown close. The soldier knew that if he irritated the man any further, he might take it out on him.


  “In that case, what should my next move be…? I heard he built a simple base during the first battle. How impudent…”


  He once again clucked his tongue as he looked over the report. Weiss apparently had his men build a base fortified with mud walls via magic. He also had ballistae and other weapons carried there.


  Trying to attack it would prove to be a pain.


  “Do you have any good ideas, Vane? You Three Generals are combat pros, right? Aren’t you pissed that those Hamilton bastards are having their way with us?” Versago hissed at Vane, one of his Three Generals and a close aide.


  Vane was a man in the prime of his life, clad in splendid armor.


  “Sir! We have the advantage of numbers. Additionally, more and more soldiers from noble houses in the area are gathering among us. I believe it would be wise to surround their fortress and use starvation tactics.”


  Vane’s plan was a traditional approach, and for this set of circumstances, he felt it was wise. However, Versago grimaced.


  “Are you telling me to take advantage of his weakness? Weiss, of all people?! I need a complete and total victory!”


  Truth be told, the slave trade and Aigis weren’t the only reasons Versago started this war.


  People in his territory didn’t think highly of him. If anything, they had nothing but negative feelings about the man. Of course they would, considering he did whatever he wanted, as exemplified by his taking the position of lord by force. But that pissed Versago off to no end, which was why he wanted to achieve complete and total victory in this war and solidify his position.


  “But, Lord Versago…”


  “Silence! Just think of a way for me to win while standing out! Or what, do you think that I can’t be like Father or my little brother?!”


  “I did not say that. I just…”


  Versago threw the report. He was having a childish temper tantrum. And just as Vane tried to calm his master down…


  “Pardon the interruption.”


  A hooded man silently appeared.


  “How dare you! We’re in the middle of a war council!”


  “He’s fine.”


  Versago stopped Vane from rebuking the man and spoke to the newcomer with a friendly tone. He failed to notice Vane’s conflicted expression.


  “You Hades folks have been getting killed out there too. What’s going on?”


  “It is Lady Saint Astesia. She caught us off guard by nullifying our blessings, temporary as it might be. However, we have the advantage, and I have a strategy in mind. Fear not,” replied the hooded man, a Hades believer.


  Then he continued as if he’d thought of something. “That said, I certainly did not expect Weiss to take to the battlefield himself. That resulted in enemy morale getting a boost, which might have affected the state of the battle.”


  “I see…the commander took to the field of battle…”


  “Lord Versago, that would be unwise! We can win simply by suffocating them with numbers!”


  “Shut up, fool! You didn’t even provide me with any good ideas!”


  Vane tried to stop his master, but Versago ordered him to shut his mouth. The Hades believer watched on, unmoved by any of it, and continued.


  “Let us show them the true extent of your powers. Face them head-on and show them how overwhelmingly strong you are. You have that power now.”


  “This cursed blade, eh?”


  Versago reflected on the hooded man’s words while touching the cursed blade, a smirk on his face.


  “I will take command in the next battle myself. If Weiss can do it, there is no way that I cannot. Plus, I want to show him my true power,” he said, once again stroking the powerful cursed blade that the Hades Church gave him as a symbol of their newfound friendship.


  This was one of the blades passed down within House Bloody, and it possessed incredible strength.


  “Hee hee…if I use this cursed blade…a legendary sword for a master swordsman…”


  Once upon a time, Reinhard Bloody wielded this cursed blade in battle as a member of the Twelve Apostles. In that case, was Versago not the next in line to be called a hero, as he was the current wielder?


  Versago grinned at the all-too-bright future he imagined for himself.


  “However, if we try to storm the enemy’s fortress now that it is complete… No, never mind. I understand. I shall alert our men.”


  Vane was going to express his doubts to Versago, but he stopped himself. Once this man said he was going to do something, he didn’t stop. The commander taking to the battlefield himself was a foolish move. Weiss only did so because he wanted to raise troop morale in the face of a disadvantageous situation.


  He did so with a strategy in mind, and because he himself was a powerful warrior, he succeeded. It was certainly true that Versago was strong, but he had no respect among his men because he poisoned his father and little brother to become the lord. His standing on the front lines would not influence morale in any significant way. Additionally, since taking the position of lord, he had stopped training. Vane had a bad feeling about all this, but he could do little else but follow his master’s orders.


  If only Versago were a little more prudent…if only he had the capacity to really listen to Vane, perhaps his future might have turned out different. Unfortunately, he was incapable of knowing better because of the rage he felt toward Weiss after being rejected by Aigis. A rage that was very, very close to jealousy.


  “You do not need bodyguards, but I will nonetheless leave some men I trust with you, Lord Versago. That will only make your inevitable victory that much more certain,” the Hades believer said.


  Unfortunately, nobody noticed the grin on the man’s face.


   


  ***


   


  The night of that first battle, we all got rest at home base. Thanks to our victory, troop morale was high—we’d managed to whittle down our enemy’s numbers significantly. That was why the invading army wasn’t making any moves now.


  “Lord Weiss, that concludes my report on the enemy. This was all intel collected from the enemy commander and other soldiers we captured, so I expect it to be accurate.”


  “I see…so to break down how their thousand troops are structured: Seven hundred of them are Versago’s personal men, and the rest are a disorderly collection of soldiers from various other territories. Plus, their morale is low; our scouts spotted a number of deserters, so that strikes me as true as well.”


  “Correct. As proof, most of the men in the previous battle were Versago’s, along with some unknowns from who knows where…I imagine Hades believers. We took out a great deal of their forces, so I believe the report on their morale to be accurate.”


  “Versago tried to crush us with numbers, and this is where it got him. Hah.”


  “Well, we are talking about double our numbers… Folks trying to take advantage of the situation probably hoped we’d get taken down quickly, and they could get the leftovers. I’m sure they’re regretting that now.”


  Both Astesia and I listened to Rosalia’s report, exasperated. Kaiser had left to practice swinging his sword, hyped up about taking a commander’s head in the next battle. Shouldn’t he have been resting?


  “In any case, I’m not surprised the soldiers spilled the details, but I can’t believe a commander did so easily.”


  “Yes, well, I asked his body directly…”


  “He was tight-lipped at first, but I managed to convince him to talk.”


  The pair wore extremely unsettling smiles on their faces. I started to sweat.


  “Don’t tell me you tortured him…”


  “Hee hee, just some skills from my adventuring days,” Rosalia replied bashfully.


  “I can heal any wounds, so Rosalia did the breaking while I did the fixing. Together, we can get anyone to spill the beans,” Astesia replied proudly.


  “Eeek!”


  Okay, that was terrifying. They were straight-up torturers. They liked me, which was great, but if they ever became my enemies, they’d be scary as hell… Jeez, Astesia was legit terrifying. I suddenly remembered how she acted in-game and vowed to never make her upset.


  “Gosh, Astesia. You exaggerate. Anyway, what should we do next? We’ve closed the gap in terms of numbers, but…”


  “Indeed. We still don’t have enough of an advantage to be able to assault them head-on. We have no reinforcements coming our way, so we also can’t simply hold this position. I guess we can send a small squad to burn their provisions and try to draw them out. Fortunately, we still have the geographical advantage. My dark magic’ll come in handy.”


  “Lord Weiss, not to be rude, but would that not put you in danger…?”


  “Oh, you don’t have to worry about Weiss. I mean, he went and defeated one of the enemy commanders today.”


  Rosalia was conflicted in response to Astesia’s words.


  “That’s…true…Lord Weiss has been fighting gallantly up until now…”


  “Plus, he’s got you and me at his side. There’s no way this’ll fail,” Astesia added and brought a smile back to Rosalia’s face even as I struggled to find the right words.


  “…You’re right. Lord Weiss, let’s do this together.”


  “Of course. Actually, that reminds me. Good job taking out one of the enemy vice-commanders, even if you did catch him off guard. He was probably strong…”


  “Well, that’s because I’ve been working out for you, Lord Weiss.”


  Rosalia cutely flexed her biceps. She was adorable…and I knew all too well that she had been training hard ever since meeting Darkness and Emilelio.


  I was curious, so I reached out and touched one of her biceps and, yeah, it was pretty hard.


   


  Rosalia


  Occupation: Maid


  Alias: The Murderous Ice Princess


  Loyalty to Her Master: 100


  Strength: 60 → 65


  Magic Power: 80 → 81


  Intelligence: 62 → 65


  Skills:


  Ice Magic Lv 3


  High-Class Spear Technique Lv 3 → Lv 4 


  Unique Skills:


  Devotion to Her Master: Lv 3 → Lv 4: Receives a 30 percent increase to stats when fighting for her master. When her master is insulted, her cruelty and murderous intent increase.


  Thirst for Power: A skill that manifests when she grows frustrated with her own weakness and seeks out further strength. Easier to acquire experience points and increase stats when in battle. All so that she can become her master’s spear.


  Weiss’s maid. Feels indebted to him ever since he saved her life. She cares about him more than herself and wishes for his happiness. Up until recently, he was unreliable in some way, but now he’s much cooler, and she finds herself confused by the feelings emerging within her.


   


  Er, her stats had gone up a little bit, and her skill levels had increased… She might’ve even been more talented than the hero’s party at this point.


  But when I thought about it, she perished during the opening act of the game, just like Weiss. No one really knew how powerful she was. The fact that she’d grown this strong filled me with warmth.


  While thinking about this, I felt someone’s eyes on me. For some reason, Rosalia was staring at me, her face bright red as I touched her bicep. Astesia also watched me with narrowed eyes.


  “Lord Weiss, please don’t get so quiet while touching me like this. It’s…embarrassing. I’m not suddenly becoming super muscular or anything.”


  “Huh, so that’s what you’re into. Well, I know a lot of nobility have weird tastes and all… Um, I don’t have much in the way of strength so I probably can’t flex like that, but do you want to touch my bicep too?”


  “I’m so sorry, Rosalia! I promise I wasn’t thinking about anything weird! And Astesia, you’ve got my tastes all wrong! But, uh, can I still touch your bicep? Seriously?”


  I nearly helped myself to touching her, but quickly realized that Weiss doing something as weird as this would be a poor interpretation of his character, so I held back. I didn’t want my faves to think I had a fetish for biceps or something.


  In any case, it felt like if we held the course, we could win this war.


  Today’s battle ended with our overwhelming victory. I still had the stats I used in-game, and I also possessed powerful magic. Rosalia was by my side as well. If we got into a deadlock, we could send in a small group of elites and chip away at their numbers until they got annoyed enough to grow impatient. And then we could put them in the ground for good.


  Suddenly, the tent door burst open and one of my men entered.


  “Lord Weiss! The enemy has gathered their full force and is marching toward us!”


  “Wha? For real…? Even though we’ve finished fortifying our base?”


  What the hell were they thinking? It’d be one thing if this had been their first move, but trying to attack us when their numbers and morale were both so low was paramount to suicide… Even the chairman of the Hunter Association would probably say, “You’ve made a bad move.” Or did they have a plan?


  Rosalia, Astesia, White, and I watched from above the mud wall as our enemies surrounded us.


  Kaiser left for the front lines, proclaiming that this time he would perform great deeds on the battlefield.


  “Whew, talk about a lot of people. They’ve got at least six hundred soldiers, and we’ve got three hundred… I guess they really did come here with everyone.”


  “That indeed seems to be the case. But what are they thinking? Yes, that is a lot of men, but we have the geographical advantage thanks to this stronghold. Our soldiers are also better trained, so I don’t think it will be particularly difficult to hold out.”


  Rosalia was right. We had the numbers disadvantage, but that didn’t mean we were unconditionally fighting against the odds. We had a mud wall made from earth magic, ballistae, large catapults, and all kinds of ways to put up a fight.


  While we were out fighting back the enemy’s surprise attack, logistical support made all of that happen. There were only a few routes the opposing army could take to attack us with such large numbers, so we set up our fort in an area with good visibility, where we wouldn’t have to worry about being caught off guard.


  “But they have scouts, right? They probably know about our ballistae and the other weapons, so do they have a plan for them?”


  “Isn’t it possible they don’t have a plan at all and they’re just idiots? Oh, looks like they’re on the move.”


  While we were talking, a man clad in resplendent armor stepped forward. Was he using wind magic? His voice echoed throughout the battlefield.


  “I am Versago Inclay! This is your final warning! Weiss Hamilton, you have allowed the slave trade to take hold within your territory, which in this country is forbidden. If you surrender now, I promise to save your men. If you do not, you will learn just how terrifying my power truly is. You have ten seconds. I hope you answer wisely.”


  Was he trying to say that justice was on his side, or was he trying to shake my men’s morale? I looked around, but not a single person seemed moved by his threat. Instead, they were glaring coldly at Versago. 


  Honestly, this came as a happy relief.


  “Hey, Weiss. Can’t we just…you know…attack him now? Isn’t he within range of our ballistae?”


  “That’s an incredible idea, but unfortunately, we have to adhere to noble etiquette.”


  “He’s right, Astesia. I understand where you are coming from, but we are dealing with nobility. We must maintain the minimum amount of courtesy.”


  The two of us chided Astesia for her violent idea. Even though ten seconds had yet to go by, Versago once again spoke to us through his magic.


  “Hmph, it seems as though your cowardly lord refuses to make his presence known. Soldiers of House Hamilton, feel free to resent the fact that you were born under such an incompetent master.”


  Ha ha… What an obvious attempt at stirring me up. Who would ever fall for that? You big dumb idiot, I thought, but then I sensed intense murderous intent coming from the pair next to me.


  “Okay, let’s kill him.”


  “Astesia, I understand where you are coming from, but death would be too light a punishment for him. Let us make him regret that he was ever born at all. Ready the ballistae!”


  “Eek…”


  “Keeeew?!”


  Astesia and Rosalia awakened to the surge of killing intent, prompting White and me to recoil in fear.


  But more importantly, I spotted Versago brandishing something in his hands. I got a tremendously bad feeling about the cylindrical object and the sinister light surrounding it.


  No way, was that…?


  “I need to give an order, ASAP! Make sure my voice reaches the whole battlefield!”


  “Understood. Oh, wind spirits. Grant us your power.”


  “What’s the matter…?”


  When I shot Rosalia a look, she immediately understood my intent and Astesia went silent. Thanks to the magic, my voice echoed widely and loudly.


  “Get out of range of that cursed blade! Hurry!”


  How many people did I manage to save? Versago’s sword produced a sinister light, and when he swung it, it fired a single beam of black-and-red light forward.


  The people in its path were burned to nothing, and the mud wall exploded.


  “Bwa ha ha ha! How do you like that? This is Versago Inclay’s true power! Tremble in fear!”


  His grating laughter enveloped the battlefield. What the hell? That wasn’t his weapon to wield, and it didn’t show up in the game until way later.


  At this point in the timeline, it should have been in the Hades Church’s possession…


  “Lord Weiss, that was…”


  “Yeah. The Cursed Blade Dáinsleif. One of House Bloody’s family heirlooms…”


  The very same sword that Reinhard handed over to the Hades believers at the party where I first met Aigis. He said he couldn’t get it back, but I never expected to run into it here…


  The Cursed Blade Dáinsleif was one of the cursed swords passed down within House Bloody, and it was the same weapon that Aigis wielded in the game as an enemy boss.


  Just as Versago displayed, it could fire off a beam of light by converting spiritual energy into a power source. It also grew sharper as it bathed in the blood of its victims on the battlefield. The first head of House Bloody wielded this cursed blade with one hand, cutting through enemies on the battlefield and spreading their blood all over, all as he cackled with a smile. It was said that House Bloody’s name came from this story. 


  That was just how terrifying this sword truly was.


  But in the game, it had a weakness, and that was why Aigis ultimately lost. Like hell I was going down without a fight!


  “What the…? That’s cheating…”


  “So that is the legendary cursed blade… When I was an adventurer, I heard stories. It’s even more absurd than I thought, but there must be a cost to being so powerful. That sword must have a weakness…”


  “It does. Once it fires its beam, it has a cooldown period before it can be used again. Plus, if someone weak of spirit wields it, they gradually are charmed by the sword and lose themselves,” I replied to Rosalia.


  The cursed blade wasn’t some invincible weapon, and the one wielding it at present wasn’t Aigis. It was Versago. In the game, that single attack would have destroyed the entire base, not just the wall.


  I was surprised by its power after seeing it in person, but we could still win. That said, we could no longer stick to our strategy of holing up in our fortress. I placed White inside my armor for safety, then spoke up.


  “Rosalia, Astesia…sorry, but could you come with me? We need to capture him before he can use Dáinsleif again.”


  We were going to head straight out into the battlefield. I needed Rosalia as my support, and I needed Astesia’s power to handle the Hades believers who were likely guarding Versago.


  But would they willingly tag along? I knew the sword’s weak point because of my game knowledge, but they didn’t. Even the soldiers of House Hamilton, the very same ones who overcame fierce training under Reinhard, were terrified of the cursed blade.


  Fortunately, my concerns were for naught.


  “Of course! I will protect you no matter what, Lord Weiss!”


  “Are you seriously even asking? I’m your personal priest. If I don’t come, who will? As long as you don’t get yourself killed by that sword, I can heal you good as new, so don’t worry.”


  The two nodded like their answers were never in question at all, and that filled me with immense joy. I offered them words of gratitude while fighting back tears.


  “Thank you…both of you. Messenger, you know what to do!” I yelled while sprinting toward my horse.


  Rosalia also got up onto hers, and Astesia sat behind me and grabbed my back.


  “That cursed blade can’t be used continuously! We’re riding straight toward him! Anyone confident in their abilities, follow me!”


  Thanks to the messenger magic, I was able to spur on my men, who looked like they were on the verge of fleeing. I then prepared to charge into enemy lines, but nobody was following me. Most of the soldiers were trembling in fear.


  How could they not be? The cursed blade was immensely powerful, and few knew of its weakness. To them, it must have sounded like asking them to charge at a cannon with just their swords. The girls who immediately agreed to accompany me were the odd ones out.


  Dammit…we’re running out of time. Can we really break through the enemy with just us? No, we need more people…


  “What in blue blazes are you people doing?! Our lord is saying he’s going to lead the charge! As soldiers, how can we just sit here like cowards?!”


  The voice echoed throughout the battlefield despite not using any kind of magic; it was Kaiser.


  “I will not lie to you and say that our lord has been perfect. After he took his position, he made a mess of things. But what about recently? Who was it that purged Barbaro? Who was it that took to the front lines and defeated an enemy commander to raise our morale? Who was it that asked the church to send us priests? Surely all of you have noticed that his actions have led to a significant decrease in casualties. And even now, he is leading the charge himself. If we don’t believe in our lord, who will?!”


  Kaiser’s words caused the battlefield to stir, and soon after, soldier after soldier got onto their horses and took up their weapons. My words were not enough to reach some of these men, but as someone who had fought alongside these soldiers since the beginning, Kaiser’s words could.


  Even after being demoted by Weiss, Kaiser always worked to better House Hamilton’s territory. And it was his words that spurred our men into action.


  I rode my horse up to Kaiser.


  “Thank you, Kaiser…you’re a lifesaver.”


  “Please. I simply said what I believe. You have accomplished much, Lord Weiss. That is why my words reached them.”


  “How wonderful, Weiss.”


  “Keeew, kew! ♪”


  I raised my sword into the air and shouted, hoping that nobody could see I was tearing up.


  “Yeah…I must live up to everyone’s expectations. We will defeat Versago Inclay!”


  “Leave the vanguard to me. This time, I will distinguish myself in battle!”


  Kaiser took the lead, and we rode behind him. Our numbers were fewer, so our best move was to push through a single point and quickly put Versago down.


  That said, these men worked under someone whose family had a military background. The presence of the cursed blade must have raised morale, as they were fighting desperately to protect Versago. In which case, maybe I could use some flashy King-rank magic to keep them in check…? But before I could, a cluster of arrows flew by me from the side. Did the enemy soldiers fire them? They couldn’t have had the leeway to deploy ambush troops…


  “They’re…a costumed group? Who the heck are these guys?”


  “Iä, iä, Cthulhu fhtagn! Ia! Ia! Nyarlathotep!”


  I wasn’t surprised that Astesia was at a loss for words. The approaching group was composed of about fifty individuals who—save for one girl—were clad in robes and the kind of masks you might see at a masquerade ball, and they were fighting while reciting some kind of weird chant. Not only that, they were crazy strong! They were crushing two enemies at a time!


  I recognized the small red-haired girl at the center of the group and the guy using creepy tentacle-like things to fight…


  “Um…what are you guys doing?”


  Sure enough, the pair spotted me and rode over.


  “Long time no see, Weiss! I’m here to save you. Nyarl had them wear those weird outfits, but don’t worry. They’re all elite soldiers.”


  “Uh, o-oh…thanks?”


  I had no idea how to react, so I started with an expression of gratitude. The man with the tentacles then smiled proudly.


  “Allow me to explain. A lot of outside factors have prevented House Bloody from publicly providing you with support, so I had them costume up. The story we are going with is that we are warriors who want revenge on House Inclay’s troops after they attacked our village. We’re also fighting to defend Aigis. My fake name is Azathoth. Pleasure to meet you.”


  “He said the quiet part out loud. Are we going to be okay?” Astesia interjected calmly.


  I wanted to add a quip of my own; honestly, our backup looked more like a cult than the Hades Church!


  The self-proclaimed Azathoth smiled dubiously and whispered to me.


  “I also brought someone with deep connections to you, my friend. I told her you were at war, but she insisted on coming to your territory, so I had her join us.”


  “Huh? Who are you talking about…?”


  I looked in the direction Nyarl was pointing and spotted a red-haired woman in a mask, giving out orders. There was a younger purple-haired girl with her, also in a mask, casting magic and fighting back against the enemy. Upon seeing her, I felt my heart tense.


  Don’t tell me that’s…


  No, now wasn’t the time. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious, but this was our chance to hit the enemy. 


  I turned to my men and bellowed, “Charge!”


  Having joined our mysterious reinforcements, we raced across the battlefield.


  We only had an additional fifty men, but each one possessed enormous strength. They really must’ve been House Bloody’s elite troops; the soldiers of House Inclay, a family of military officers, were getting mowed down left and right.


  And it was thanks to them that our enemies were losing their composure.


  I mean, who wouldn’t freak out if a group of masked weirdos randomly showed up and attacked them? And to make matters worse, they were crazy strong too. 


  Anyway, this was our chance.


  “We’re going all the way!”


  “Right!”


  “Keeeew!”


  Rosalia, Kaiser, and White all answered. Astesia silently clung to me from behind, making sure not to get thrown off the horse. 


  She looked over at the group Aigis brought with her.


  “Iä, iä, Cthulhu fhtagn! Ia! Ia! Nyarlathotep!”


  “Is that some kind of ritual chant…? Something about it doesn’t feel right.”


  “You’re not wrong that it’s creepy as all hell, but I doubt it has any deep meaning. Apparently, Nyarl is having House Bloody’s troops say it so no one figures out their identities,” I answered with a pained grin.


  That said, I’d heard it somewhere before, and not in this world. 


  “Keeew!”


  I was on the verge of remembering, but an arrow grazed me, and that cut off my line of thinking. White was frightened and fled into my armor. This battle was getting intense, but we had the advantage at the moment. 


  There were magic spells and arrows flying all over the place, but Rosalia and Nyarl used their ice and tentacles respectively to deflect anything coming our way, while Kaiser and Aigis struck down the enemy with their swords. Of course, I was using my Shadow Hand to knock the enemy troops out of our way as well.


  And…the Hades believers were supposed to be the biggest obstacles in our way. But thanks to Astesia, their powers were neutralized, which allowed us to easily take them down. Aigis had apparently brought one of House Bloody’s cursed blades with her, and every time she swung it, she launched a Vacuum Wave, mangling the enemy.


  “Hee hee, you cultists rely so heavily on your blessings that you don’t stand a chance against us.”


  “This is House Bloody’s cursed blade, ‘Tempest!’ Take this! Military might makes right on the battlefield!”


  Both women were major bosses in-game, so I shouldn’t have been so surprised. Despite still being in the process of developing their powers, they were overwhelming the opposing troops. They made for terrifying enemies, but as allies, they were so, so strong…


  Alas, our steady advance came to an end as a huge blast of wind assaulted us.


  “Barrier, protect us!”


  Astesia blocked the sharp wind that suddenly assailed us with a barrier. However, our enemy was no pushover; cracks were appearing in the barrier.


  “Heh, you shall go no further. I am one of the Three Generals. The ‘Beauty Knight,’ Rozen. I shall make bloody flowers bloom across the battlefield.”


  The handsome young man rode a white horse with a lustrous coat, and he brandished his sword and smiled at us. I remembered him. In the game, he abandoned Versago after learning he’d become a puppet for the Hades Church, ultimately becoming a mercenary.


  I’d never expected to run into him here…


  “Be careful! He’s a magic swordsman with a magic eye that can charm you! Girls, you need to be especially careful since you’re susceptible!”


  What made him such a pain to deal with was that he could charm you while attacking with his magic sword.


  But dealing with him was a simple process.


  “His charm only works on the opposite sex, so I’ll…”


  “No, leave this to me! Lord Weiss, go on without me! Your real fight lies elsewhere!”


  “Wait, Kaiser?”


  Before I could stop him, he rode off ahead of me. Rozen was excessively gaudy-looking, but he was still one of the Three Generals. Did Kaiser even have a chance?


  “Don’t worry, we’ll provide him with support. You save your strength for the final battle,” Nyarl said before following him with the group clad in weird masks.


  “Lord Weiss, Kaiser will be okay. He is yet another person who has changed thanks to you.”


  “You worry way too much. Who cares about some charm effect? There’s no way it’d ever work on us. After all, I’ve already been charmed by someone else.”


  Both Rosalia and Astesia rebuked me for panicking. Aigis was swinging her cursed blade around and driving straight into the enemy ranks.


  “I’ll protect you, Weiss! I shall cut a path forward to Versago with my might!”


  Talk about making someone strong even stronger. Now that she was equipped with a cursed blade and had an excuse to display her overwhelming sword skills, she crushed a close aide to one of the Three Generals—a supposedly powerful foe—like it was no big deal and proceeded onward.


   


  ***


   


  Kaiser rode his horse toward Rozen, one of the Three Generals, but he wasn’t certain he could defeat him.


  The reality was that the Three Generals were in a tier above him, strength-wise. But he had a reason he had to fight.


  “Now is the only chance we have to rush Versago, and I can’t let Lord Weiss shoulder any more of this burden.”


  Kaiser knew the battlefield well, and he could feel it with his intuition; if Versago swung his cursed blade again, their troops would shrink with fear. And while Weiss might not have noticed, he was exhausted. Commanders didn’t just fight; they had to keep track of their surroundings and issue orders. The responsibility Weiss carried was all too heavy.


  “Plus, I still owe him.”


  When Barbaro and his men incited Weiss, all Kaiser could do was admonish the boy. Weiss was suffering all this time, and yet Kaiser wasn’t there for him. In a sense, Weiss needed someone like Barbaro that he could complain to. Someone to hear him out…


  “Hey, Kaiser, what am I supposed to do? Nothing is going right,” the boy had asked, half in tears.


  “You are the lord now, so you need to work harder,” he had replied.


  That was all he could say. And in the end, the boy was crushed. After all, he was already working hard by that point, as hard as he could…


  Kaiser regretted his words ever since, and that was why he stayed with Weiss even after he was demoted to the absurd position of toilet cleaner. It was why he desperately pleaded with the soldiers not to leave.


  He didn’t know what triggered it, but Weiss was suddenly motivated again. And he vowed to himself to protect him no matter what this time.


  “Oho, so my opponents are a bunch of men who lack beauty? What a shame that I do not get to clash blades with those beautiful women.”


  Rozen’s words prompted Kaiser to look over his shoulder and notice that Nyarl and his men had come.


  “Lord Nyarl, my apologies, but…”


  “Do not worry. I am just here to provide you with support…I leave him to you.”


  Nyarl snapped his fingers in a stuck-up way, causing tentacle-like vines to emerge from his clothes and bind the enemy soldiers.


  “Ooh, what beautiful plants! However, I am far more beautiful…and strong!”


  “Not on my watch!”


  Rozen approached Nyarl to cut down his tentacles, but Kaiser intercepted him head-on.


  “Hoh, you lack beauty, but you are surprisingly talented. How about this, then?”


  “Tch, magic?!”


  The two clashed swords on horseback, and as soon as there was distance between them, Rozen cast wind magic to shred Kaiser to pieces. Fortunately, thanks to his training with Reinhard and Rosalia, he anticipated the magic blast and leapt off his horse toward Rozen. He succeeded in forcing the general off his steed and to the ground.


  “Now we can…urgh…”


  “Oho, you are quite desperate, but have you forgotten that I am one of the Three Generals? Did you really think we would be equals in close-range combat?”


  For just a moment, Kaiser let his guard down, and Rozen was able to kick him directly in the abdomen and put more distance between them.


  “To my right arm, a wind beast. Oh, wind! Coil yourselves around my blade!”


  Just like that, Rozen’s sword was engulfed in wind, and he came slashing at Kaiser.


  “High-rank magic?! Graaaah!”


  Even if he could intercept Rozen’s sword, he was nonetheless accosted by countless blades of wind that cut his skin up.


  After clashing swords for a time, every part of Kaiser’s exposed skin was covered in cuts.


  “You who lack beauty…why are you trying so hard? I heard that Weiss Hamilton is naught more than a corrupt lord. I see no reason for you to fight for such a man. If you lay your sword down, I promise to spare you.”


  “Do not insult me! Lord Weiss is a man worth dedicating my life to!” Kaiser responded in indignation, violently slashing at his enemy despite his wounds.


  “Weiss’s poor reputation has traveled far and wide. He might be slightly better now, but it is a fact that he has been a poor ruler! It is only a matter of time before he falls again!”


  “Lord Weiss has changed. If it seems like he might stumble once more, then I—we will support him! It is our duty as his men to support him!”


  “Support, you say…?”


  Kaiser’s words caused Rozen’s movement to dull for a single moment. He didn’t let this opportunity go by. He managed to send Rozen’s sword flying.


  “Should I have tried to support my master as you have? If I had, would he have resisted the temptation of that heinous cult?”


  The sword flew in the air and returned to Rozen’s hand, like a boomerang. Meanwhile, Kaiser was barely on his feet due to his heavy blood loss.


  “My lord went so far as to borrow the help of a heinous cult to frame another lord for his actions, and I did nothing to stop him. In fact, I provided him with my aid. Right now…I am not beautiful.”


  Despite having the overwhelming advantage in this battle, Rozen went into thought and put his sword away.


  “What are you…doing…?”


  “I have lost to the beauty of your heart. Your loyalty is truly beautiful…it is clear that I have lost. In my current ugliness, I do not have enough loyalty to my lord to risk my life for him,” Rozen said with a self-defeating smile.


  He surveyed his surroundings and pointed, revealing that Rozen’s men had all been defeated by Nyarl and the House Bloody elites.


  “Urgh… So then, yet again, I was useless in battle…?”


  “Absolutely not. These men were only able to fight to the fullest of their abilities because you drew my attention. You should be prouder, lest I look even worse, considering I lost,” Rozen replied, raising his arms in surrender.


  There was a deep sadness in his eyes.


  “Vane, I am done with this battle, but what about you?”


  He looked off in Versago’s direction, knowing all too well there would be no answer to his question. Kaiser watched on, thinking back on when he knew not what to do when Weiss fell to darkness in the past. He couldn’t help but feel some sympathy for the man in front of him.


   


  ***


   


  Thanks to Kaiser drawing Rozen away, we were able to get to Versago without having to struggle in battle. 


  I was worried about him and the others, but Nyarl was there, and more importantly, Kaiser was the type of man who got things done when he said he would. They’d be fine.


  “Not bad. I never expected you to reach me so quickly. Perfect. I have something to discuss with you all.”


  We’d race through the battlefield to get to him, but Versago did not hide. He waited for us proudly, his bloodred cursed blade in his hand.


  Standing near him was a man clad in resplendent armor who was likely one of the Three Generals. He was a dark-skinned man giving off an ominous aura, surrounded by a number of soldiers brandishing weapons—but for some reason, nobody was attacking. Obviously, they weren’t here to give us a warm reception, but I had no idea what they were thinking.


  “He’s the leader, right? I’ll kill him! Wait…that sword…”


  “And the one with the creepy vibe is clearly a cultist. I shall grant divine punishment to him.”


  “Hold your horses! He just said he had something he wanted to talk about! I get where you’re both coming from, but hold on!”


  Upon seeing Versago’s cursed blade, Aigis brandished her own. Meanwhile, Astesia was about to fire off her Booby Thunder without discussing anything. I frantically stopped the two of them. These former villains were way too violent!


  The fact that they weren’t attacking us meant they wanted to negotiate something or other. Personally, I wanted to ignore them and just cut them down, but even though we were at war, we still belonged to the same faction of nobility. We had to follow the rules of engagement. 


  Though now, it all seemed kind of pointless…


  “Weiss Hamilton…as much as it pains me to say, you are far more capable than I gave you credit for,” Versago said while regarding Aigis with jealous eyes.


  “To think that Lady Aigis is so fond of you that you were able to drag her to the battlefield… I thought I did what was necessary to keep her from getting involved.”


  The look he was giving—was he seriously in love with Aigis? Now that I thought about it, he did try to court her at her birthday party…


  “…And who exactly are you? Give me back my father’s sword! If you do, I promise to only half kill you twice!” Aigis proclaimed with a quizzical expression.


  Versago’s face froze. And wait, half kill him twice? Wasn’t that just killing him, then? She clearly had no intention of forgiving him for his actions…


  In response, Versago desperately tried to assert his existence, almost pathetically so.


  “Huh? It’s me! Versago Inclay! We learned swordplay together when we were children, met countless times at parties, and we even spoke at your birthday not too long ago.”


  “I don’t remember any of that. Plus, I hate you! Not only will you not give me back my family’s sword, but you’re also even looking down on my close friend Weiss! I don’t even want to see your face!”


  “Wha…but I’ve never been able to forget you ever since the vicious beating you gave me…”


  Not only did she not recognize him, but she also basically denied his very existence. Versago looked and sounded like he was on the verge of tears, so much so that I was starting to feel bad for him.


  But at the end of the day, he’d tried to frame me for his crimes and declared war on us, so my feelings of “serves you right” won out. I wasn’t going to hold back on him.


  For some reason, Versago then glared at me with hatred in his eyes.


  “Fine. Weiss Hamilton, I request a duel! I shall prove to Lady Aigis which of us is the more talented lord!”


  “A duel, eh…? Ha ha, this is just like in the game.”


  “Lord Versago, what are you saying? If we stay the course, we can win this war!”


  His sudden proposal caused his men to stir, especially the man in resplendent armor; he was desperately trying to stop his lord. Apparently, not even his own men expected this of him.


  “Silence, Vane! I have a cursed blade now! I will not lose to anyone!”


  Versago held out his sword and yelled angrily at the armored man—Vane—while his face bore a twisted smile.


  On a personal level, I was more than happy to settle this in a duel if it meant nobody else had to get hurt or die. Vane was one of the Three Generals who stuck by Versago to the very end. Defeating his master would surely cause him and his men to settle down. Plus, it beat having to fight one of the Three Generals and Versago at the same time, especially since he had a cursed blade.


  I made eye contact with Rosalia, who looked straight back at me and nodded. Apparently, she saw right through me.


  “Lord Weiss, I believe in you…go beat him!”


  “You’ve got it. All right, Versago. I’m in. You’re going down!”


  Rosalia, who usually worried over everything, saw me off with relief palpable on her face. That alone was enough to fill me with joy and hype me up. 


  It was time for the final battle.


  Truth be told, this Versago one-on-one fight was an event in the game as well, which was why I had a pretty good idea of what he’d try to pull. That said, Versago didn’t have a cursed blade in that event, and he was surrounded by the protagonist’s soldiers. Instead, he challenged the hero to a duel as a desperate attempt to come out on top…


  But in this case, he challenged me despite the outcome of this war still being up in the air. Either he was severely underestimating me, or he really wanted to show off to Aigis…or perhaps he’d already succumbed to the cursed blade’s powers, making him more belligerent.


  “The duel between Versago Inclay and Weiss Hamilton will now begin!”


  Messenger magic flew over the battlefield, and all combat came to an end as soldiers of both sides focused their attention on our duel.


  The fact that the opposing army—not just my own—didn’t reject this idea spoke to how they probably didn’t want to fight anymore. And they especially must have felt that way now, given they were told this would be an easy victory at first and ended up fighting a difficult battle instead. Of course they didn’t want to fight anymore. Plus, if Versago lost here, they’d be able to hold him responsible.


  I thought quietly as Versago raised his ominous, glowing cursed blade and grinned.


  “Why so quiet? Are you afraid of me, Weiss? Thanks to your allies and men, you managed to fight on even ground with us, yes, but they can’t help you now.”


  “You’ve got a lot of guts talking so big when you’re relying on a cult and a cursed blade’s power. Look, I am really pissed off! How many of my men are dead or hurt because of you?!”


  “Hah! They are naught but sacrifices for my heroic military rule! I am sure they are grateful in the afterlife!”


  And on that note, he came at me with his sword. He was certainly decently trained, and he was fast, but he was nothing compared to Kaiser or Rosalia. 


  Just when I met his sword with mine to ward it off…


  “Argggggh?!”


  “Ha ha ha! What is the matter? You look pathetic!”


  He cut my sword in half like it was made of paper. 


  You’ve gotta be kidding me! Can metal be cut that easily?!


  “Urgh, I can’t believe Father’s cursed blade is with him…Weiss, be careful! Dáinsleif can slice through metal!”


  So this was how the in-game Aigis could attack while completely ignoring defense. Also, it was crazy that the beam was on a cooldown, but the blade itself was still this dangerous at close range.


  But it was the sword that was a cheat weapon, not the person. Versago smiled proudly as I opened my mouth to mock him.


  “Couldn’t finish me off, eh? You lose. Tyrant of shadows, lend your arm to me!”


  “Huh…? High-rank magic?!”


  My shadow morphed into a giant beast and used its sharp claws to send both Versago and his sword flying. I was genuinely impressed that he managed not to drop his weapon, but he was unable to completely fend off my attack; blood splashed from his chest, and he breathed heavily.


  No one said that magic was off-limits in a duel. Plus, magic was my whole thing. 


  Is it just me, or did I feel someone from my camp staring at me the moment I used High-rank magic…?


  “Damn it all…how could someone like you manage to injure me? That isn’t allowed!”


  “Well, sorry, but this is reality. I bet you haven’t been training with a sword lately. If I was fighting Aigis or Rosalia, they’d have been able to repel my attack just now.”


  The Versago in Weiss’s memories was a piece of trash, but he was a piece of trash who knew how to wield a sword. The fact that he just got his ass beat spoke to the truth of my theory.


  Just as I began to cast my next spell to finish him off…


  “Shut up, shut up! Everyone makes a fool of me! Father, Cain, everyone! They all look down on me!” Versago yelled, losing his mind over my cheap provocations.


  It felt like he was looking at someone else, not me…and then his cursed blade began to glow ominously.


  “Wait, why can he already fire it again?!”


  “That’s not it! Father told me that you can override the cooldown by having it absorb your life energy instead. He plans on taking us down with him!” Aigis explained precisely.


  If he fired the sword’s beam at me from this range, neither he nor his men would make it out alive. Is he really going to do this?


  “Lord Versago?! Please stop. You mustn’t put your life in…”


  We weren’t the only ones shouting in surprise. Vane and the enemy soldiers were, as well.


  “Lord Weiss, we should retreat for now! This duel is null and void. Astesia, put up a barrier! Lady Aigis, please flee with us!”


  “You’re not going anywhere! Everyone is dying here! Everyone who made a fool of me is going to diiiie!”


  “He’s been completely swallowed up by the cursed blade!”


  Just as Versago was about to swing his sword down, his eyes bloodshot—he froze.


  “Not on my watch!”


  It was Rosalia. Realizing we wouldn’t be able to retreat in time, she used her ice to freeze Versago’s body and stop his movement. The magic energy building out of his sword immediately broke the ice apart, but it gave us an opening.


  “Astesia, Aigis!”


  “On it! Blessings of God!”


  “I’ll use my might to protect everyone!”


  Astesia cast buffs on Aigis and I, raising our physical abilities, and the two of us quickly approached Versago.


  “We’re not letting you do this!”


  “Heed my call, oh sword that rules over the everlasting darkness that protects the princess! God-devouring blade!”


  “Keeew! ♪”


  Aigis’s cursed blade and my spare sword, clad in King-rank magic, clashed with Dáinsleif and scattered tremendous magical energy all over the place.


  “Arrrrrrrgh! I…I can’t lose against the likes of you, someone who’s abandoned everything! I’m going to live on with everyone else!”


  I became Weiss, managed to avoid all his death flags, was saved by Rosalia, and managed to save both Aigis and Astesia. I could finally see a future in which all of them could be happy, and I refused to let a self-destructing asshole like Versago ruin that.


  Whether it was because we had stronger willpower or we were simply stronger in general, Versago was stopped from swinging Dáinsleif, instead firing the blade’s beam of light up toward the sky, where it exploded.


  “Damn it…how could I lose…? I’m going to be a hero…how could this happen…?”


  The cursed blade fell from his grip as he groaned painfully. Just as he was about to crumple to the ground, I noticed the madness return to his eyes and prepared for his incoming attack by once again casting a spell.


  “Damn you! Do it!”


  “Heed my words, shadow hand!”


  Just like in the game, Versago ordered one of his men to fire an arrow at me, so I caught it with my shadow hand. He looked on in disbelief at how I managed to deal with the attack from my blind spot, almost as if I knew the future. I kicked him away.


  “I know all too well what kind of BS you’d try to pull. You’re done. Capture him!” I spat.


  If Versago managed to take me out just now, things might have changed somewhat for him. But he failed. Not only did he try to kill everyone here, he also resorted to cowardly tactics to kill me. His men saw all this, and that was probably why they didn’t try to stop us from taking him into custody. We also captured the man who fired the arrow.


  “Lord Weiss, Lady Aigis, you’re both incredible! I can’t believe you repelled a cursed blade…”


  “Weiss really is amazing. No cursed blade stands a chance against the both of us!”


  “You had me terrified…but thank goodness…I prefer not having to do any healing.”


  “Keeew, keeew!”


  Everyone rushed over to me after I emerged victorious in battle. Since I’d used King-rank magic, I pathetically had to let the three girls help me stay on my feet.


  “Damn it…why? Didn’t you hate your talented sister? Didn’t she almost steal your position from you?! That’s why you killed your father, right?! To become the lord?! I killed my father and little brother, Cain! We’re the same! And yet, why do your followers care about you so much?! How are you so strong?!”


  Versago, in the custody of my soldiers, ranted and raved while glaring at me, his eyes filled with detestation. None of his men tried to protect him or speak up for him. Even Vane only watched on with a pained expression.


  Wait, why did he say I killed my father? 


  Ah, right. He became lord of his territory by using the poison he got from the Hades Church to kill his family. That was why he mistakenly thought I’d done the same. He was way off the mark. Weiss was nothing like him!


  “What the hell are you going on about? My old man’s death was entirely an accident, and while I was jealous of Firis, I’ve never hated her. Plus, what have you done since becoming a lord? Did you ever even try to do anything for your subjects?”


  “Huh? Who cares about the fools who wanted my little brother to be their lord?!”


  “See…? This is what makes us different. Plus, you’ve got the basics of swordsmanship down, but your movements were dull. Have you swung your sword even once since becoming a lord?”


  “Urgh…”


  Versago went quiet, a bitter look on his face. That was what made us different…despite Weiss’s various complexes, he did his best. But this guy wasn’t like that. He just wallowed in self-pity and took the easy way out. Weiss and Versago were similar, but ultimately different. That was why he wasn’t one of my faves.


  “But…”


  “I don’t know who you are, but I know that Weiss is awesome and he’s always doing his best. He’s super cool!”


  Aigis had cut Versago off before he could say anything, and Rosalia continued after her.


  “Exactly. Lord Weiss is so strong because he diligently continues to work at bettering himself and his territory…he puts his all into everything he does. Don’t lump him together with yourself.”


  “Do you have the mettle to ride into enemy territory and save someone? You certainly don’t look like you do.”


  “Urgh…” Versago’s face contorted bitterly in response to their words.


  And so our war came to an end…or so we thought.


  “It’s not over yet,” said the brown-skinned man who had remained silent all this time.


  In his hand was the cursed blade.


  “Ha ha! Well done! Hand that over to me!” Versago shouted with glee, even though he was still in our custody.


  But the brown-skinned man looked at him coldly, almost as if he were gazing at a pile of trash.


  “Truly a worthless lord in the end. You still don’t even realize that you were naught but a jester…”


  “What are you saying…? Wasn’t the Hades Church supposed to obey my orders?!”


  “Hah! Useless noblemen like you are meant to be used! Be proud that you get to die alongside the enemies of the Hades Church! All hail Lord Hades!”


  The brown-skinned Hades believer raised the cursed blade into the air and was about to swing it down toward us. Dammit, he is going to sacrifice his life force to fire off another beam!


  And man, nobody respected Versago.


  In any event, the believer was about to swing the sword down. This was bad. At this rate…


  Suddenly, a voice rang out.


  “You simply do not know when to give up. Oh, phoenix! Incinerate thy foes!” shouted the red-haired woman from Aigis’s group as she rode her horse toward us, casting her magic.


  Flames in the shape of a bird surrounded the believer and incinerated him instantly.


  High-rank magic…?


  I stood there in shock as the purple-haired girl she brought with her came running over.


  “It would appear you’ve won this battle, though you failed to seal the deal at the end.”


  “It has been some time, Brother. I’ll be taking this cursed blade.”


  The two women took off their masks and robes and greeted me. As soon as I saw their faces, I raised my voice in surprise.


  “Wha…?”


  The red-haired woman who cast High-rank magic and the purple-haired girl who called me “Brother” were both extremely familiar people from the game…


  Why are they here? In the game, neither of them appeared in this region until the protagonist set out to defeat Weiss.


  “Not only was he in cahoots with the cult, he also tried to cheat during his duel. Talk about disgraceful… We’ll need to investigate why he set out to invade House Hamilton’s territory. But I’m sure Darkness will handle that.”


  “Who in the hell are you people?! What right do you have to talk about me like this?! I’m a lord!”


  “Hee hee, I have quite a few rights, actually. Versago Inclay! I am Scarlet, one of the Twelve Apostles and the Witch of Purgatory! Surely you recognize my name?”


  The woman who cast High-rank magic flipped her beautiful hair back, causing it to dance in the air like flames. She had strong-willed eyes, and you could make out the tremendous curves of her body even from underneath her robe. This beautiful woman was probably about twenty years old.


  [image: ]


  Upon hearing her introduction, Versago’s face contorted in despair.


  “One of the Twelve Apostles…? But why are you here?”


  “Lord Versago, let us put an end to this. We have lost.”


  Vane stopped Versago before he could start flailing yet again. 


  But he wasn’t the only one in shock; my soldiers and the enemy army were all confused by this turn of events.


  “That magic was from the Witch of Purgatory?”


  “Wait, seriously? Why would one of the Twelve Apostles come all the way out here?”


  I understood their confusion. Normally, the Twelve Apostles were special. They were on the same level as high-class nobility. Hell, even I didn’t know what was going on. Scarlet was supposed to be in the royal capital, so why was she here?!


  I totally got why the soldiers questioned whether she was the real deal or not, but I knew different…and it wasn’t just her. I knew the purple-haired girl gazing at me with a smile, cursed sword in one hand…


  “Consider this a bit of extra service, Weiss Hamilton.”


  With those words, my face was projected into the sky along with the captured Versago. This was illusory magic! Instead of just projecting a voice across a battlefield, it projected video as well. It was on a completely different level and extremely difficult to cast. And she did it like it was no big deal…


  The red-haired woman looked at me in my surprise and grinned. I could tell from her eyes that she was urging me to hurry up and do the damn thing.


  “Right, thank you. We have captured Versago! House Hamilton is victorious!”


  Elated cries of victory echoed throughout the battlefield.


  Episode 2:
The Villainous Lord and His Little Sister Known as a Genius Magic Girl


   


  SEVERAL DAYS WENT BY WHILE I DEALT WITH all the postwar wrap-up. A whole lot happened.


  First, it was decided that I’d be receiving a large sum of money and a chunk of House Inclay’s territory as reparations. Going forward, a distant relative of House Inclay would be serving as the temporary lord of the territory, but since he was only a boy, Vane would be guiding him.


  Oh, and for some reason, Rozen—a former member of the Three Generals—asked to work for me.


  I looked over the petition in front of me and raised my voice in shock.


  “Man, Vane really is loyal…”


  He was petitioning for me to spare Versago’s life. Despite everything that happened, he had this to say: “I care not what happens to me. I only ask that you spare him.”


  “Maybe if he lent his ear to the people around him a little bit more, things could have turned out differently.”


  Vane’s loyalty overlapped with Rosalia’s and Kaiser’s in my mind, filling me with mixed feelings.


  As for Versago himself, using the cursed blade’s power rendered him incapable of getting up. According to Astesia, even if he got his physical strength back, he would likely never be able to swing a sword properly ever again.


  And so I was busy with all kinds of formalities in the time since the war, and things were only just settling down. I decided to check my status, but…


  What is going on?


   


  Weiss Hamilton


  Occupation: Lord


  Alias: Normal Lord


  Populace Loyalty: 40 → 50


  (Loyalty among soldiers up due to victory in war)


  Strength: 50 → 55


  Magic Power: 75


  Crafts: 30


  Skills:


  Dark Magic Lv 2


  Sword Skills Lv 2


  Divine Blessing Lv 1 


  Unique Skills:


  Visitor From Another World: A skill given to beings from another world who have been recognized by a being from this one. By being acknowledged by a human of this world, all the bad statuses inflicted have been eliminated, and you can easily absorb knowledge of this world.


  Two Souls: This body has two souls. Whenever you use magic, the amount of spiritual power you can draw from is doubled. Currently, the other soul is completely asleep.


  Blind Belief in Your Fave (Leap of Faith): By imagining what Weiss would be capable of if he was the main character, this skill can make the impossible possible. This was a skill given on a whim by a god, and Weiss is not aware of its existence, nor can he see it in his status.


  Chosen One of the Divine Spirit: A skill acquired by possessing a powerful emotion and establishing an emotional bond with a Divine Beast. Increase to stat increase rate and anti-god attacks.


  Blessing of the Foreign Twelve Apostles: A skill bestowed only upon those who have been recognized as a member of the powerful Twelve Apostles by a foreign deity who is neither Zeus nor Hades. All stats receive a boost thanks to this foreign deity’s blessing, and you can now issue orders to those below you.


  Weiss is ranked number two among this deity’s Twelve Apostles, and as of right now, seats three through twelve are empty. This skill has manifested due to this world recognizing the existence of this foreign deity.


   


  I definitely didn’t recall pledging my faith to some foreign deity…and there was no god like that in the game to boot. The only being I could think of was the voice that called me to this world in the first place.


  “Lord Weiss, you have a guest. Is this a good time to meet with them?”


  “Yeah, sorry. I was just lost in my thoughts is all.”


  “It has been quite busy for you, after all. Once things quiet down a little, let’s take a break. Maybe a nice picnic at the Divine Spring?”


  Rosalia’s words cut my thoughts short, and quite frankly, there was no point thinking about the matter right now. I collected myself and focused on the work at hand.


  The two people who showed up in my room were exactly the pair I expected.


  “I’ve received all the stamped paperwork regarding the reparations from the nobility involved with the war, as well as the captive Versago Inclay’s ransom. Since your father’s name was on the slave trafficking materials, we’ll have to conduct a full investigation, but…if he really is innocent, we should be able to close the book on that quickly, so don’t worry.”


  “Right. Thank you very much, Lady Scarlet,” I said, nervously expressing my gratitude to her for collecting all the postwar paperwork in such an efficient manner.


  My opponent in the war got so many other noblemen on his side that normally this would have been a much bigger headache to deal with, but thanks to Scarlet as a mediator, things went surprisingly smooth. No one wanted to make an enemy out of the Apostles, after all. This meant that I’d still end up with some cash even after paying the expenses we incurred, including giving reparations to the families of the deceased soldiers.


  I really couldn’t express my gratitude enough for everything she’d done. There was just one problem…


  “So, why did one of the Twelve Apostles come all the way out to a remote place like this?”


  “Oh, my. I simply came to hang out at my beloved pupil’s home…is that so unbelievable? Right, Firis?”


  “Well done, Brother. Rosalia.”


  Prompted by Scarlet, Firis stood from her seat and bowed elegantly. Things had been so hectic that this was our first time really speaking since reuniting on the battlefield.


  No…maybe it was more that I was unconsciously avoiding her.


  “Thanks. I’m glad you’re doing well, Firis.”


  “Are you enjoying your time at the Magic Academy, Lady Firis?”


  “Quite so. Thanks to my master, I have been having a lovely time. Brother, I heard you have been performing well as the lord. I am very happy for you.”


  Because Weiss and Firis’s relationship wasn’t exactly a good one, our somewhat empty conversation continued as such. The reason my stomach hurt now was likely because of Weiss’s emotions deep inside of me…as well as my own feelings toward my little sister in my previous life. But Firis was different from her character in the game.


  Once the current conversation ran its course, Scarlet brought up a different topic.


  “I must ask. Is it true that you used King-rank magic to help Darkness defeat one of Hades’s Twelve Apostles, as well as end this war?”


  “Huh…?”


  Scarlet’s sharp gaze was digging into me. Ah, so this was her true objective. 


  She had an abnormal obsession with things revolving around magic, after all. There weren’t many individuals who could cast King-rank magic, so that must have prompted her interest in me.


  What is the right move here? I didn’t really want to stand out, but Darkness already knew what I was capable of. Plus, I’d definitively made an enemy out of the Hades Church after what happened in the war. It’d be best for all of us if I could be on good terms with the Twelve Apostles.


  The problem was Firis. I looked at her as she sipped the tea Rosalia poured for her, a composed expression on her face. What does she think of me right now?


  “So, what’s the deal? Surely you’re willing to tell me at least that much, considering I helped you with all that annoying paperwork?”


  Scarlet gazed at me with curiosity practically sparkling in her eyes. I smiled painfully in response to the pressure she was putting on me; she wasn’t gonna let me go. I didn’t have an out.


  “Yes, it’s all true. I can cast King-rank magic. However, if I am to show it to you, let’s move to the courtyard first.”


  “Hee hee! Wonderful! I can’t wait to see what you can do. Oh, and can I ask one more thing?” she responded with a smile, then glared at me with that sharp gaze of hers once more.


  Is it just me, or is her face bright red…? Did I say something wrong? 


  Firis spoke up, cheering on her master.


  “You’ve got this, Master!”


  “Right…um…did, uh, Darkness say…anything about me?”


  “Huh?”


  Her words were so out of left field that both Rosalia and I responded like dolts. Don’t tell me she…


  “F-forget I said anything. Okay? On to the courtyard!”


  “Ah, Master! Wrong way! Hold on! Argh, why do you become such a klutz when it comes to romance…?” Firis said, chasing after Scarlet in a hurry.


  This Apostle was adorable!


  “All right, try casting Beginner-rank magic. I’ll observe just how skilled you are. Let me see…try juggling with your shadow hand.”


  Once we were in the courtyard where I always practiced magic, Scarlet immediately asked me to show her my moves.


  “Ah, that’s straight out of the Magic Academy’s exam. Right? The base requirement is being able to lift a single stone with one hand.”


  “You’re well-informed, young man. Depending on how well you do, I’d be willing to summon you to my class on a scholarship.”


  “Lady Scarlet, my apologies, but Lord Weiss is the very important lord of our territory, so I would be pleased if you did not try to recruit him.”


  “Aww, c’mon. It’s not a big deal.”


  Rosalia rebuked Scarlet for trying to get me to enroll in the Magic Academy, so the latter frowned and started to sulk.


  The exam was an event that took place in the tutorial of the game. It was there that the protagonist showed off his magic prowess and ended up getting recruited by Scarlet. In the game, you could choose what magic affinity you wanted at the start. How lucky.


  “Okay, I will give it a try.”


  Scarlet had her full attention on me. She must have had high expectations.


  In the game, she was an incredibly important character. Not only was she one of the Twelve Apostles, but she was the protagonist’s and Firis’s magic teacher.


  She was soft on those who could wield magic well, so if I showed her King-rank magic, that would endear me to her in a big way and perhaps even make it possible for me to acquire her and the protagonist’s aid further down the line. Things were deviating quite a bit from the game, but now that I’d made an enemy out of the Hades Church, I had nothing to lose by having connections that would put me in good graces with the heroes.


  “Good luck, Brother.”


  “I have prepared potions for you, so worry not. Show her how amazing you are, Lord Weiss.”


  It wasn’t just Rosalia cheering me on, but Firis too. I didn’t know what she was thinking, but I decided to give it my all.


  “Heed my words, shadow hand!”


  Five shadow hands appeared, each picking up a stone on their own. I used the shadows to juggle them, and since I’d been training constantly, I felt I was able to perform much better than when I first showed Rosalia all that time ago.


  “Hmm, you have good control. But I could do this when I was a baby.”


  “Master…you’re being a sore loser,” Firis quipped at Scarlet’s obvious lie, given the surprise on her face.


  My little sister then turned to me with a smile.


  “That was amazing, Brother! Even I can’t wield magic so dexterously.”


  “Well done, Lord Weiss. I see you have diligently continued your training rather than letting self-conceit get to you!”


  Hee hee, I knew Weiss was talented. Ever since reincarnating, I’d been practicing with magic every day whenever possible. I didn’t know how powerful I was, but I knew I had good control. That said, I felt conflicted after having Firis praise me, considering she was the more talented of the two of us.


  Scarlet touched one of my shadow hands with a composed look on her face, then knit her brows.


  “Hmm, fine. I will say, you are so focused on control that your output is low. Just perform normally.”


  “Um, this is normal…”


  This time, it was my turn to be confused by Scarlet’s words. Sure, I was focusing on control, but it wasn’t like I was decreasing my power or anything.


  “That can’t be… Well, whatever. Okay, next I want you to cast King-rank magic. Your target… Oh, try hitting this. Oh, phoenix that governs over flames, reveal yourself!”


  Flames in the shape of a bird appeared at Scarlet’s behest. This was her High-rank magic, and the very spell that Firis would inherit down the line. These weren’t any old flames; they wouldn’t disappear until they burned their target to ash.


  In the game, they applied a set amount of damage to an enemy every turn, so they were perfect for longer battles.


  In any case, I was curious about the expression on Scarlet’s face. Is there something weird about my magic? Well, even if there was, I just needed to show her results.


  After drinking a magic recovery potion, I felt the blessing of White (who was probably being groomed by Astesia somewhere) and fired off my King-rank magic.


  “Heed my call, oh sword that rules over the everlasting darkness that protects the princess! God-devouring blade!”


  My shadow took the shape of a person and drew the nearly rampaging, overwhelming darkness into its sword and slashed at the phoenix. Everything happened in an instant. While Scarlet was close to the best mage in the nation, High-rank magic was High-rank magic. It stood no chance against my King-rank magic, and in an instant, the phoenix was engulfed in darkness and reduced to nothing while it cried out. Surely I passed?


  Scarlet looked like she’d seen something unbelievable. She started whispering to herself.


  “Huh? Why…? How can he use King-rank magic with this level of magical energy? He shouldn’t even be able to visualize High-rank magic… And why did it feel like he was being supplemented by someone else’s magic power? Something about it was distorted, but it was definitely King-rank… What kind of possibilities am I looking at? Plus, it looks like it exhausts the caster more than usual… In other words…”


  “Um, Lady Scarlet…?”


  What brought all of this on? What did she mean, I shouldn’t be able to cast King-rank magic? I literally just did. I mean, I was cheating a little bit, but the fact that I could use it now meant that Weiss would have eventually been able to do it himself down the line, right?


  “Hey…could it be that instead of visualizing the spell in your mind after casting, you’re visualizing someone else casting the spell?”


  “Huh? How did you know?”


  It was just as Scarlet surmised. I could only visualize up to Mid-rank magic in my mind. Everything else was based on my visualization of Firis’s casting from the game.


  Scarlet’s expression grew serious after she heard my response. Did I disappoint her? I could see how some people might take my actions as cheating or a shortcut…but it turns out I was way off base.


  “People normally can’t do that… Is this because of your Divine Beast blessing? No, I’ve met others who’ve formed pacts with Divine Beasts, but they couldn’t do that. Miss Maid, could you let me borrow your study? I need to note down what happened here. Weiss, you are a fascinating individual. No one has ever cast magic the way you just did. I look forward to further discussing your process with you. Hee hee…I can’t believe I got to be present for the birth of a new potentiality of magic!”


  She was speaking super fast…like the way otaku do when talking about their favorite topic.


  “Er, wait, Lady Scarlet…? Okay. I will take you there. Please stop pulling me. Lord Weiss, make sure you drink a potiooooooon.”


  Scarlet had such a big smile on her face that you’d never think she looked so serious only moments before. She excitedly dragged Rosalia back to the mansion. And just like that, she was gone. Since Rosalia couldn’t possibly be rude to an Apostle, she had no way of resisting the woman.


  It was all so sudden that both Firis and I were left perplexed.


  “My apologies. My master always gets like this when it comes to magic…”


  “Right…no need for you to feel bad about it.”


  And now we were left alone. It was honestly super awkward. Weiss didn’t feel particularly good things about Firis to begin with, and the game never really explored how she felt about him.


  The production materials for Firis only stated that “she has an older brother not related by blood, but he hates her.” And in the game proper, Weiss basically only ever one-sidedly, verbally abused her during their battle.


  “Shall we return to the mansion, then?”


  “Brother, if it’s all right with you, could you show me around town?”


  “Huh?”


  I instinctively froze up in response to her unexpected proposal.


  I mentally wasn’t prepared for this, but additionally, while Weiss’s ultimate destruction was most certainly the result of letting himself be used by Gustaf and Barbaro and allowing his territory to fall into ruin, the final nail in the coffin was when Firis brought the protagonist home with her. 


  Unlike in the game, however, my populace loyalty was gradually increasing, and I’d managed to prevent both Aigis and Astesia from falling to darkness. Be that as it may, I didn’t know if there was some kind of compelling force that would forcibly put the story back on track, and I had no clue if being with Firis could trigger some kind of destructive flag. So my original plan was to not involve myself with her as much as possible, but…


  “I am very curious as to how the territory is doing since you inherited Father’s position. According to Meg’s letters, the people here smile far more than when Father was in charge, and she said you have been working hard. That is why I would love to personally see how things are going. Is that okay?”


  Meg…? Now that I thought about it, in the game, the reason Firis and the others even came to House Hamilton’s territory was because she got a letter from the servants in her hometown, asking her to help them. It was entirely possible that Meg’s letters were what kicked the game’s story into motion.


  But none of that mattered right now. I needed to deal with Firis, but how? I could always come up with some reason to turn her down, but I didn’t want to cast suspicion on myself if possible.


  I’d already come this far, so it was probably best if I raised my affinity with her, showed her how peaceful things were here, and had her go home relieved. I possessed game knowledge, after all. Hell, there were even date events with Firis in the game during that early period. 


  I can figure this out. I decided to shift strategies.


  “Yeah, sure. That said, I don’t go into town that often… We’ll probably end up wandering a bit, if that’s okay with you?”


  “Of course! Thank you very much. Don’t worry, I grew up in town, so we will be fine!” she replied with a huge smile on her face.


  Which left me puzzled… Were Firis and Weiss still on good terms at this point in the timeline? In the game, she said her brother hated her.


  Also, I was curious as to why her personality was so different from how she was in-game. She was more of a playful older sister to the protagonist, but the Firis here now seemed like she wanted Weiss to dote on her…


  “Let us be on our way, Brother! I haven’t been home in ages, so there are some places I would like to visit!”


  “Okay…hey, no pulling! I’m coming, okay?!”


  Despite my confusion as Firis pulled my arm forcibly, I didn’t feel bad about this situation. What was it…? When I was a kid in my previous life, I remembered my little sister dragging me around town like this… I felt kinda nostalgic, truth be told.


  Due in part because I paid out wages to the soldiers after we were victorious in the war, I saw a great deal of my men in town. The marketplace was bustling. A number of times, I passed someone by, they smiled at me, then saw Firis and greeted her in confusion before leaving.


  So I must’ve been right in thinking Weiss and Firis weren’t on particularly good terms, which only made her invitation that much more confusing. Is she plotting to assassinate me for some past grudge or something…? Probably not. I recalled my first contact with Aigis and Astesia and felt my body tremble a little.


  “Your men truly respect you, Brother.”


  “Hmm? Oh, yeah. Well, we naturally grew close after risking our lives on the battlefield together.”


  “I see. I’m glad to hear that.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked, prompting Firis to reply somewhat nervously.


  “I’m just…happy that you became the lord and everyone likes you. I’m sorry, I haven’t even done anything. This must sound so cocky to you…”


  “No, I’m happy to hear it. It feels like…you’re acknowledging my hard work.”


  My response might have seemed polite, but internally I was a mess. Were these Weiss’s feelings? Every time I exchanged words with Firis, I could feel the uneasiness within, and I identified like crazy with the emotion.


  It was more than likely that Firis was genuinely acknowledging me right now, but Weiss wasn’t ready to accept that just yet.


  I get you, Weiss…I was the same way.


  I thought back on that time in my previous life when I somehow managed to get a full score on a test. It was one of the rare times when my little sister came up to me. “Awesome job, Bro,” she had said. But I had such an inferiority complex that I couldn’t accept her compliment.


  And Weiss was probably the same with Firis.


  I realized I had gone silent in thought, but for some reason, Firis looked taken aback as well. When she realized I was looking at her with a puzzled expression, she panicked, scratched her cheek, and spoke up to play it off.


  “Sorry, I just…never thought I would hear you say that…” she said gleefully while looking around. “I’m so glad everyone looks so happy. Oh, look. That stall over there has all kinds of rare goods.”


  Firis changed the subject and pointed at a stall with a giant hanging clump of flavored meat—like the kebabs from my previous world. It was then that I heard an adorable stomach growl, and Firis’s face turned bright red.


  “Ah, it isn’t what you think. Normally, I’m not so improper…”


  “Oh, well, I’m hungry too. Why don’t we grab a bite? Sir, could you split this in two?”


  For some reason, seeing her act her age made the anxiety within me lighten. 


  Right, this is Firis. She isn’t my little sister. 


  I kept repeating that to myself as I paid the stall owner and gave my order. There were quite a few customers there, all from different backgrounds, talking to one another as they ate. Just as I was thinking about how delicious the food looked, Firis started to panic for some reason.


  “But, Brother, we’re going to get scolded for eating here. It isn’t very nobleman-like.”


  “What are you talking about? I’m the head honcho here. Plus, food like this tastes best when you eat it outside.”


  “Right, I know.”


  I handed her the sloppy serving of meat. She took it with a smile and began to eat. Firis looked prim and proper—like a noblewoman—but she was originally from an orphanage. She probably liked this kind of food more than the high-class food that nobility ate.


  In fact, there was an event in-game where the protagonist wandered through the marketplace just like this, and that was where he discovered this side of Firis and got closer to her.


  If I remembered correctly, there were three dialogue options during that bit:


   


  1. You don’t need to play a role around me, you know.


  2. This meat sure is tasty. Want some more?


  3. I think it’s great that a noblewoman like you is into this kind of thing! Gap moe!


   


  And of course, I chose…


  “You don’t need to play a role around me, you know,” I said.


  And just like in the game, Firis smiled bashfully…except she didn’t. For some reason, she widened her eyes at me, and tears began to form in her eyes.


  “Huh? Did I say something wrong?”


  “Oh, no, not at all…the meat was just a little spicy is all. Aha ha ha…anyway, want to check out that stall? The food there is quite tasty,” she said, turning elsewhere to hide her face from me, to my confusion.


  We ended up heading toward a stall that Rosalia and I had visited in the past. Talk about a strange twist of fate.


  “Welcome! Oh, you’re home from school, Firis? And…you’re that fellow who keeps poppin’ up. Why’re the two of you together? Wait, are you connected to Lord Weiss?”


  “Sir, he’s…”


  “Firis. It’s fine.”


  I stopped Firis before she could reveal who I was. It’d be kind of sad if he started acting all humble with me now after all this time.


  The owner looked at us whispering to one another and murmured worriedly.


  “I doubt you have, but…you didn’t go and tell Lord Weiss what I told you before, right? I don’t wanna be executed!”


  “I haven’t, so don’t worry. Plus, Lord Weiss wouldn’t get angry over something like that. Anyway, can you get us two orders of your best recommendation?”


  “Aye!” the owner answered with a wry smile as cold sweat dripped down his face.


  He was familiar with Firis and even knew that she was the lord’s adopted sister.


  No wonder he was scared that our previous conversation somehow got to the lord. I mean, I wasn’t lying when I said I hadn’t told anyone. Tee-hee.


  “Brother, I could have paid for myself.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got plenty of cash. More importantly, did you come here often?”


  It was an older brother’s duty to pay for his little sister if they were out together. I don’t have many memories of doing this in my previous life, but…am I imagining this faint throbbing in my chest?


  “Yes, actually. Um…it’s kind of embarrassing to admit, but while I do like eating elegantly, I also enjoy just cutting loose and eating like this. When Meg heard, she took me here.”


  “I see. Well, having Meg with you is one way to guarantee a noisy time.”


  I reflected on Meg’s rambunctiousness and immediately felt exhausted, prompting Firis to giggle for the first time.


  “Gosh, I feel bad for her when you put it that way. She’s always having fun, and honestly, I always feel better when I spend time with her. Just like that girl over there…wait.”


  “And when he faced that enemy lord with the cursed blade, Lord Weiss apparently looked so cool! ‘Did you really think trash like you is beloved by God? Did you really think you could defeat me?! Die as you regret your own foolishness! Oh, shadow! Devour my sworn enemy!’ he said!”


  “That girl definitely reminds me of Meg…wait, that is Meg!”


  Both Firis and I looked absolutely blindsided after tracing the familiar voice back to the girl standing at the center of a crowd next to the stall. We exchanged looks. She was supposed to be working at the mansion, given the time…and wait, I never said anything as edgelord as that. That was Darkness!


  Firis and I made our way through the crowd and found Meg equipped with a mug of beer in her left hand and a meat skewer in her right, relishing her time and the attention.


  She was surrounded by copper coins like they were offerings.


  “Hey, Meg? What do you think you’re doing?”


  “Oho, is that Lord Weiss and Lady Firis I spy? What are the two of you up to? You shouldn’t be skipping your work as lord.”


  “You’re the last person I should hear that from!”


  “Wait, he’s Lord Weiss?!”


  [image: ]


  Meg was firing off on her nonsense. I decided to tell Rosalia all about this later and pretended I didn’t hear the owner behind me nearly scream out in terror.


  The people surrounding Meg watched me with fascination, but they didn’t feel like bad looks. Maybe it was because of how Meg talked about me. I internally expressed my gratitude toward her.


  Firis smiled wryly and spoke to Meg.


  “I’m glad you’re doing well, Meg.”


  “Of course I am. My redeeming features are my cute looks and energy, after all. But you know, this certainly is an uncommon pairing. Since you’re both here and all… Owner! Take us to the VIP room! These two are VIPs! Crazy big VIPs! I mean, we’re talking about the lord of this territory and his little sister!”


  “Right, yes. Of course. Um…Lord Weiss…I apologize for my rude behavior before…”


  I honestly felt bad seeing him be so humble with me. I really didn’t have a problem with his behavior at all either.


  Meg looked at us and smiled happily.


  “No worries. I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t change how you approach me going forward. Everyone, I’m sorry for interrupting your merriment. As an apology, food and drink are on me. Consider this a victory celebration! Eat and drink as much as you’d like.”


  “Whoooo! Lord Weiss is the best!”


  “I don’t get what’s going on, but hell yeah, time to drink and party!”


  As the crowd cheered, we were led to a table—the “VIP room”—in the corner, away from everyone else.


  Because my identity was laid bare, the owner would later bring meat skewers to the mansion, which my head chef would see, and this stall would end up becoming one of our official stalls during Weiss’s birthday celebration. But that would be further down the line.


  “Wow, what a feast!”


  Meg was right. There were plates of chicken, pork, and beef skewers sprawled out before us, plus a barrel of beer at our table as well. Meg, Firis, and I all sat across from one another.


  The owner must’ve been being considerate to me as the lord, as he prepared forks and knives for us as well. I was probably going to end up offering an official apology to him in the future.


  I noticed Firis trying to cut the skewered meat elegantly with a fork and knife.


  “Firis…we’re away from prying eyes. You can eat how you want. That’s what you prefer, right?”


  “Brother, he went out of his way to prepare utensils for us. I couldn’t possibly act so improper,” she answered with a composed expression.


  Meg smiled deviously.


  “Oh, please. Every time you come here with me, you grab the skewers with your hands and enjoy a nice beer! What are you being so proper for?”


  “Meg, stop it! Brother, it isn’t what you think. I, um…”


  “Hey, don’t worry about it. We’re not back at the mansion, and there are no instructors here. Eat how you want.”


  Leading by example, I picked up a skewer with my bare hands and took a bite. The crudely cooked meat was only seasoned with salt, but as soon as I bit into it, the meat juices burst into my mouth, filling me with joy.


  This is crazy delicious! Now this is fantasy eatin’!


  I felt like I was back in my previous world, eating festival stall food. Except this wasn’t Matsusaka beef… I couldn’t bite it off…


  “Brother…thank you. In that case…”


  I doubt she was following my lead, but Firis also bit into her meat skewer, prompting a crazy happy smile from her. She really was one of the heroines; she was adorable.


  “See…? I told you. Lord Weiss is like he used to be.”


  “Yes, it would appear you are correct…it’s like he’s back to who he was before.”


  Firis smiled at me after nodding toward Meg, who pompously puffed out her chest. I could see that there was nostalgia in my sister’s eyes.


  What is going on…?


  “Oh, right, right. In that case, why don’t you try asking him what you wrote about in your letters to me?”


  “Meg, stop it!”


  “Hey, Lord Weiss. I’ll keep it a secret that you skipped work, so would you listen to my request?”


  Firis panicked and tried to stop her friend, but it was too late. I thought I braced myself for what was coming, but nothing could have prepared me for what Meg said next.


  “Apparently, your little sister wishes you’d dote on her more! Since she’s home for the first time in a good long while, would you mind spending a whole bunch of time with her?”


  “Gosh. Meg, you big jerk. Brother, please pretend you never heard that.”


  I was bewildered by Meg’s satisfied expression. And Firis’s too, as her face turned bright red. She chugged her drink in order to hide how flustered she was.


  Had I gotten Weiss and Firis’s relationship completely wrong…?


   


  ***


   


  How did it come to this…? 


  Flames and smoke billowed from all over town, and I found myself cursing the past, seeing the mansion on the verge of collapse.


  Master Scarlet invited me to come with her, and I ended up joining the Revolutionary Army in the name of fighting the cult that was spreading throughout the kingdom. The first region I tried to save was House Hamilton’s territory, the place that took me in. With just a sliver of hope in my heart, I sent a letter home to my brother, but he never responded. The citizens of the territory welcomed us with open arms in the face of my brother’s tyrannical rule, and we rose up to take down the corrupt ruler.


  Against…my brother.


  “You have become such a talented mage, Lady Firis.”


  It was a single maid that blocked our path to the hidden mansion tunnel that my brother fled down. She overpowered our Revolutionary Army single-handedly, and right now she was preventing us from proceeding. She had the same kind smile she always wore when I used to live here.


  “Rosalia, please let us through. I need to speak to my brother.”


  “Lord Weiss has no intention of speaking to you, and I have no intention of letting you through. You lit the fire in their hearts, so you need to take responsibility for your actions.”


  “I…”


  Rosalia gazed at me and the rest of my party, but strangely enough, it didn’t seem as though she was chastising us for our actions.


  “I am likely doing the wrong thing. I probably should have stopped Lord Weiss. However, even as he fell into darkness, I was incapable of telling him to try harder after seeing how hard he worked and how many tears he shed as things grew difficult. That is why I decided to protect him no matter what. I may not have been able to stop him, but I could do at least that much,” she said both sadly and proudly.


  The mansion was reaching its breaking point; I heard a loud roar as one of the pillars collapsed. A piece of the ceiling fell between Rosalia and me, as if representing both of our futures.


  And I hated that.


  “Rosalia, I beg of you. Lay down your weapon! This place is already…”


  “I cannot do that. I have little doubt that neither you nor your companions intend on trying to corner Lord Weiss, but that is not the case for the others.”


  She was probably referring to the soldiers from this territory. Among them were those who had their lovers unfairly torn away from them. Others were treated like slaves for not being able to pay their taxes. They would likely pursue my brother to take their revenge. And I didn’t have the power to stop them.


  I tried to approach Rosalia, but the blond-haired young man next to me grabbed my arm.


  “Firis, it’s too dangerous. We need to get out of here.”


  “But…Rosalia, I…”


  “It is fine, Lady Firis. We are the ones who messed up. Good sir, please take care of her. She is a kind woman with immense talent. She can occasionally be a bit of a handful, but she truly is so very sweet and adorable.”


  “Rosalia!”


  With those final words, the mansion collapsed, and the falling rubble hid Rosalia from my sight. We fled the building.


  I oft think back on that event. What if I had made it a point to more proactively speak to my brother? What if I never said what I did back then? I believed that that event was what drove a permanent wedge between us.


  And if we had only sat down and spoken after that, maybe things would have turned out differently.


   


  ***


   


  I was on my way home with a heavy weight on my back. Meg was humming happily next to me, and I could hear the cute breathing of the person pressing up against me from behind.


  “How lucky for you, Lord Weiss! You get to carry a beautiful girl the whole way home!”


  “Look, we may not be blood relations, but she’s still my little sister. What’s so lucky about that? Why did she drink so much when she holds her liquor so poorly?”


  “She probably couldn’t help herself. What I said…was all true, by the way.”


  Meg giggled after seemingly thinking about what happened earlier.


  After Firis downed her drink with a bright-red face, she went on to get completely wasted. I couldn’t very well leave her as is, so I ended up carrying her. Meg was carrying the meat we couldn’t finish. Apparently, she was going to share it with the rest of the servants.


  “The truth, huh? I swore she hated my guts.”


  Even in the game, Firis rarely reflected on Weiss after the fact, nor did she have any more to say about him. Even when she first faced Weiss in battle, all she said was “Please surrender.” Weiss scoffed and insulted her, causing Firis’s face to contort in pain. I really had the impression that they had a terrible relationship.


  Weiss really turned the Firis fans against him. But…I empathized with him as someone who had a talented little sister myself. And in his case, his little sister was the one telling him he was wrong. Even if she was right, he could never just accept that.


  “No…”


  I must have tightened my grip; I noticed Firis groaning uncomfortably and hurriedly relaxed my fingers. 


  “She doesn’t hate you at all. She used to come to me, asking how to get closer to you when she lived in the mansion. And when she left for the Magic Academy, she would send me letters asking how you were doing. Adorable, right?” Meg said with a joking smile, but her eyes were the very picture of seriousness.


  I could tell she was speaking the truth, and that was so surprising that I didn’t know how to reply.


  Thinking back on it…in my previous life, I once carried my sister like this. Why was I remembering this now? She was still so little at the time, and I was being a proper big brother to her.


  Instead of pushing me to answer, Meg changed the subject.


  “By the way, who are you going after, Lord Weiss? You’ve been surrounded by beautiful girls recently!”


  “Huh?”


  I couldn’t help but chuckle at her unexpected swerve. What the heck is she talking about all of a sudden?


  “Is it Rosalia, who’s always with you and has your back? Is it Lady Aigis, who can be a bit strong-willed but opened her heart to you nonetheless? Or is it the new challenger, Astesia, who basically acts like your girlfriend already? C’mon, tell me who you’re going for!”


  “Meg…Aigis is still a child.”


  “Oh, please. What are you talking about? She’s not that much younger than you, and nobility of that age get married all the time! You see forty-year-old greasy middle-aged men being betrothed to ten-year-old girls more often than you’d think. Okay, so if Aigis is out because of her age, are the other two still in the running?”


  Meg’s happy-go-lucky words made me choke on my own. Truth be told, up until now I hadn’t had the time to even think about this sort of thing. Aigis was only about thirteen, so she was out of the question. She was basically a middle schooler. I couldn’t look at her that way, and in the previous world, that would be a straight-up crime. That said, it was set in stone that she’d be a beautiful woman further down the line.


  “The person I love…”


  Both Rosalia and Astesia were incredibly charming women. In terms of my own tastes, my fave was Astesia, but as someone who pushed Weiss and Rosalia together as a couple, pairing him with Astesia just felt wrong…


  “Oho? What’s this? You sure seem to be thinking awfully seriously! If you ever confessed to Rosalia, I’m sure she’d give you the okay. I personally recommend her.”


  “Look, we’re not like that.”


  What she feels toward me is loyalty, that’s all…but what if it isn’t? I thought back on her status.


  “By the way, I’m totally single right now! I’m also very open-minded, so I don’t mind if I’m not your number one. If anything, it’d be nice and easygoing if I could be your third wife or something. In fact, as long as you gave me enough money so I wouldn’t be hungry, I would never complain if you fooled around with other women. I’m quite the gal, right?”


  “I swear…” I groaned in response, prompting her expression to switch back to a more serious one.


  “You’re not like who you were before. You’re capable of thinking about other people now. In which case, I would appreciate it if you gave Lady Firis a little more thought. Perhaps what she said to you was unforgivable, but…she’s regretted it ever since. I won’t ask you to forgive her. I simply ask that you give her a chance to speak to you.”


  “Meg…”


  I didn’t know what exactly Firis said to Weiss, but strangely enough, I could imagine what it was: The kind of unintentional words that could only come from a genius…and those words had hurt Weiss. I knew because I’d been hurt by them before as well. The part of me that wasn’t Weiss ached.


  Instead of answering Meg’s request, I asked her a question.


  “Hey, why do you care so much about Firis?”


  Normally, a maid would never get so involved with her master. Her relationship with Firis resembled the one I had with Rosalia, in fact.


  “Well, Lady Firis and I are both from the same orphanage. We’re, y’know, childhood friends. I was so surprised when I reunited with her here.”


  Meg gazed warmly at Firis as I carried her.


  “The two of us exchanged complaints the whole time in secret. We talked about the good things and the bad. So I know how Firis feels. I know that she’s really a spoiled girl who just wants you to dote on her.”


  Was that really it? Rosalia never said anything like that, and the soldiers seemed to think we were on bad terms as well. Weiss’s emotions reflected that.


  While I understood Weiss’s feelings, I couldn’t wrap my head around Firis’s. I struggled with my little sister’s feelings in my previous life as well, which was why I didn’t know what the right move was.


  “Mmm…Weiss…I wanted to see you so bad…”


  She was probably talking in her sleep. Instead of referring to me as “Brother” like she normally did, she called me Weiss, which was a shock to my brain. There was a time when my own little sister was like this with me. 


  When did we grow so distant…? No, I was the one who rejected her. I didn’t try to understand her.


  I felt a sharp pain in my chest.


  What is this? Is this Weiss’s pain, or is it my own…? 


  While I was trying to find the answer, we arrived at the mansion. I met Rosalia’s gaze as she stood at the entrance worriedly.


  “Lord Weiss? Lady Firis…? Even Meg?”


  She looked at me carrying my sister and her eyes widened in disbelief.


  “Hee hee, we went on a date.”


  “We did not. Can you hurry and prepare Firis’s bed?”


  The murky feeling remained in my chest as I tried to get Firis carried to her room, but I soon noticed Rosalia was staring at me.


  “Lord Weiss…”


  “What’s up? Oh, right. Sorry for skipping out on work. I’ll get back to it ASAP.”


  She shook her head.


  “I do not care about any of that. Remember, I am on your side. If things are too painful for you to bear alone, I will gladly lend you my ear. Never forget that.”


  “Yeah…I know, but…”


  Up until now, she was always on my side. I knew that all too well. I looked at her quizzically before carrying Firis to her room and returning to work.


  Once I wrapped things up, I lay in bed. The murky feeling in my chest was still all too present. What happened between Firis and Weiss? In the meantime, I closed my eyes to get some rest.


  Suddenly, I heard the same voice that spoke to me before my reincarnation.


  “Hee hee. Since you’ve gone and made more of a mess of fate than I anticipated, consider this a little gift. I shall grant you a chance to face your darkness.”


  And with those words, my consciousness was engulfed in darkness.


   


  ***


   


  I was eight years old when House Hamilton took me in. When I showed the youngest children at the orphanage my magic, it suddenly became the talk of the town. A nobleman came to see me and ended up adopting me.


  According to the nobleman, I possessed incredible talent; enough for me to find success in the capital city. That was how I became a member of House Hamilton. As someone who knew little of what a family was like, I found myself so very excited to finally have one of my own. But that excitement did not last long.


  “First, you must learn proper noble etiquette. Be careful not to bring shame to House Hamilton.”


  “Yes, Father.”


  And so my life as a noblewoman began. 


  Except it was nothing like the life I envisioned. Whether it was putting clothes on or eating food, etiquette governed all.


  Ever since my arrival, I did nothing but study etiquette and train in magic craft. Father was more interested in my magic training than he was in my actual life, so whenever he spoke to me, it was to ask about the former. I had an older brother, but we only ever exchanged a few words during mealtime.


  “This sure is delicious, Brother.”


  “Yeah, sure is…”


  That was the entirety of our conversation during our last meal together. Though I’d finally acquired a family of my own, it ended up being nothing like I hoped for. The food, despite being more opulent than what was served at the orphanage, tasted worse. If I knew things were going to be like this, I would have been happier staying at the orphanage with the others. I couldn’t help but be full of regrets.


  The one saving grace was that my childhood friend Meg worked here as an apprentice maid. Whenever the going got tough, I’d call her to my room so we could talk.


  “I’m so sick and tired of this whole nobility thing. Using a knife and fork is such a pain, and nobody ever talks during mealtime! I must be so careful that nothing ends up tasting good.”


  I was complaining like I always did, when suddenly Meg started giggling boldly and pulled out a paper bag of some kind. The rich scent wafting from it tickled my nostrils.


  “Ta-da! I figured you’d say that, so I bought some meat skewers while I was out shopping! Remember the stall keeper we stared at until he gave up and fed us when we were still at the orphanage? These are from that same guy!”


  “Huh?! I’ve been wanting those for so long! Are you sure I can have some?!”


  “Of course! Let’s eat together!”


  And so we completely ignored etiquette and gorged on some meat skewers. Despite being cold and kind of hard, that was the tastiest food I’d had since coming to the mansion.


  “You know, Lady Firis, I can’t say much about the head of the house, but I do know that Lord Weiss is interested in you. He’s been asking me all kinds of things…”


  “Huh? Like what?”


  “Hee hee, that’s a secret. But how about trying to rely on him a little more? You know, like a big brother?”


  And so we chatted away, and it was thanks to Meg that I managed to enjoy my new life. Quite frankly, it came as a surprise to learn that my brother had any interest in me. I’d assumed he couldn’t have cared less…


  It all transpired one day when I was studying in my room. I jumped up in surprise when I heard the precise knock on my door. Meg usually just banged on it…


  Who could it be? I fearfully opened it up and found my brother standing there with his maid, Rosalia. This was the first time he’d ever came to me, and I could feel myself stiffen up.


  “What is the matter, Brother?”


  “Ah, um, well…”


  “You can do it, Lord Weiss! You prepared for this, remember?” Rosalia said, encouraging my brother as he mumbled.


  Suddenly, his face turned red and he handed me a paper bag. Inside was a cake covered in cream. I always wanted to eat something like this when I was at the orphanage, but it was too expensive. Why was he giving me this?


  “Er, well…happy birthday, Firis.”


  “Huh? But my birthday isn’t for another six months…”


  “What?! Damn that cursed maid! She tricked me!”


  “Now, now, Lord Weiss. I think your feelings have gotten through to Lady Firis.” Rosalia tried to calm my brother as he yelled. 


  I couldn’t help but guffaw at how different he was now, compared to the composed and noble-like person I knew.


  “Aha ha ha!”


  The pair turned their attention to me.


  Ah, now I’ve gone and done it. They’re going to scold me for acting unladylike…


  I braced myself, but I was surprised by what came next.


  “Huh, so you can laugh? You look way happier this way. I honestly didn’t know how to approach you since you always seemed so indifferent,” he said with a faint smile.


  “Huh…? But…um, aren’t I acting unladylike…?”


  My brother scratched his cheek a little bashfully.


  “Ah, well, I understand Father’s way of educating. A person’s nobility is embodied by their day-to-day words and actions. But…you don’t need to worry about that kind of thing around me. We’re…um, family, after all.”


  “Brother…”


  His words brought me such joy that I started to tear up. His awkward kindness filled my chest with warmth.


  “You did it, Lord Weiss. I knew you could! You’ve been coming to me and Meg for advice on how to get closer to her this whole time, after all. Now then, let’s cut the cake. Oh, and I’ll go make some good tea as well.”


  “Can you blame me? I was confused after being told I suddenly have a little sister!”


  I watched them talk, and once again I couldn’t help but giggle. After this, I continued to act prim and proper in front of everyone…but with Rosalia, my brother, and Meg, I was able to speak freely and casually. 


  Like Meg said, my brother must have been pleased over being relied on, as whenever I went to him with questions, he always helped me out, even when he wore an annoyed expression. That made me so happy.


  “Brother, what should I do in this case?”


  “I swear, you really are a handful…but fine. Eventually, you’re going to be my advisor when I become the lord, so make sure you memorize this.”


  That was how it always was. My brother studied all kinds of things to prepare to become the lord, and his way of teaching was always easy to understand and on point.


  And as far as magic was concerned, I trained under Rosalia with my brother, and strangely enough, it came to me even easier than before.


  Up until this point, I was truly happy.


  But then Father’s words changed all of that…


  A few years passed, and in that time, my magic level went up, and I got used to acting like a noblewoman. It was then that Father called me to his room, something that was all too rare.


  “Father, pardon me.”


  I knocked properly at the door and opened it up, only to find my brother inside. For some reason, he looked pale. Was he all right?


  “Firis. I heard from your instructor that you are now able to wield three attributes of Mid-rank magic.”


  “Yes. All thanks to their good instruction.”


  It turned out that I did indeed have a talent for magic, and my growth was such that even my instructor was surprised. I felt as though a big part of that was because I had an objective—supporting my brother in the future.


  Father smiled, an expression I wasn’t used to seeing.


  “As such, I am going to have you enroll in the Magic Academy.”


  “Huh…? But isn’t Brother supposed to be going…?”


  Enrollment in the Magic Academy wasn’t cheap, and life in the capital came with its own set of expenses as well. House Hamilton wasn’t all that affluent, so I’d been told that only one of us could go.


  The reason the academy saw countless hopefuls regardless was because of the high level of education, the connections you could form there, and the status of having graduated from such an academy. Those destined to become lords of their territories, who were talented with magic, were typically the ones who ended up attending.


  Which was why I’d thought Brother would be the one to go.


  “Hmph. You’re more talented with magic than he is, you see. It’s already decided. You must continue to devote yourself to your studies,” he said, then chased us out of the room to return to his work.


  All my brother and I could do was silently leave the room.


  “Brother…Brother!”


  I desperately called out to him, but he was in a daze. He laughed powerlessly.


  “Ha ha, isn’t that swell? Going to the academy means you’re set for life. At this rate, you might end up being the lord…you aren’t House Hamilton’s genius witch for nothing.”


  Even though he was laughing and smiling self-deprecatingly, I felt like at this point he was still in control of himself. He was being sarcastic, yes, but he didn’t harbor any hostility toward me. Unfortunately, I also wasn’t exactly composed at the time. It was after this that I would say something that changed our relationship forever.


  Something that would make him hate me.


  “Don’t worry, Brother, I will not be the lord. I have no interest in that…”


  Because I wanted to work under my brother. That was all I wanted to say, but I never had the chance to explain that.


  “Ha. Ha ha ha. I see! You’re not interested, even though all the things I want just fall into your lap! Makes sense, huh? With your power, you could aim higher…hell, you could even become one of the Twelve Apostles, huh?!”


  “No, Brother. That’s not what I meant. I truly believe that you are best suited to be the lord—”


  I heard a loud slap, and a sharp pain raced through my hand. I had reached for him, and he had slapped my hand away. I looked at my brother in disbelief and found him glaring back at me with hatred—something I’d never seen before.


  “Is this your idea of pity? Sympathy? Go to hell! I haven’t fallen so far that I’m just going to give you the lordship! There’s a limit to how much of a fool you can make out of me!”


  “A-ah…”


  He was clearly rejecting me in totality. I was so shocked that the words wouldn’t come out; I couldn’t just say that I really meant what I said. I reached out to him, tears in my eyes, but he ignored me and returned to his room in a hurry. This was the decisive moment that led to things changing forever.


  I stopped going to his room. Soon after, I left for the Magic Academy, almost like I was fleeing from him. Meg regularly sent me letters, and while I asked about my brother, I continued to flee, scared of further rejection.


  When I heard from Meg that my brother was back to normal, my master just happened to ask me to show her around House Hamilton’s territory, so I decided to accompany her. This time, I was going to talk to him. 


  I promised myself…


   


  ***


   


  “Were those…Firis’s memories?”


  After carrying Firis to bed, I retired for the night. The murkiness in my heart must have led to me having a strange dream.


  “But that felt realistic. Was that what happened between Weiss and Firis in the past?”


  Several bizarre things like this had happened since my reincarnation. I was guessing this was the power of the god that was responsible for my being here.


  And if all of that was true… Meg’s words from earlier stabbed at my chest. I was also forcibly reminded that I fled from my own talented little sister in my previous life.


  Had Weiss done the same…?


  I knew I had no way of confirming it, but the thought nonetheless went through my head. While everyone else slept soundly, I went to the kitchen, where I bumped into Rosalia.


  “Lord Weiss? It’s late. Is something wrong?”


  “Oh, hey, Rosalia. Working at this hour, huh? That’s rough. I can’t seem to sleep tonight. Would you mind grabbing me some water?”


  “I see…”


  She stopped doing her food prep and turned toward me, going silent in thought for a moment before smiling.


  “It would appear you have something on your mind, so I’ll pour you some herbal tea instead.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t possibly ask you to do that. You need to get to sleep too…”


  “Please, pay me no mind. Also, we probably shouldn’t do this here. Let’s take our time and drink in my room.”


  “Wha…? No, no. I can’t possibly go to a woman’s room this late at night, even if it is you…”


  “It’s fine, okay?”


  She grabbed my arm, preventing me from fleeing. Rosalia was being uncharacteristically pushy. Maybe Weiss used to regularly chill out with her in her room? No, I found that unlikely. Either way, she ended up forcing me into her room.


  As one would expect from a servant’s room, things were kept simple: nothing but a table, a bed, and a handful of personal items. If I had to single something out, it would be the spear displayed on the wall. I briefly wondered why she put it in her room like that, but it was probably a habit from her adventuring days; she wouldn’t be able to relax without it nearby.


  “Let me pour us some tea. Please sit down on the bed and wait,” she said before skillfully pouring the herbal tea into a pair of cups.


  I watched her as I sat down, a gentle and sweet aroma whirling through the room. This is Rosalia’s scent…


  I recalled the time I threw myself into her arms and suddenly got embarrassed. My face was almost certainly red right now…and I was alone with her in her room. I remembered what Meg and I talked about during the day and couldn’t help but think of how Rosalia was a woman, not just my companion and maid.


  “So…did something happen between you and Lady Firis?”


  “Huh?”


  She took me completely off guard. She had on her usual smile as she placed a cup of tea in front of me on the table, acting like this was just casual conversation.


  “No, not really.”


  “I’ve been watching you all this time, Lord Weiss, so I know. You were struggling with something when you were carrying Lady Firis, weren’t you? Just talking to someone will make you feel better, you know? Or…am I not fit to be your conversation partner?”


  [image: ]


  Her smile took on a gentleness, and she tilted her head. She was acting like she always did, but I felt a strong will in her eyes, almost as if she was asking me to rely on her more. She softly wrapped her hands around mine.


  “That isn’t it. It’s just…I’m not sure if you’ll understand. It’s weird. It doesn’t even have to do with Firis.”


  Strictly speaking, my concerns were more related to my previous life. I thought it’d be pointless to tell Rosalia about them, but she wasn’t backing down.


  “That’s fine. I might not be able to understand, but even so, I want to hear what’s on your mind. I want to help you.”


  “Rosalia…”


  Was there anyone in the world who could stay silent after seeing her with tears in her eyes? I couldn’t help but want to rely on her, what with that sincere gaze of concern directed at me…the look on her face that said she would accept all of me.


  “This is going to sound weird, okay? Look, I…a long time ago, I was jealous of someone. I thought they were making fun of me, so I didn’t speak to them anymore. And that wasn’t all. They tried to close the distance between us, but I said something awful and rejected them…I hurt them.”


  It was when I was in high school and just happened to get full marks on a test. I was boasting to my parents when my little sister joined the conversation.


  “Oh, wow, great job,” she said.


  Thinking back on it now, she was probably just trying her best to engage with me after things had gotten awkward. But I went and assumed she was making fun of me. Convinced of my own nonsense, I went and said something awful.


  The expression she made in that moment overlapped with the one I saw Firis make in that dream, and that strengthened the murky feeling in my heart.


  “I see…you believe you did something awful to that person, yes? Then how about apologizing properly?”


  “Yeah, if only I could do that. Unfortunately, I’ll never see them again. And now, there’s someone else I have a similar relationship with…and I’m afraid I might say something awful to them too.”


  I expressed my pathetic feelings to Rosalia in full. She was like Weiss; she was from this world. She probably had no idea what I was talking about or who. But I couldn’t help but lean on her.


  It turned out, I really did want to tell someone how I felt. I just wanted someone to hear what I had to say… How could it take so long to realize something so simple?


  I was sure that Rosalia was confused. I was scared to look at her face. But then I heard the shuffling of clothes, and suddenly my face was wrapped in something soft.


  Rosalia had risen to her feet and embraced me in her arms.


  “Rosalia…?”


  “You’re full of regret, aren’t you? But I do not believe that regrets or failures are bad things. People learn from such experiences. What’s truly bad is being incapable of recognizing one’s failures and refusing to acknowledge that you were in the wrong. And that’s why you are amazing, Lord Weiss.”


  “But…but I hurt her! And I can’t ever apologize to her! Not only that, I might do the same thing to someone else! Every time I see her, my heart is filled with doubt! I’m not amazing. I’m just trash!”


  I couldn’t help but voice all my fears in the face of Rosalia’s kindness. My voice must’ve been hoarse from fighting back tears. Ah, right…I met Firis, brushed up directly against Weiss’s feelings of inferiority, and was reminded of my own past. I went on about how I wanted to make my faves happy, but when it came to myself, I was terribly weak.


  Every time I saw Firis, I recalled my own sister, was reminded of my own inferiority complex, and became scared I’d say something awful again.


  “I see. Perhaps you did hurt this person. But you know what, Lord Weiss? You realized you hurt them, did you not? The fact that you are in so much pain right now means that you didn’t want to hurt them, does it not? In that case, everything will be just fine. Lord Weiss, you’re full of regrets, right? You might not be able to see that person anymore, but you can make sure you don’t make the same mistake again. Um…what do you want to do with this person who’s similar?”


  “I want to talk to her about all kinds of things. And I want to apologize—for hurting her, for saying such awful things…”


  Obviously, Firis and my actual little sister were different people. This was all just self-satisfaction, but I still wanted to apologize. Unlike me, Weiss still could.


  That was why I wanted to talk to her. Maybe this was selfish of me, but I wanted to fix things with Firis.


  “Then apologize. Talk to her. It will be all right. If you’re scared to do this alone, I will accompany you. And you know, I’m sure Astesia and Lady Aigis would too. Let’s start by doing what we can, okay?”


  “Thank you, Rosalia.”


  “Hee hee, you can lean on me as much as you want. I’m on your side, after all.”


  As soon as I expressed my gratitude, I felt her arms tighten around me gently. The warmth of her touch, the soft sensation of her skin, her sweet scent…all of it felt so pleasant. I ended up staying like this for a time.


  “Um, I’m sorry for being such a pain…”


  I lifted my head off her chest and bashfully averted my eyes, putting some distance between us. I was sad to leave her gentle touch behind, but I couldn’t just stay like that forever.


  “Please, you’re never a pain. I enjoy being relied on by you. The worst feeling in the world is not being allowed to be there for you.”


  “Rosalia…”


  “When you want to run, just run. In exchange, don’t run to alcohol. Run to me. I’ll always be here for you,” she said with a smile.


  She was referring to when Weiss first became a lord and drowned himself in booze. She must’ve been full of regrets. Regrets about how she couldn’t take that one extra step toward Weiss…


  Maybe that was why she was so pushy about me coming to her room this time. 


  Maybe her words were meant for herself as much as they were meant for me.


  “Don’t worry, I will. But man, I always end up acting embarrassingly in front of you.”


  I smiled to brush off my shame, but for some reason, Rosalia took off her ring and placed it in her palm. She looked down at it as I watched on in confusion.


  “You know, whenever I find myself anxious or lonely, I stare at this ring I got from you. It helps me calm my heart.”


  “Huh? Oh…”


  Unable to figure out what her intentions were, I ended up offering an empty response. In truth, I was so overjoyed that she treasured my present like that, leaving me at a loss for words.


  Rosalia’s face turned bright red, and she returned the ring to her finger.


  “Um, since you felt embarrassed, I decided to share an embarrassing secret of my own with you…was that weird?”


  “No, it was, um, very cute.”


  “Gosh, don’t tease me like that!”


  I watched her bashfully respond and felt a whole lot better.


  Argh, damn it. She really is the best. My maid noticed I was falling apart and not only did she reach out to me, but she made me feel better.


  After hearing everything she said, there was no way I could keep running.


  “Thanks, Rosalia…um, if I screw up once more, do you mind if I come to you again?”


  “Of course not!” she replied happily.


  I once again thanked her, then left the room. There was only one thing left to do.


  Confront Firis.


  I must’ve been in too much of a good mood, as usually I’d never make this kind of mistake; as soon as I exited Rosalia’s room and entered the hallway, my eyes met Meg’s. She just happened to be walking by. Her eyes widened in shock, then she grinned.


  “I knew it, Lord Weiss… Maybe I shouldn’t be saying this since I’m the one who egged you on, but I’m impressed you acted so quickly! I should start calling you ‘Mr. WDW’—Mr. Well Done, Weiss!”


  “Hold on, wait a sec! You’ve got it all wrong!”


  “Oh, please. There’s only one thing that happens when a man and woman get together in secret at night. But don’t worry, I’m famous for having tight lips!”


  “You’re definitely not!”


  I ended up chasing Meg and promising to treat her to meat skewers to keep her quiet.


  Upon waking up the next morning, I felt as though something had been lifted off my shoulders, strangely enough. Maybe it was because I was able to let out what was on my mind. I had nothing but gratitude toward Rosalia.


  That was when I noticed a bottle of some kind of liquid on the table, as well as a letter written in cute handwriting.


  “Since you seemed to be unwell yesterday, I mixed a tranquilizer for you. Make sure you drink it.”


  Astesia, eh…? I couldn’t help but be a little happy that she was worried about me, but at the same time, I also wondered how she just let herself into my room. I was pretty sure I locked the door…and this wasn’t here when I went to bed.


  I did give her a duplicate key in case of an emergency, but now she was behaving like one of those girl friends who actually acted more like a girlfriend.


  “Well, whatever. I’m just happy one of my faves is concerned about my well-being.”


  I immediately drank what she left, and I was surprised to find it sweet and delicious. I felt like I was calming down somewhat. Maybe I can confront Firis now…


  “White.”


  “Keeew, kew! ♪”


  Once I got changed, I called out to White. He was lying down on the bed, and he chirped happily and leapt over to me. I rubbed his head. Yeah, I was feeling great now.


  I took a deep breath and knocked politely at the door of a certain person’s room. After a moment, the door opened, and a sleepy-looking girl poked her head out.


  “Mmm, Meg…? Isn’t it a little early for breakfast? Wait, Brother?! What are you doing here…?”


  I smiled wryly at Firis as she panicked, clearly taken off guard by my visit. She must’ve just gotten up, as her hair was going all over the place.


  Though she was a tremendously talented mage, she was also still just a young lady…my adopted little sister.


  “Um… I apologize for my behavior yesterday. Also, you can go ahead and forget about what Meg said!”


  I watched Firis make excuses, confirming that everything Meg said was true. That was why, if she wanted me to spend more time with her and play the part of the big brother, I was going to do just that.


  “Are you sure you’re okay with that? I was just thinking it’d be nice to have you calling me ‘Weiss’ again, and I’d love it if you’d let me act like the big brother…”


  “Huh…? Brother…?”


  Firis gazed at me, both confusion and joy in her expression. Of course she’d be a mix of emotions; I was acting differently between yesterday and today. But in the end, if we were going to repair our relationship, it couldn’t just be a one-way thing. We had to get rid of the awkwardness she still felt within herself regarding me.


  “Think you could show your big brother the magic you learned at the academy?”


  “But…”


  “I’m fine now. Really. I want to see the fruits of your labor, and I want you to see how hard I’ve been working too.”


  Firis seemed troubled for a moment, but she eventually nodded.


  We decided to meet back up again once Firis got changed, so I headed for the courtyard first. Rosalia was standing there for some reason. What’s more, she had a pot and three cups set down on the table nearby, which was also where White was sprawled out comfortably.


  “Rosalia? White? What’s going on?”


  “Keew, kew! ♪”


  “Given how you were yesterday, I assumed you would be leaping into action immediately, I just knew it. Lord Weiss, I have prepared some relaxing herbal tea for you today as well. Please have some before you cast your magic.”


  “You really are something else, Rosalia. I’m no match for you.”


  She saw right through my determination. After embracing her yesterday, I couldn’t help but be a little conscious of her, causing my face to redden. Man, my maid not only trusted me, but she knew me so damn well. How could I not be thrilled?


  And whenever I saw her smile, I felt like I could do just about anything.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Brother.”


  “I can’t wait to see you two practice magic. You better go all out!”


  Firis wasn’t the only one to arrive at the courtyard; Scarlet was with her. As soon as she noticed my gaze, my little sister apologetically bowed her head and whispered to me.


  “I’m very sorry. On my way over, she spotted me and decided to tag along no matter what. She gets like this whenever it comes to magic, and if you’re too cold to her, she sulks.”


  “For real?”


  “More specifically, she pouts and pretends like she can’t hear me for half a day.”


  What was she, a child? Just imagining her like that was kind of cute, but that must’ve been rough for Firis as her pupil. That said, Scarlet was probably also genuinely concerned for Firis. The whole magic thing might’ve just been an excuse to watch over her today.


  I mean, in the game, she lost her life to protect the protagonist and Firis, so…


  “All right, Firis. Show me what you’ve got. What kind of gains have you made in your training at the academy? I want you to show me your best. Oh, and make it dark magic, please.”


  “All right, Brother.”


  “Hee hee. I can’t wait! Hurry along now. Use the technique I taught you earlier!”


  Scarlet watched Firis nervously take a step forward, encouraging her while her eyes sparkled.


  At the start of the game, Firis could use Mid-rank magic of all the affinities. Now, if I didn’t use my game knowledge to forcibly cheat, I could only use Mid-rank dark magic. In that sense, she really was a genius.


  “Oh, shadow knight…”


  “Nope. Firis, now that you know about Weiss’s shortcut, you should be able to envision something a level above that.”


  “Well…”


  The spell she was in the middle of casting dispersed and vanished. After hearing Scarlet’s words, Firis looked at me like she was about to cry. It was the same face she made when she told Weiss she didn’t want to be the lord, and it overlapped with the face my little sister made when I found out she used my first pick college as a backup.


  Ah, I see now…you girls weren’t trying to make fools of me…of us…you were trying to be considerate. How could we not have realized something so simple…?


  It was our attitudes toward them that made our sisters look so sad, so I spoke while kindly gazing at her.


  “It’ll all be okay, Firis.”


  If Weiss was like me, then what he felt toward Firis wasn’t hatred. In that case, I wasn’t the only one who could be saved. She could be too. And the way to do that was to be fine after seeing her give her all…and by showing her that I had my own talents as well.


  “But, Brother…”


  She must’ve been recalling when our paths differed; I cut her off before she could continue.


  “Trust me. Show me everything you’ve got.”


  “…Okay, Brother.”


  She nodded and began to cast her spell.


  “Tyrant of shadows, assault thy foe!”


  The shadow beast she unleashed was far more powerful than my own and much more detailed.


  Her shadow took the form of a beast and tore up the massive tree in front of it. Both Rosalia and I watched on in astonishment, and Scarlet wore an impressed smile.


  “Hee hee. I expected as much from you, Firis. You truly are incredible. You were able to perfectly cast High-rank magic on your first go-round.”


  “…Thank you very much.”


  Indeed, while both Rosalia and I were amazed at the fact she used High-rank magic, we were even more shocked by how her skill in wielding it went above and beyond. Compared to the High-rank magic I used via my game knowledge, hers was far more precise. Just as I used her King-rank magic casting as my mental image, she was probably using someone else’s as her own. Was she using her teacher as a mental image?


  She truly was a genius.


  Strangely enough, there was no murkiness in my heart. I likely had Rosalia to thank. 


  At this point in the game timeline, Firis shouldn’t have been able to cast High-rank magic, but she managed to copy my technique and do it anyway. She really was special. But I knew all too well that this wasn’t just talent. This wasn’t the kind of magic that could be used without putting in the effort. She observed her teacher’s magic and consistently trained at it, which was why she could wield a spell she’d never actually learned.


  My little sister from my previous life was probably the same. She was far better at studying than I was, but that didn’t mean she didn’t put in the effort.


  “Firis…”


  “Yes? What is it, Brother?”


  I called out to her, and she trembled for a moment before reluctantly looking my way. Scarlet watched on with a puzzled look. Rosalia smiled at me, her trust on full display.


  “That was incredible. I have quite the little sister. You must’ve really been putting in the work at the academy,” I said with a smile and gently caressed her hair.


  It must have been some time since Weiss touched her hair like this; it was smooth and felt great to the touch.


  “Huh…ah…urgh…”


  At first, Firis was surprised, but soon she let out an odd groan…then I felt something crash into me. She was clinging to me.


  She buried her face in my chest and spoke in a muffled voice.


  “I really have been giving it my all. Magic is the only thing I’m good at…that’s why I did my very best. Please praise me more…tell me you’re proud of me, Weiss.”


  “I am. My little sister is amazing.”


  I gently caressed Firis, half in tears in my arms. Her soft touch and sweet scent were both comfortable sensations for me.


  “Hee hee. I’m so glad…Lord Weiss, Lady Firis.”


  “Huh? Er, what’s going on? Why is Firis crying?”


  Rosalia nodded happily. Scarlet was completely lost.


  It made sense that Firis was one of the main heroines; she really was adorable. When she made herself vulnerable like this, I felt like I was on the verge of awakening strange feelings.


  Calm down! You’re her brother! That’s why you need to play the part.


  “It’s my turn now. Lady Scarlet, allow me to show you my magic as well. If possible, could you make a target for me…?”


  Firis stepped away from my chest with a slightly sad look on her face.


  Weiss…Rosalia…whoever it is that reincarnated me into this world, thank you. You’re the reason I can finally acknowledge my sister.


  “Heh, going by that look on your face, it seems like you’ve figured something out. Show me.”


  Scarlet wore a big smile and produced a phoenix. This was High-rank fire magic—flames that wouldn’t disappear until they turned their target to ash.


  The phoenix moved exactly as Scarlet willed it to, flying right before me.


  “Thank you, Firis. I’ve been able to take a step forward with my magic thanks to you. Time to show you what your big brother is made of. White!”


  “Keeeeeew!”


  White, who up to this point had just been chilling out, chirped his encouragement. I visualized King-rank magic like I always did, only more vividly this time.


  Up until now, I’d only seen dark magic in the game. But now things were different. I saw Firis’s with my own two eyes. I corrected my mental image of the magic and more accurately visualized it, which was when I felt a wave of exhaustion wash over me.


  I looked at Rosalia as she watched on, trust in her eyes, then spoke to the Weiss within me.


  Yeah, Firis is absolutely a genius, but I’m not alone. You’re with me, Rosalia believes in me, and I’ve accumulated all kinds of experiences up until now. That’s why I won’t lose! Not even to Firis!


  I could feel strength bubbling up inside me, almost as if it was supplementing the magic power I’d used up. And then I came to understand King-rank magic in the truest sense.


  “Heed my call, oh sword that rules over the everlasting darkness that protects the princess! Wield your strength!”


  My shadow changed form into a giant humanoid figure. It then stretched its body like an obi and wrapped itself around the phoenix, absorbing its life force in an instant.


  “So this is what true King-rank magic is like…”


  Up until now, I had channeled my King-rank magic into weapons and the like and could only forcibly control it—but now things were different. The shadow that was by my side bowed its head to me like it would to a king. I’d managed to just barely use this power without being overwhelmed by it; now, it felt like an extension of my limbs.


  I had truly learned how to wield King-rank magic.


  I felt an incredible sense of accomplishment wash over me, but how was everyone else reacting…? For some reason, they were all silent.


  Er, did I do something wrong?


  But then Rosalia and Firis rushed over to me.


  “Incredible, Brother! I can’t believe you’ve managed to master King-rank magic so well.”


  “Congratulations, Lord Weiss. But you mustn’t push yourself too hard.”


  Hell yeah, I got my little sister to call me incredible! As for Scarlet, she was trembling in place.


  “Um, Lady Scarlet?”


  “Okay, you need to come back with me! I can’t believe how much you’ve grown in such a short period…though I’m still way more amazing!”


  “My apologies, but Lord Weiss is a lord, so…”


  Scarlet rapidly approached me while panting heavily, only to have Rosalia step between us. My maid had the upper hand as far as physical prowess was concerned.


  I called out to Firis, “So, what do you think? Your brother is pretty awesome, right? You don’t ever need to worry about going all out.”


  “Right!” Firis replied happily, grinning.


  Things would hopefully return to normal now.


  We wouldn’t have any more wars anytime soon, and I needed to raise my populace loyalty while being on the lookout for the Hades Church. Also, since Firis was here, I wanted to have tea with her and chat about all sorts of things. I was curious about the capital, for instance…


  But suddenly, Kaiser came running toward us, out of breath. What is going on?


  “Lord Weiss, we have a problem! Massive numbers of monsters are spilling out of the nests. The precursor to a stampede!”


  I could feel the air around us freeze.


   


  Weiss Hamilton


  Occupation: Lord


  Alias: Normal Lord


  Populace Loyalty: 50 → 55


  (Loyalty among citizens up due to Meg’s stories)


  Strength: 55


  Magic Power: 75 → 80


  (Magic power increased due to dark magic level increase)


  Crafts: 30 → 40


  (Stat increase due to completely understanding magic)


  Skills:


  Dark Magic Lv 2 → Lv 3


  Sword Skills Lv 2


  Divine Blessing Lv 1 


  Unique Skills:


  Visitor From Another World: A skill given to beings from another world who have been recognized by a being from this one. By being acknowledged by a human of this world, all the bad statuses inflicted have been eliminated, and you can easily absorb knowledge of this world.


  Two Souls: This body has two souls. Whenever you use magic, the amount of spiritual power you can draw from is doubled. Currently, the other soul is completely asleep.


  Blind Belief in Your Fave (Leap of Faith): By imagining what Weiss would be capable of if he was the main character, this skill can make the impossible possible. This was a skill given on a whim by a god, and Weiss is not aware of its existence, nor can he see it in his status.


  Chosen One of the Divine Spirit: A skill acquired by possessing a powerful emotion and establishing an emotional bond with a Divine Beast. Increase to stat increase rate and anti-god attacks.


  Blessing of the Foreign Twelve Apostles: A skill bestowed only upon those who have been recognized as a member of the powerful Twelve Apostles by a foreign deity who is neither Zeus nor Hades. All stats receive a boost thanks to this foreign deity’s blessing, and you can now issue orders to those below you.


  Weiss is ranked number two among this deity’s Twelve Apostles, and as of right now, seats three through twelve are empty. This skill has manifested due to this world recognizing the existence of this foreign deity.


  Episode 3:
A New Threat


   


  THIS WAS A DUNGEON WITHIN THE TERRITORY of House Hamilton, from a region that produced monsters.


  A pair of men and one animal ignored the sign declaring the dungeon “off-limits.”


  “Lord Sein, why are dungeons always so damp? I just wanna go home and cuddle with my pets.”


  “That’s enough complaints, Stark…but I do feel you. I wanna try out the sweets recipe I was taught after coming out here. I bet the kids’ll love it.”


  Stark was focused on getting back to his pets, and Sein was thinking about the children he always played with back at the orphanage. Both sighed. Their expedition turned out to be a long one, and both were feeling a touch homesick.


  “Anyway, that Versago guy sure was useless. He had a bigger army than Weiss, plus the cursed sword too. How could he lose…? Especially after we set the table for him and everything. I guess folks without Lord Hades’s blessings really don’t deserve to live.”


  “Yeah, well, we only made him a lord so we could use him. We typically target useless lords who have a whole lot of pride, so it is what it is…but man, your blessing sure is something else. Why am I even here…?” Sein complimented Stark while glancing around.


  “Heh, I got it from Lord Hades, after all. This ain’t nothin’!” Stark replied, bashfully scratching his cheek.


  This was a dungeon filled with vicious monsters, but all were bowing their heads to the men as if extolling gods.


  This was Tame, the blessing Stark received from Hades. His incredible power allowed him to make all monsters within a certain range obey his every command. Despite having already subdued the monsters at four dungeons, his power showed no sign of weakening.


  After walking for a bit, Stark’s partner magiwolf raised its voice.


  “Woof.”


  “Oh, feelin’ hungry? Since we lost, I didn’t get to feed you many heretics…”


  “Woof!”


  “Hmm…for real…? I mean, she is female-like, I guess. Just be careful of her scales.”


  Stark smiled wryly at the magiwolf behaving like a hungry child, then petted it on the head. He then snapped his finger, prompting a lamia—a female-type monster that had a snake’s body below the waist—to rise.


  “Let him eat you without resisting.”


  With one sentence, the lamia wordlessly moved toward the magiwolf and offered it her neck with nary an expression on her face. The other creature viciously bit into her. Blood splattered everywhere, and the lamia allowed herself to be eaten without letting out a single cry of pain. Despite the bizarre scene unfolding before them, the pair of men continued their chat.


  “Wonder who’s gonna take Lord Emilelio’s place in the Twelve Apostles. Probably you, right? In terms of fighting strength, you’re basically the twentieth strongest among the believers.”


  “Your compliments are only gonna get you some nice, sweet treats…wait a second, twentieth? That means I’m nowhere near being an Apostle! Are you making fun of me?!”


  “Ah, you figured it out? Eeeeek, spare me!”


  Sein raised his fist, causing Stark to let out a fake scream. Despite this being a dungeon of monsters, neither man had the least bit of urgency about them. To them, the monsters were not creatures to be feared.


  “And anyway, I ain’t built for the Twelve Apostles. I’m fine doing missions, gettin’ stories to bring back to the kids, and making treats based on the recipes I learn while out and about…”


  “Yeah, I hear ya…I’m good as long as I got enough food to feed my pets. Oh, once I tame the boss of this dungeon, I gotta have it attack a village so I can stock up on food…”


  “I swear, it’s all well and good to make your monsters go on rampages, but make sure you leave some for me. I wanna slaughter some heretics so I can tell the kids about my heroic triumphs. Heh, one day, they’ll be fighting for Lord Hades too. Can’t wait.”


  The pair excitedly discussed their respective futures.


  In the original timeline, Weiss’s populace loyalty would see a sharp decrease due to Stark unleashing his monsters on a village while Sein slaughtered everyone else. But thanks to a certain presence in this timeline, things were already moving in a different direction.


  “Hisssss!”


  The lizard king from within the depths of the dungeon approached, lured over by either the pair’s loud voices or the blood spilled by the dying lamia.


  The lizard king was a higher-rank lizardman, a humanoid monster that had scales all over its body. Its body was so huge that it likely had at least two times the number of colorful rainbow scales as the average lizardman, and it even had a rusted sword in its right hand. Could it have stolen the weapon off an adventurer?


  The pressure it exuded made it clear that it was a powerful creature that ruled over the other monsters of the dungeon.


  Stark excitedly raised his voice when confronted with the beast that surpassed his expectations.


  “Now, this is a catch!”


  “Is it really that amazing?”


  “It sure is! Lizard kings are especially powerful monsters. And see those scales? They can protect it against sword slashes and even deflect magic! And on top of that, they’re rainbow-colored! Look how beautiful they are! It’ll make a fine addition to my collection,” Stark enthusiastically answered.


  Such was the lizard king’s strength that even a member of the Twelve Apostles would face a fierce fight if they challenged it head-on. However, Stark wore a composed smile.


  “Talk about lucky. We don’t even have to go all the way to the end of the dungeon. Obey me!”


  Stark tried to use Tame like he always did, but something was off.


  What’s going on…? This thing’s already under someone else’s control…?


  “Hey, what’s wrong? Why you lookin’ all weird? Hurry up and tame this thing…”


  “Be careful, Sein…”


  The sound of something being crushed echoed throughout the dungeon halls, followed by the splashing of a tremendous amount of blood. Before Stark could finish his sentence, the lizard king smashed Sein with its sword.


  “Huh…? Wha…?”


  Stark’s brain froze in the face of this unbelievable sight.


  Crap, crap! Why? Why can’t I tame this thing? And how strong must this thing be if even Sein couldn’t react in time?!


  “Raaargh!”


  “No! Stay back!”


  The magiwolf, sensing its master was in danger, leapt at the lizard king. But it was easily crushed by the larger creature.


  When the lizard king swung its sword, he could see octopus tentacle–like things growing out from between its scales. They appeared to be acting like parasites of some sort, and Stark felt waves of disgust and primordial fear wash over him simultaneously.


  What the hell…?


  “Why?! What did we do to deserve this?! We just killed some monsters, tortured some heretics, fed living humans to our pets! What’s so wrong with that?! Save me, Lord Hades!”


  Overcome by an incomprehensible fear, Stark’s legs trembled and locked him in place. All he could do was scream as the lizard king approached him. And then, with a single swift strike, it ended his life.


  Cries from the many monsters of the dungeon raced across its halls—their repulsion toward being forcibly tamed up until now. The different kinds of creatures were making their desire clear: “Kill the humans!”


  It didn’t matter to them if said humans were members of the Hades Church or not; humans were humans.


  And so they began their march. A march driven by their deep hatred of humanity. A march toward the closest village, located in House Hamilton’s territory…


   


  ***


   


  As soon as I heard Kaiser’s report, I raced toward a certain place via horse and carriage with a certain gift in hand. This was supposed to happen way later in the game. How was the stampede already upon us?!


  Why? Had our war provoked the monsters?


  “Lord Weiss, Kaiser has finished organizing the monster repulsion corps. Astesia has also requested cooperation from Angela.”


  “Right, thanks.”


  I listened to Rosalia’s report from within the carriage and thought over our fighting plans.


  “Why are you going to House Bloody yourself?”


  “Well, it’ll be rough dealing with this on our own. I plan on asking for help.”


  “Um…I understand your intentions, but while you are on good terms with Lord Reinhard and Lady Aigis, there is a chance they will turn down your request…”


  Rosalia’s concerns made perfect sense. House Bloody had declared their neutrality in the recent war; and while Aigis came to help, that was a decision she made on her own.


  Since there was a chance they could turn me down, I was better off staying in my territory and doing what I could. That was what she was trying to say, but her concerns were unwarranted.


  “Don’t worry. I have a present for them.”


  “Wait, you don’t mean…” she said, a worried look on her face.


  I held up the cursed blade—carefully sealed—to allay some of her worries.


  Indeed, this was Dáinsleif, the very same cursed blade that Versago had had in his possession. While this originally belonged to House Bloody, I now had ownership over it as a spoil of war.


  I could’ve equipped it myself, but I felt like it would be more useful getting a favor from Reinhard instead. Plus…learning to use this thing to its maximum potential seemed like a heavy ask.


  I held it and unsheathed it for just a moment, and that was long enough to be accosted by an incredible destructive impulse. If Astesia hadn’t been nearby and hadn’t increased my status ailment resistance, I might’ve been completely swallowed up by the sword’s magic power. If I kept at it, I might’ve been able to use it properly, but…


  In the game, Aigis was able to wield it with no problem, so I also had to consider compatibility. In which case, the weapon was better served here, as something of a transaction tool.


  “How wise of you, Lord Weiss! I’m sure Lord Reinhard will be able to cooperate now that he has a reason to.”


  “Yeah. Man, we nobility really are a pain…”


  I understood Reinhard didn’t send us reinforcements because of the various obligations he had toward other nobility. It wasn’t because he didn’t want to. That was why I planned on using this cursed blade as a reason for him to be able to easily declare his aid for us. He could say that it was his way of expressing his gratitude toward us for getting back a family heirloom.


  Upon arriving at House Bloody’s mansion, I relayed my intentions to the gatekeepers. It felt like years had passed since I came here for Aigis’s birthday party.


  “Hey there, Weiss. I’m glad you seem well.”


  “Uh-huh, sure. Well, things were tough for him since a certain someone never sent reinforcements to help out! Right, Weiss?”


  “Urgh!”


  Reinhard greeted me with a smile, but Aigis’s jab was enough to reduce him to tears. 


  Aigis, please don’t ask me to agree. What am I supposed to say here…?


  “Look, I was planning on going there in secret to lend you a hand…come on, Aigis. Don’t pout like that.”


  “Hmph! I hate you, Father!”


  “Grah!”


  Reinhard gripped his chest like he was writhing in agony. What exactly was I being forced to watch right now?


  I felt someone’s eyes on me and turned to Rosalia, who was wearing a pained smile. She was silently telling me to lend Reinhard a hand. I was starting to feel bad for him, so…


  “Aigis, I’m fine. Really…plus, I was really happy when you came to my aid.”


  “Hee hee, you were? Well, you saved my beloved mother, so of course I’d come to help! You’re my precious friend, after all! I would have to be out of my mind to abandon you!”


  “Urgh!”


  Aigis’s pointed words caused further damage to Reinhard. What was I supposed to do? Anything I said would only provoke Aigis more.


  Reinhard writhed in pain for a bit before eventually clearing his throat and collecting himself.


  “So, am I right to assume that you are here because there are signs a stampede is on the horizon, and you want us to help?”


  I should have known that the nobleman in charge of this whole region would be one step ahead. He already knew what was going on.


  “Yes. Of course, I do not intend on requesting your aid for free—”


  “My aid you shall have. House Bloody vows to provide you with its full assistance.”


  “Huh?”


  I was shocked by his unexpected words. I could’ve sworn we were about to start the usual political maneuvering that came with being a member of nobility.


  “I couldn’t go on with life if my daughter hates me any more than she already does…er, forget I said that. If House Hamilton’s territory was overcome by monsters, our territory would suffer as well. Worry not,” Reinhard answered with a proud smile.


  “Thank you very much. Also, there is something I want to show you.”


  I was pretty sure the first part of what he said was an important motivator, but I nonetheless offered him words of gratitude and presented him with the cursed blade.


  “This is…”


  I was able to acquire House Bloody’s aid much easier than expected, but I still wanted to put myself in their good graces; and more importantly, in the game, Aigis was desperate to get this sword back.


  And she was the one who came to help me in my time of need.


  Even if she didn’t know or understand any of that now, I still wanted to get it back to her.


  “Dáinsleif…one of the cursed blades passed down through House Bloody. I got this back from Versago.”


  “Indeed, this feeling…this is the same sword that accompanied me across many a battlefield. When I handed this over to the cultist, I assumed I would never get it back.”


  Reinhard took Dáinsleif from me and drew it from its scabbard, gazing at it nostalgically. Then he sheathed it and handed it back to me.


  “Thank you, Weiss, but this is yours now.”


  “But, sir…”


  “You earned this through your victory. Worry not. Plus, I am long past my golden age. You are on the path to becoming a hero, so I think this sword would be better served in your possession.”


  Reinhard gently caressed Dáinsleif once more, then smiled and handed it over to me, to my utter confusion.


  “Come with me. You have stopped the cultists’ invasion twice over. Would you let me thank you personally?” he said with a kind voice as he rose to his feet.


  “Father…you mean…?” Aigis said while wearing her surprise openly.


  Reinhard smiled at her.


  “This is incredible.”


  “I do not know much about weapons, but even I can tell…these are all excellent blades.”


  Lining the walls were pieces of armor, swords, and spears, and each of them practically sparkling and overflowing with powerful magic. Out of curiosity, I touched one of the swords.


   


  Cursed Blade Eternal Force Blizzard


  Effect: Instantly freezes the air around a target, killing them in the process. However, it consumes such a large amount of magic energy that it also kills the wielder.


   


  What the hell? This thing is crazy powerful, but talk about gnarly side effects…


  I gently returned the cursed blade to its position.


  “Ha ha ha. My hobbies are watching my children grow up and collecting all sorts of rare weapons, you see. I love seeing people like you two react to my collection. My wife thinks these take up too much space, so she wants me to sell them.”


  After our initial conversation, Reinhard had taken us to his treasure vault. 


  It was true that the sword I just checked was difficult to use, but…


  When I glanced around the room, I found several items I remembered from the game. Maybe they were here to begin with but ended up on the market further down the line. What did he even use these for? Surely not just to brag…right?


  “Weiss, you’ve been performing all sorts of wonderful feats as of late. You located a Divine Spring, made your territory safer, developed it, and even won a war. There are other members of nobility with their eyes on you now. But that also means you have enemies as well. That’s why…I was thinking of giving you the power to protect your master, Rosalia. I want you to select one of the weapons here for yourself.”


  “Wait, me? I couldn’t possibly do that. I mean, these are all incredibly valuable pieces.”


  I could understand why Rosalia was so shocked. Magic armaments were very hard to come by. Hell, in the game, you only ever got one from events or enemy drops.


  For some reason, Reinhard wore a self-deprecating smile on his face.


  “I have all these weapons, but only two hands. I want the two of you to use my treasures to become stronger. So that you can protect yourselves when I can’t come to your aid because of my authority.”


  I understood from his expression that this was Reinhard’s way of apologizing to us—for not being able to help the people who saved his beloved wife in their time of need.


  “I am a nobleman as well. I understand your anguish, Lord Reinhard.”


  “I’m happy to hear you say that, but I need to do this. And Aigis is truly fond of you too…that’s why this may be selfish of me, but I want you to protect her.”


  Reinhard was implying that wars like the previous one would happen again. Despite the overwhelming power he possessed, he couldn’t help us. That’s why he was quietly telling us to gain the strength to protect ourselves.


  “Rosalia…”


  “I understand. Lord Reinhard, I shall accept your kindness. And Lord Weiss, I would appreciate it if you offered me some advice.”


  “Yeah, no problem. I’ll pick out something perfect for you.”


  “Heh, take whatever you like. I hope it serves you well,” Reinhard said, then proceeded to explain every armament we picked up.


  Not only did he tell us what effects they possessed, he also shared some of his own personal stories about their acquisition. It was a lot of fun.


  This really did feel like a treasure vault. If this had been that golden-armored king from Babylonia, he would have lost his mind at our mere presence. Reinhard, meanwhile, was willing to part ways with an armament. Talk about generosity.


  In the end, Rosalia and I talked things over and made our decision.


  Having acquired a brand-new weapon, we immediately made our way to our next battlefield. The monsters were already on the verge of spilling out of the nests, so we needed to be quick and decisive.


  Now, the forest was somewhat boisterous, even though it should have been quiet. On the way here, we ended up in combat with several groups of monsters.


  “About the distribution of our forces in the nests…are you sure this is all right? You have already crushed a monster nest. I couldn’t possibly ask you to handle two more…”


  “Please, it’s nothing. This gives me a chance to display my men’s strength. Mine as well. More importantly…Aigis is in your hands.” Reinhard nodded powerfully in response to my apologetic words, then returned Dáinsleif to me. 


  There were five monster nests in total. Reinhard used Dáinsleif to destroy one in the name of showing me “how it’s done.”


  And he did it in a single strike. When he swung the cursed blade, the entire nest—monsters included—was annihilated, leaving only a crater in its wake. His attack was on a completely different level from Versago’s or even Aigis’s in the game. It was seriously nuts. Basically, it was a MAP weapon.


  I briefly considered having him handle the rest of the nests, but some of the caves were far away. Others were near villages and towns. Wielding that kind of power would cause all sorts of problems.


  “So that’s how powerful Dáinsleif actually is… Am I ever going to be able to wield that power properly?”


  And so the cursed blade returned to my hands. It was kind of scary, to be honest.


  “Fear not. It isn’t as though I could freely wield it at first either. When you unsheathe Dáinsleif, you will be overcome by negative emotions. And when that happens, you need to remember the people important to you. If you do that, you will be able to overcome Dáinsleif’s magical energy. Just as an example, I typically recall my first date with Mariabelle…”


  Crap, he was going to go on forever if I didn’t stop him.


  Anyhow, the people important to me, huh? In that case, I wouldn’t have any issues. I had Rosalia, Aigis, Astesia, White, and even that Nyarl guy.


  I aimed to cut off Reinhard before he could talk for too long.


  “I understand. I promise to master this sword and protect my territory, Aigis, and everyone else.”


  “Heh, I’m glad to hear you say that. Not to change the subject, but I am astounded by your intel gathering abilities. It is incredible that you located the monster nests and their potential power so accurately. If you hadn’t, even Dáinsleif’s Inferno Flames wouldn’t have been enough to put an end to this,” Reinhard laughed contently in response to my words. 


  Huh, so that’s what that move is called. 


  For some reason, the super long spell chant and the way he swung the sword reminded me of Darkness.


  The reason I knew about the nest locations and their potential strength was because of my game knowledge. That said, I did regularly hire adventurers to report back on the situation and make sure there were no irregularities. Nonetheless, it felt good to have someone as powerful as Reinhard compliment me for my efforts.


  “Yeah! Weiss is awesome! More importantly, it looks like the monsters are on the move!”


  “That’s earlier than I anticipated…”


  “Ooh, Aigis! Did you see your old man’s cool moves?!”


  Aigis had come over while Reinhard and I were discussing things. Usually this was Rosalia’s job, but she must have been showing consideration for Reinhard. He looked at his daughter and very clearly got excited.


  “Yes, you were incredible, Father.”


  “Hee hee. Right? Your dad’s awesome! Weiss, I leave this to you. These monsters should pose no threat to you. Um, Aigis…? Would you care to see your dad in action up close and…”


  “Good luck, Father! I’ll be supporting Weiss!”


  “Ah, right. I see she’s finally leaving the nest…”


  “Um, I’ll be borrowing your daughter…”


  “Yes, that’s fine. I’m just going to relieve my stress by getting rid of some monsters, so don’t mind me.”


  I felt bad for Reinhard, who was clearly disheartened.


  Our military meeting ended.


  After parting ways with Reinhard, we—the usual suspects and the troops we selected—made our way toward one of the villages near a monster nest. I oversaw handling two nests, one of which was full of goblins and kobolds. They were large in number but generally weak. I was leaving Kaiser and his men in charge of that nest. Despite this being our second big battle in a row, troop morale was high since they were fighting to protect their homeland. I was incredibly grateful to them. Angela and Rozen were with them as well, so I wasn’t particularly worried.


  “All right, guys. Let’s do this.”


  “Keeeeew! ♪” White chirped energetically, and everyone else nodded.


  Rosalia, Astesia, White, and Aigis—cursed blade in hand—were with me, as well as Firis and Scarlet.


  This particular cave was occupied by lizardmen, lamia, and low-level dragons called wyverns. They were all powerful monsters but fewer in number, so it would be easier for us as a small group of elite fighters. Also, the lizard king boss that dwelled here could have its scales modified into powerful armor.


  I might be able to get my hands on a top-tier piece of equipment.


  “Lord Weiss…they’re here.”


  With her words came arrows flying from out of the forest. The lizardmen had sprung a surprise attack. Was I going to be able to deflect all of them? Before I could find out, Rosalia leapt onto the roof of the carriage and held up her spear.


  “Lord Weiss…I shall protect everyone with the power Lord Reinhard bestowed upon me!”


  An invisible barrier appeared around her, deflecting the arrows. This was the work of the Divine Spear Palas, the new power that Rosalia acquired. Normally, you got this weapon toward the end of the game; in other words, it was incredibly high spec.


  “Whoa, awesome! You’re like a guardian deity!”


  “But of course. I am here to protect you, after all,” Rosalia said with a happy smile.


  “That spear is infused with magical energy…I wonder if she’ll let me analyze it.”


  “Master, have you already forgotten about the time you took apart the magic staff at the academy and had to pay for it with your bonus?”


  “Monsters, cultists, I don’t care! Might makes right!”


  Aigis’s single swing of her cursed blade was enough to cut the lizardmen into bits with its blades of wind. The battle was already over.


  “This is bad…everyone is so strong that I don’t have any support to provide…”


  “Kew…”


  Astesia was disheartened seeing everyone annihilate the monsters, so White licked her cheek to cheer her up. I decided to console her later.


  We eventually cut a path to the village while taking down lizardmen with Rosalia’s barrier and Aigis’s and the others’ attacks. We passed through the wooden fence—destroyed from the outside by something with humongous strength—only to hear screams of terror and angry yelling coming from within.


  On the surface, adventurers were fighting off lizardmen and lamia while wyverns circled in the sky, occasionally descending rapidly to attack.


  I was relieved that I provided money to hire security for the villages near monster nests.


  I called out to one of the adventurers who had just cut down a lizardman. 


  “Is everything here under control? What’s the status of the village?”


  “Oh, reinforcements? Thank goodness…wait, you’re a nobleman? Urgh…”


  The adventurer turned to face me; as soon as he caught sight of my armor, his mood soured. Adventurers believed in meritocracy, which was why they weren’t particularly fond of nobility. That explained his less than positive reaction to me. That said, it was true that they were the ones protecting the village. The time to display our own strength would come later. For now, I needed to know what was going on.


  “First, you have my gratitude for protecting this village. Are the villagers okay?”


  “Yeah, everyone’s been evacuated to the church. Look, man, I get that you want to show off to your ladies and all, but I think that’s a bad idea. These monsters are damn strong. If you’re going to flee, take the women and children with you, please.”


  The man’s attitude softened a bit after I praised him.


  I see… Since I had a bunch of women with me, he thought I was some stupid nobleman trying to show off to the ladies. Unfortunately for him, these women didn’t need protection. I had to correct his misunderstanding.


  “I see. Well, you appear to be under a bit of a misunderstanding. Aigis, could you tell me what we should do at a time like this?”


  Aigis had been glaring at the adventurer this whole time, but she must have figured out what I was getting at, considering the ferocious smile that crossed her lips; she looked like a ravenous dog.


  “Isn’t it obvious? We use might! Might makes right!”


  “Huh?”


  Aigis produced blades of wind from her cursed weapon, cutting the lizardmen in the area into pieces and making the adventurer yelp in shock. Things ended in an instant.


  “Incorrect! It’s magic that solves everything! Let’s do this, Firis!”


  “Yes, Master!”


  “Huuuuuuuh?!”


  This time, Scarlet and Firis fired spells off into the sky, obliterating the wyverns and further stunning the adventurer. Man, my little sister was something else. Her master too.


  “Wh-who in the heck are you people…?” the adventurer asked, stunned.


  “My name is Weiss Hamilton, head of House Hamilton. Do you understand now that we didn’t come here to play?” I answered proudly.


   


  ***


   


  “Jessica…please, leave me and run…”


  “I refuse! I can’t leave you behind, Mom.”


  “I’m so sorry…if only my leg was working, we could have run away with everyone else…”


  I clung to my mom and fought back tears as she apologetically stroked her leg. If we made too much noise, the monsters would find us. I couldn’t even cry. Everyone had fled to the church, but I couldn’t possibly leave my mom here alone; her leg was injured. Right now, we were hiding in the closet.


  The adventurers were fighting to protect us, but there were too many monsters, and they just couldn’t seem to get the edge.


  “If I had known this would happen, we would’ve evacuated to the city like the lord said.”


  “It’s not like we could have just abandoned the village our ancestors cultivated. Plus, that Weiss guy is apparently no good…” Mom said.


  But I wasn’t so sure. It was true that Lord Weiss was the man who suddenly raised our taxes and made life difficult for us, but after that, he sent a letter of apology to our village chief and lowered the taxes. He even spent money to hire adventurers from the guild to protect us.


  “Is Lord Weiss really all that bad?”


  Who was the real Lord Weiss? Being in a village in the middle of nowhere meant we didn’t get much in the way of information about the rest of the region. If I could meet him, maybe I’d be able to form a proper opinion—but a big-shot lord would never come to a place like this.


  “Shaaa, shaaa!”


  “Shaaa?”


  The monsters’ voices grew closer, causing Mom and me to hold one another while quivering in fear. 


  Please don’t come here. Please don’t come here, I prayed to Zeus.


  But fate was unkind. I heard the door crash open as the lizardmen entered the room. They seemed upset for some reason.


  If I’d known things would turn out like this, I would have learned self-defense from the adventurers instead of acting like a bard just because people told me I was a talented singer.


  “Eek…”


  As their footsteps drew closer, all we could do was cry out in fear in one another’s arms. Suddenly, the closet door was ripped open, and a lizardman stared at us with its cold eyes.


  Ah, if this was one of my beloved heroic tales, this would be when the hero gallantly arrives to save the day…


  I watched as the lizardman swung its sword and closed my eyes. But the pain never came.


  What…? Were these creatures planning on torturing us before eventually killing us? 


  I fearfully opened my eyes and found that the lizardman was being restrained by a shadow hand. A young man appeared and cut the beast’s throat, spraying blood all over and killing it.


  “Are you okay? It’s too dangerous to stay here.”


  “I-I’m fine…but my mom, she…”


  “Her legs are hurt? Astesia, can you heal her for me? Aigis, do you mind accompanying them to the church?”


  The young man who saved me issued commands to his compatriots. Before the red-haired girl could take us with her, I asked him a question.


  “Thank you so much for saving us. Might I have your name?”


  “Certainly. I am Weiss Hamilton. I underestimated the monsters. I never thought they’d appear this early,” he said apologetically.


  He was Weiss, the lord of our territory. And he was just like the heroes of my favorite stories.


   


  ***


   


  After hearing the full breadth of the situation from the adventurer, I issued orders to my team. According to him, a group of monsters appeared and attacked the village, so they evacuated the villagers to the church and split off into groups to fight back against the creatures.


  “We’re going to look for any villagers who didn’t get away in time and also hunt down any monsters we come across. Lady Scarlet, I apologize, but can you protect the church?”


  “But of course. It is my duty as one of the Twelve Apostles to protect the citizens of this nation.”


  “Thank you very much. Firis, you’re coming with me.”


  “Brother…?”


  I smiled at my confused little sister and patted her on the head. Her hair was soft to the touch.


  “Didn’t I tell you I’d show you how awesome your big bro is? Oh, and I want you to show me how awesome you are too.”


  “Of course!” she responded energetically.


  And so I and the usual suspects—plus Firis—went on to take down monster after monster. The lizardmen, wyverns, and lamia were all powerful creatures, but we managed to put them down swiftly while saving the villagers.


  At this point, we’re more powerful than the hero’s party…


  The aerial wyverns were dispatched by Firis’s magic and Aigis’s cursed blade attacks while Rosalia protected all of us and Astesia was on healing and buffing duty. I used my dark magic to take the monsters off guard. 


  This was our strongest possible fighting formation.


  The adventurers, who at first looked at us quizzically, were now shooting us gazes filled with respect. I honestly had a few thoughts about how quickly they were won over, but at the end of the day, theirs was a world based on meritocracy. Like Aigis said, might made right.


  “I think we should be all right.”


  Having defeated nearly all the monsters and saved the villagers being attacked in their home, the rest of us waited for Aigis, Astesia, and White to return from the village while keeping an eye on our surroundings.


  “Indeed. Brother, you were quite dashing when you saved that girl earlier.”


  “Ha ha, you’re gonna make me blush, Firis…”


  I was surprised by how easily I was able to accept Firis’s praise. Amid the peaceful atmosphere between us, Rosalia shot a sharp gaze in the direction that the monsters had come from.


  “Lord Weiss, Lady Firis, do not let your guards down. A powerful enemy is approaching.”


  We heard a scream from the direction she was looking in, and five to six adventurers came running over. One of them was about thirty years old, and after seeing Rosalia, her eyes widened and she approached us.


  “What are you doing here, Rosalia?! Aren’t you supposed to be protecting the lord?”


  “Long time no see, Gerbera. More importantly, what’s going on? I can’t see an experienced adventurer like you simply running away…”


  The woman named Gerbera frantically pointed in the direction she came from.


  “We’re not fleeing. We’re reorganizing. The lizard king has appeared. But he’s no ordinary lizard king. Our spells and swords had no effect on the damn thing.”


  Gerbera looked off, frustration in her eyes.


  “It’s that powerful…?”


  “Yeah. None of our attacks got through. I heard a super powerful mage is at the church, so we have no choice but to ask them for help. You guys should hurry and evacuate,” she said before running off in the direction of the church.


  “When I was still an adventurer, she was my senior,” Rosalia said. “Unlike Angela and me, she’s still working, so I asked her to protect the village. She’s a sore loser, so the fact that she chose to flee means this lizard king is not ordinary.”


  “Are you telling me the boss of the group is here? Normally, it should stay in the dungeon. Something’s changed again…”


  I found myself bewildered by the differences between the game and real life. The timing here was all off, so I concluded that, at this point, I’d be better off just using my game knowledge as reference and not some guiding light.


  According to Gerbera’s description, this was the same boss as the one in the game. If I remembered correctly, its rainbow-colored scales made it far more resistant to magic than the usual lizardmen.


  However, its body wasn’t completely covered by said scales. Plus, it was doubtful they’d hold up against my King-rank magic. A few blasts and it’d go down. Even if bringing the beast down alone proved difficult, Scarlet and I would be able to handle it together.


  “Brother, what shall we do? We could always retreat to the church and face the beast there? We’d be able to meet up with Master as well.”


  “Yeah, good call. Let’s retreat for now and—”


  “Help! I don’t wanna die here!”


  Just as Firis and I were discussing our next move, we heard someone screaming from the direction Gerbera came from. 


  Someone didn’t get away in time?!


  It was the adventurer we met at the entrance to the village, only he was dragging his foot.


  Is he injured?


  “Lord Weiss, what should we do?!”


  “Isn’t it obvious? There’s no way we can leave someone to die when they fought to protect this village!”


  “Hee hee. You’re so cool, Brother. And of course, I shall accompany you.”


  Both Rosalia and Firis nodded proudly. This was all a little embarrassing, but now wasn’t the time to be thinking about that.


  I would have preferred to have Aigis here as well, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.


  “You guys are the ones who—”


  “Heh, I hope you’ve come to realize that there are some nobility out there with a spine. But man, that thing really is the dungeon boss…”


  “It’s a rare species.”


  “I’ve never seen one before. I heard from my master that they’re stronger than the regular ones.”


  We stepped in front of the injured adventurer and faced off with the boss. It was indeed no ordinary lizardman; the creature was covered in rainbow-colored scales, and its body was multiple times larger than the average lizardman. Despite that, it was clear at first sight that it was because of an abundance of muscle, rather than fat. It gripped a massive sword in its hand, and there were chunks of bloody meat stuck to it, likely from the crushed bodies of adventurers.


  In-game, it was called the “Rainbow Lizard King,” and it could have very well been stronger than one of the Twelve Apostles of Hades.


  “Magic isn’t going to have much of an effect on this thing. And ice magic also won’t really work, even though regular lizardmen are weak against it, so be careful!”


  It was a rare species whose scales changed colors after being forced to endure both hot and cold across different environments.


  Normal lizardmen were weak against ice, but the king was an exception. It made life a pain for the game’s protagonist. 


  Exactly, the protagonist. But I’m not him. I’m Weiss Hamilton.


  “Don’t worry. We can take him,” I said, encouraging the two girls who were clearly anxious in the face of such a powerful enemy. Despite being in the middle of the battlefield, both girls smiled and nodded.


  “I knew you would say that, Lord Weiss.”


  “Brother, let’s show him the true power of House Hamilton.”


  “You guys are seriously gonna try and fight this thing?!”


  Except for one person, everyone present replied with strength in their voices. 


  No, but seriously. Could this guy just hurry up and get out of here?


  “Rosalia, make an opening for us! Firis, support her with your magic! Elemental magic doesn’t really work on it, so don’t worry about bringing it down. Just make an opening for me, and I’ll handle it!”


  “Understood. Oh, ice! Restrain my foe!”


  Rosalia immediately bound the lizard king’s legs with her ice magic, then pounced on him with her spear—but he destroyed his bindings like they were nothing.


  It was all Rosalia could do to parry his massive sword.


  “Oh, phoenix! Incinerate thy foes!”


  Firis unleashed her fire magic, the very same High-rank spell that Scarlet used. My little sister could already use two different types of High-rank magic. The bird of flames coiled itself around the lizard king, who in turn batted it away like it was a fly.


  They couldn’t give me a decisive opening. If I just had the chance, I could use my King-rank magic to strike at its eyes or mouth, areas not shielded by scales. 


  We’re getting nowhere… Would I be better off firing Dáinsleif at this point?


  While I thought about what to do next, Rosalia used her spear to parry the king’s massive sword while shooting ice magic. She was focusing on its legs, but I wasn’t sure the magic served a point, given its ineffectiveness.


  “Lord Weiss, it’s almost time!”


  Time for what…? But she could have only been referring to one thing.


  I put my full trust in her and began to cast my King-rank magic.


  “Hiiiiisss?!”


  When Rosalia’s magic once again bound itself to the lizard king’s legs, I noticed some of its scales begin to crack, causing the beast to cry out in pain. The once-impenetrable armor was incapable of enduring the difference in temperature between Firis’s flames and Rosalia’s ice!


  “Hee hee. It doesn’t matter how tough your scales are in the face of rapidly changing temperatures. Just like the armored monsters I fought in the past.”


  “Metal fatigue!”


  I’d heard in science class that this could happen to metal, and apparently that was what happened to these scales too. Rosalia must’ve learned this from her adventuring days.


  “Heed my call, oh sword that rules over the everlasting darkness that protects the princess! Wield your strength!”


  I used this opening to summon my humanoid shadow, which then turned part of its body into something resembling an obi, then drilled through the lizard king’s eye. Dark King-rank magic had a small target range, but once it made contact, it did incredible damage.


  The lizard king cried out as the princess of the underworld drained its life force.


  “Did you beat him?!”


  That damn adventurer just had to go and say that. I mean, yes, we did beat him…but I’d still have preferred if this guy didn’t trigger any bad flags for us.


  “Lord Weiss, be careful! We’re not done yet!”


  Creepy tentacle-like things appeared all over the lizard king’s body, even though it should’ve had its life force drained. 


  What the hell are those? I’ve never seen those in the game! Man, he did trigger a flag!


  “Well, that is certainly unsettling. Even when I was an adventurer, I never saw anything like this…”


  I watched in shock as an incredible number of tentacles emerged from the lizard king’s stomach. What the hell was going on? I had fought this monster in-game, but this never happened before. And these tentacles weren’t even monsters from the game.


  The tentacles targeted the closest of us—Rosalia.


  “Urgh, how dare they. Lord Weiss, leave this to me and get out of here!”


  “Rosalia, don’t!”


  “Like hell I’m leaving you behind!”


  Given the range, there was no way I could discharge Dáinsleif; Rosalia was too close to the tentacles, and she didn’t have the leeway to put up her barrier. 


  What can I do? Dark magic, maybe? No, I just cast King-rank magic… The mental fatigue on me was already too high.


  But then blades of wind cut into the tentacles—it was Firis’s wind magic. Rosalia was freed from their grip and immediately retreated to us. 


  “Thank you, Lady Firis. You saved me.”


  “Rosalia, get out of here while you can! Brother, do you have a plan…? No way…”


  I could understand why she was speechless. The chopped-up tentacles began to regenerate from their stumps with incredible speed before once again targeting Rosalia. It was both repulsive and sinister to look at.


  In the meantime, I dashed out to put myself between the enemy and Rosalia. I wasn’t going to let these bastards do tentacle play with her!


  “Lord Weiss, it’s dangerous! You mustn’t…”


  “There’s no way in hell I’m abandoning you! You’re my maid. You’re not allowed to just quit! Get the hell out of here, you goddamn tentacle bastards!”


  Just as the regenerated tentacles were about to attack Rosalia and me, they stopped in their tracks and changed course.


  What the…? It was almost as if they were doing exactly what I said.


  “Oh, ice! Restrain my foes!”


  As the thought crossed my mind, Rosalia didn’t miss her chance to strike, freezing the tentacles with her magic. 


  This was it. I got Rosalia out of the way and raised Dáinsleif.


  I found myself overcome by an intense killing intent. “Kill, kill…kill the woman who made a fool of you,” whispered the voice filled with malice. I felt the desire to kill every living thing begin to grow within me. This evil urge specifically directed me against my little sister, who took me for a fool…


  No, that was wrong. Why was I even wielding this sword…?


  “Lord Weiss…”


  I was about to be completely taken over by the cursed blade, but Rosalia’s warmth and her concerned voice brought me back from the brink. She was supporting me from behind, as though she were watching over me.


  Right. I’m Weiss Hamilton, and I ain’t going to lose against this cursed blade! Remember what Reinhard said!


  Rosalia’s face, Aigis’s face…Astesia’s, Firis’s, Kaiser’s, and I guessed Nyarl’s as well, all of their faces came to mind.


  “Dáinsleif, you follow my orders! Burn our enemies to a crisp!”


  “Barrier!”


  As soon as I swung Dáinsleif, it produced a blinding beam of light that reduced the former lizard king to ash. Its scales probably would have been able to hold up against this attack, but when the tentacles burst out of its body, it tore holes in it that left it vulnerable. As the final nail in the coffin, Rosalia cast her barrier around the lizard king.


  This in turn created a sealed space where the explosion of intense heat could roast the tentacles. It was truly over this time. 


  But still, no flag-raising comments this time, please?


  I looked toward the adventurer and discovered he was unconscious.


  When the smoke cleared, all that was left were the rainbow-colored scales and the burnt remains of the tentacles.


  “Incredible, Lord Weiss! It’s incredible that you’ve mastered both magic and your cursed blade!”


  “I can’t believe you beat such a powerful foe! You were awesome, Brother!”


  After defeating the boss, I returned the sword to its scabbard and finally took a breath. Rosalia strengthened her grip around me, and Firis ran over to us. I could sense that there were far fewer monsters nearby now.


  “Lord Reinhard said that those with weak hearts would be overwhelmed by Dáinsleif, but you resisted its pull. Incredible!” Rosalia said proudly.


  Firis had the same look on her face as well, but they were wrong. The reason I overcame Dáinsleif was because of Rosalia and everyone else supporting me. 


  But…Rosalia aside, it was still a little embarrassing to directly express my gratitude to Firis.


  “I’m Weiss, you know. This cursed blade is going to curse the day it tried to get the better of me!”


  “…Um, wow. That’s really…funny…”


  “I am sorry, Lord Weiss. I am not smart enough to understand how funny your joke is…”


  Argh! I made them take pity on me! If I knew things were going to turn out like this, I would’ve just expressed my earnest gratitude.


  As I regretted my words and deeds, Aigis and the others came over. Astesia was there, of course, and Scarlet as well. Apparently, they’d annihilated the rest of the monsters.


  “You okay, Weiss? I heard the boss showed up, so I rushed over! I’ll kill it in one go with my cursed blade!”


  “Oh, my. Were we too late…? But I’m glad you’re okay. Let me heal you, just in case.”


  “Keew, kew! ♪”


  “All that’s left is to take out the nest.”


  Now that we were all together, we returned to the carriage and made our way to the monster nest. Oh, and we didn’t forget to collect the rainbow scales, of course. They were excellent materials.


   


  ***


   


  The monsters must have focused their attack on the village, as we barely ran into any trouble on the way to the nest. We reached our destination so easily that it kind of took me out of it.


  It was a dungeon-like cave that ran deep underground, and we could hear the hisses of the lizardmen and lamia lurking within, almost like it was the entrance to hell or something.


  “The boss is dead, but this is still a monster nest. There’s trouble waiting for us in there, so stay sharp.”


  Rosalia and the others nodded, but Scarlet raised a hand, a puzzled look on her face.


  “Hey, are there any humans being held hostage inside? Or perhaps a reason why we must go in…?”


  “No. Lizardmen don’t take human hostages, so I do not believe we need to be concerned with that. Otherwise, I’m sure they have treasures and such that they’ve hidden away, but I doubt any of it is worth all that much.”


  “Then there’s no reason for us to go in? All right. We just have to kill everything, yes? Would you mind leaving this to us, then?”


  “Er, sure, I guess.”


  “Master, don’t tell me we’re doing that?”


  Her master nodded, prompting Firis to look put off. What were they gonna do?


  Scarlet then held Firis’s hand and began to cast a spell.


  This was…King-rank magic!


  “Keep up, Firis! Oh, flame emperor. Bestow upon us your heavenly flames. Provide us with the primordial fire to burn away all the enemies before us!”


  “Yes, Master. Oh, phoenix! Incinerate thy foes!”


  Scarlet’s flames took a humanoid form, while Firis’s was a phoenix. 


  Damn…my little sister is able to use High-rank fire magic even though we are way ahead of when the game started…


  But that wasn’t the only thing that surprised me: The two different kinds of fire magic fused together to become a sphere of flames.


  “What in the…? No, wait!”


  “Hee hee. Time to show you the true power of the Witch of Purgatory. The Flames of Beginning burn away all impurities, and the phoenix doesn’t vanish until it has incinerated its foes. Watch carefully, Weiss! This is union magic!”


  The sphere of fire entered the cave and proceeded inward with incredible speed.


  Union magic…incredible. I wonder if I can use Frizz Cracker… I thought as flames exploded from out of the cave alongside a loud boom.


  “Whoa, that was dangerous!”


  “I’ll put up a barrier! Please step back!”


  “This is crazy…are all of the Twelve Apostles like this?”


  “This is magic…? It’s as powerful as Father’s cursed blades…”


  “You’re awesome, Master!”


  I quickly dodged out of the way of the fire. If Rosalia’s barrier hadn’t reflected the blast, we would’ve been caught in the explosion.


  I looked over and saw the cave collapse in on itself. I mean, I’d thought about this sort of thing while reading manga, but I never thought it was possible. It certainly wasn’t in the game.


  Scarlet started cackling when I looked at her.


  “I told you, didn’t I? Magic makes right! Magic solves everything! Not might!”


  “Grrr…”


  Aigis puffed out her cheeks in frustration. The twenty-year-old Apostle sure was immature for her age…


  Wait, isn’t magic also just a form of might? 


  Either way, we managed to avoid the stampede.


  We obliterated the monster nests—quite literally—and returned to the village, where all that was left was to enjoy the party that the villagers were throwing for us in gratitude for our actions.


  We evacuated the injured to the church and celebrated in the single tavern that was still in one piece. Astesia retired early with White, saying she was exhausted, but everyone else participated.


  The only problem was that I was having trouble joining groups. I was never a social butterfly to begin with, and to make matters worse, the adventurers and villagers had already formed their own little groups. As soon as the one guy we ran into upon entering the village saw me, he turned tail, and the girl I saved stared at me, turned bright red for some reason, and went elsewhere.


  I was a legit wallflower.


  Why didn’t I just drink with the usual suspects, you ask? Well, Rosalia was happily chatting with some of her old adventurer pals, and Scarlet was drunk and harassing Firis over how to be honest with the person she was in love with. The latter looked like a pain, so I opted not to get involved.


  What really came as a surprise was how well Aigis was getting on with the female adventurers. They earnestly praised her cursed blade and her sword skills, and I imagine their lack of self-interest came through to her.


  Maybe I should’ve left like Astesia did…


  “Are you enjoying yourself, Lord Weiss? How about some wine?”


  Rosalia came over, maybe out of consideration for me, since I was all on my own. 


  Booze, eh…? Since I was a former alcoholic, I was hesitant to drink; but now that I had Astesia’s various medicines, I’d be fine.


  “Are you not fond of these kinds of get-togethers?”


  “Nah, that’s not it…it’s just, I struggle with finding a group to hop into.”


  “Then drink with me. Hee hee. What an odd sensation. You’ve stopped drinking at the manor, so I’m glad we get to do this together.”


  Rosalia placed a glass in front of me, then poured some wine into it. Where’d she get the bottle from?


  The scent of grapes put me at ease.


  “Let’s toast.”


  “Yeah.”


  I was unfamiliar with wine, but it had a surprisingly moderate tartness to it that I quite enjoyed. I turned to Rosalia, who was smiling brightly next to me.


  “Don’t you have friends here? You really don’t have to waste all your attention on me.”


  “Don’t say that. I want to be here with you. Or is that a problem?”


  “Of course not. But you know, I’m surprised by how normal most of the adventurers are. I thought they’d be way weirder.”


  The adventurers who protected the village were having a good time and getting on well with the villagers. I could hear them challenging each other to drinking contests and the like.


  “Of course. Lord Weiss, what did you think adventurers were like…?”


  “Well, you know…outlaws or something?”


  “I see…so like that character you played before?”


  “Please forget that. Meg tricked me…”


  My face turned red when Rosalia brought up our little adventure to save Astesia. When I complained to Meg about it later, she laughed at me while saying, “Wait, you really did it?” Talk about unfair.


  “Well, I enjoyed that version of you. It was refreshing,” Rosalia teased me with a smile.


  “You big meanie…”


  It was rare for her to act that way with me. Her face was a bit flushed, so maybe she was a little drunk. Honestly, she gave off a different impression from her usual formal behavior, and it was refreshing and adorable.


  Someone called out to us.


  “Heeey now, what’s the star of today’s party doin’, bein’ all shy? C’mon, drink with me! Raise your cups into the air!”


  “Gosh, Gerbera…you’re being rude in front of Lord Weiss.”


  She was the adventurer we crossed paths with on the way to the lizard king, and one of Rosalia’s old adventurer pals. She guffawed while holding a wine bottle in one of her hands.


  “Ha ha ha! Please, who cares about manners at a time like this? Right, milord?”


  “Yeah. We’re not back at the manor, and this is our victory party. You don’t have to worry about status or anything. You know what…I’ll have some as well.”


  “Lord Weiss, please don’t push yourself too hard.”


  I downed the wine in my cup and thrust it out toward Gerbera, who poured more into it, to the point that it overflowed. Just when I was thinking about how excitable she was, Gerbera poured wine into Rosalia’s cup and proceeded to drink straight from the bottle.


  When she came over to us, the bottle was partially empty. Was this an indirect kiss of sorts…? I took a sip of my cup, realizing I was the only one who paid any mind to that possibility.


  “You’re quite the young man, y’know? Nothing like the rumors I heard. You took down the lizard king when we couldn’t, right? I heard you stood your ground and even used King-rank magic on it… Man, there ain’t many adventurers with guts like that! Robert was crazy excited when he told us about how awesome you were,” she said, laughing heartily and pointing at the adventurer we first ran into in the village.


  So his name is Robert… Rumors, eh? I guess it made sense that my reputation in the middle-of-nowhere villages was still awful. Unlike my previous world, there were no TVs here. Information traveled slowly.


  “But of course! Lord Weiss is incredible.”


  “He must be if you of all people are so head over heels for him. You used to hate guys, after all, so he must really be quite the guy.”


  “Wait, she used to hate men? What was she like when she was an adventurer?”


  The way Gerbera described Rosalia was so different from the young woman I knew—always so kind and willing to support me in my endeavors. I couldn’t help but ask for more information.


  And quite frankly, I knew pretty much nothing about Rosalia’s adventurer days. There was no info about that stuff in the game either.


  I waited for more information with great interest, and while Rosalia objected in a panic, Gerbera grinned.


  “Gerbera…if you say anything out of line, I’m going to get angry, okay?”


  “Aw, c’mon. Look, she only partied up with girls. Not only were there no rumors about her and other guys, but she was also even proposed to by some nobleman she was protecting. And you know what she did? She turned him down real cold, saying she had no interest. So you can imagine my surprise when she went and became a maid. She must be fond of you. Hey, you’re with her all the time, right? If you’ve already gotten between the sheets with her, make sure you take responsibility, okay?”


  “Gosh…please stop. We don’t have that kind of relationship. Lord Weiss saved me in my time of need because he’s incredibly kind. That’s why I decided to serve him. It has nothing to do with what you’re blabbering about,” Rosalia said with a bright-red face clearly flustered.


  It was rare to see her like this, and Gerbera looked at her with an even more devilish grin.


  “Yeah, well, he is damn good with magic and a sword. Plus, he’s a nobleman! So you don’t got that kind of relationship with him, yeah? In that case, what say you, Weiss? Care to play with me? I’m fine with going to bed with strong guys.”


  “Er, um…”


  Gerbera jokingly leaned her body into mine. She was a muscular woman, but that in no way detracted from her feminine charms. If anything, she had a healthy beauty to her, and brushing up against her alluring skin made my heart skip a beat.


  I figured Rosalia would be all “Incredible, Lord Weiss. You’re so popular,” with a pained smile. But much to my surprise, that wasn’t what happened.


  “Get away from him!”


  “Whoa!”


  She shouted and pulled us apart, causing me to fall toward her. I felt a soft sensation against me as her scent wrapped itself around me, giving me peace of mind.


  “Rosalia…?”


  I was greeted with silence as I lifted myself up, surprised by how different she was acting. For her part, Rosalia also seemed confused as she gazed at me. She then looked down at the hand she used to pull me away, and her face turned bright red.


  “I apologize for my rudeness, Lord Weiss…I must be a bit drunk, so I’m going to go sober up. Gerbera, Lord Weiss is a kind man, but take care not to be rude to him.”


  “Huh? Hey, what’s up?”


  Rosalia hurriedly exited the tavern, her face still red. I was about to follow her, but Gerbera grabbed my arm.


  “Leave her be, lad. She’s finally noticed her true feelings. She’s probably got a lot on her mind right now, and she might act a little awkward—but please interact with her like you always do come tomorrow morning.”


  “What are you talking about…?”


  “Haaah…so you’re also dense, eh? Or are you pretending to not notice that you’re building a harem…? By the way, I was joking about taking you to bed. You’re certainly attractive, but I ain’t stupid enough to make an enemy out of the Murderous Ice Princess.” She laughed excitedly and left with her wine bottle in hand.


  What was Gerbera talking about? In the game, Weiss and Rosalia were master and maid, and while they shared a strong trust between them, they weren’t romantically entangled.


  But the way she acted earlier was just like a girl in love…


  “Argh, I’m too drunk to think about this right now.”


  I convinced myself that the reason my heart raced when I thought about Rosalia was because I was drunk—only to then find myself called over by Aigis.


  “Weiss, come over here! This girl’s going to sing a heroic tale. I’m sure you’ll love it!”


  Aigis approached me, all smiles, and dragged me over with incredible strength.


  Er, I haven’t agreed yet…and whoa, she is insanely strong! Okay, if you’ve got this much strength, maybe might does make right…


  In any event, Aigis dragged me to the group of female adventurers, then sat me down next to her like it was the most obvious thing to do.


  We were surrounding a girl who I guessed had been performing.


  “Come on, Jessica. I’ve brought a customer for you! Go ahead and sing. I’ll make sure to tip you.”


  “Huh? Wait, Lord Weiss…? You mean I must sing in front of him?! I only just wrote this song today!” the girl named Jessica cried out as she saw me and covered her own face.


  I stared at her, wondering why she knew who I was, then realized she was the girl I saved from the lizardmen in that house. Aigis had accompanied her to the church, which was when they probably became friends.


  In truth, my heart felt full seeing Aigis happily chat with the female adventurers and Jessica. In the game, she never smiled or laughed like this; she didn’t trust anyone. I was sure her mom being healthy had something to do with this, but maybe Aigis meshed well with adventurers since they believed in meritocracy. A far cry from the world of lies, flattery, and status that came with nobility.


  “So, what’s this about a heroic tale? What kind of story is it? I’d love to hear it.”


  “But…”


  Jessica seemed unsure of what to do, glancing at Aigis and the adventurers in the hope of getting some help, but for some reason, they were all grinning.


  “Go on, Jessica! Hurry up!”


  Aigis encouraged the girl, an innocent smile on her face. 


  Jessica let out a big sigh after seeing their reactions, gave up, and picked up her lute. She began to sing.


  She sang the tale of a corrupt lord. His parents passed away, and after inheriting the title of lord, nothing went his way. In spite of that, he never gave up, instead working alongside his trusty maid and eventually saving the daughter of a great noble house from the evil cult that was manipulating them. And as they spent their days together, they fell in love.


  Is it just me, or have I heard this story before? Wait a sec…


  “Over half of this is about me!”


  “Exactly. You’re awesome, but none of these people know about you! That’s why I had her write a song about you. If this gets popular, all your subjects are going to love you!” Aigis happily replied to my outburst.


  She was the daughter of a great noble house, so she must have heard all the good and bad things said about me, and it bothered her. She was right that the more this song spread, the more people would probably take an interest in me.


  There was just one thing that I was curious about.


  “Er, but according to this song, you and I are in a romantic relationship. Are you okay with that?”


  “I don’t really get why, but everyone said the story would be better this way. Apparently, heroic tales require heroines. Plus, I don’t mind if people misunderstand our relationship,” she answered, her face turning a dash red.


  The female adventurers were grinning as they watched over the younger girl warmly.


  Damn them. They’re intentionally trying to pair us off…


  That said, it was standard in these kinds of tales for the underdog nobleman to become romantically entangled with the daughter of a great house.


  “C’mon, milord. The young lady here has been going on and on about how awesome you are. She’s clearly fond of you.”


  “Yeah, yeah! Girls don’t just talk like that for no reason, so you gotta take responsibility. Hell, we can show you to a soundproof room at the inn if you want.”


  “Ladies, Aigis is still a child. Stop talking like that! Plus, she’s legit the daughter of a great noble house,” I sighed and complained at the adventurers who were teasing us.


  Aigis was still only thirteen. It was way too soon for her to be engaging in those kinds of things, and she was also a noblewoman. It was all well and good to have those kinds of fantasies in a heroic tale, but we needed to avoid any real-life rumors spreading around.


  “Gosh, stop treating me like a child, Weiss! I totally get what it means to be together with someone! You, um…sleep together, and when you kiss, you have a baby, right? That’s what Father told me!” Aigis interjected while pouting, prompting everyone around her to grin at her innocence.


  Reinhard! I get that the way of the sword is important and all, but you need to educate your daughter properly! She’s a noblewoman! Or is this totally normal for this world?


  In my confusion, I locked eyes with Jessica, who had finished her song. She bowed her head in apology.


  “Um…how was it? I can imagine it must be awkward to hear a song about yourself…”


  “Nah, it was great. It’s just…I think maybe it kind of overexaggerates my accomplishments. At this point, it really is more of a heroic tale. Anyone who sees the real thing is going to be disappointed.”


  “That’s not at all true!” Jessica protested, then continued.


  “When you saved me and my mom in our time of need, you really were just like the heroes from all the stories! That’s why I don’t want to hear anyone talking badly about you, Lord Weiss. I’ll never forget the smile you wore as you used your magic to take down the lizardmen…how kind you were to us. I’ll never forget it for as long as I live. You’re my hero!” Jessica spoke with strength and speed, and I couldn’t help but feel like she was a kindred spirit.


  The way she was talking was exactly the way I did when I was speaking about my faves. Which was why I decided to help her gain a deeper understanding of her (and my) fave.


  “I’m so sorry. I lost myself there for a moment…” Jessica said.


  “I don’t mind at all! I totally agree that Weiss is so amazing that he charmed you,” Aigis said. “But on a personal level, I’d prefer if you described his relationship with his maid in a more emotional way. For example, despite being hated by everyone in his territory, she continued to loyally stand by his side. They had a beautiful master and servant relationship.”


  “Well, this is unexpected…ah, but I’d love to hear more!”


  “Jessica, that’s not fair! I want to talk about Weiss too! He’s awesome, after all! Just the other day, he managed to beat someone wielding a cursed blade and…”


  And so our discussion about our faves began in earnest. The adventurers watched the three of us, exasperated. When I took a step back to think about this, I got embarrassed at the idea of excitedly talking about myself. But Aigis looked like she was having so much fun with Jessica, and the way the adventurers were teasing us made me feel warm and fuzzy.


  “Hey, Aigis. Do you enjoy being with people? Are you enjoying the party?”


  “Yes, it has been a blast! And I have you to thank for it. You keep teaching me about all kinds of fun things, and I look forward to learning even more!” Aigis answered with a big smile.


  Strangely enough, I felt certain that she would never again race across the battlefield, incapable of trusting in others. Not that I’d ever let that happen!


  “I see…I think I’ve had a little too much to drink. I’m going to get some air.”


  Satisfied with her response, I stood up and made my way outside. Aigis looked a little sad to see me leave, but the adventurers soon whispered something to her that made her turn bright red and pout. I was glad she was having a good time.


  The booze and seeing everyone enjoying themselves left me in a good mood. That said, the exhaustion from all that fighting was finally catching up to me. It was about time to get some shut-eye.


  “So, this is where you’ve been, Brother.”


  “Oh, hey, Firis. Having fun?”


  “I finally escaped my master. I can’t believe you didn’t save me.”


  Firis was glaring at me with narrowed eyes. Crap…did I stir the hornet’s nest? 


  Look, I really didn’t want to involve myself with Scarlet while she was drunk, okay? It seemed like a huge pain…


  “Since we’re both here and all, would you care to chat?”


  “Sure. I wanted to sober up anyway.”


  And so we went for a little stroll. The vibe between us was completely different from when we first reunited—it was super peaceful.


  “You really are something else, Brother. You didn’t have any time to prepare to inherit Father’s position after he died, but you’ve done an amazing job with our home. You led Kaiser and the others, defeated monsters…you’ve been so dashing. Which is why I can finally say this—I was worried, to tell the truth.”


  Of course she was, after hearing about what was going on from Meg. She knew that even if she did come back to try and say something to Weiss, he wouldn’t have listened.


  The fact that we could have this conversation now spoke to how much our relationship had changed. We were able to change, and as proof of that, there was none of that murkiness in my heart. I was able to accept Firis’s words as they were. 


  I was certain Weiss was able to get over things just as I had.


  “I’m sorry for making you so worried, Firis.”


  “Hee hee, I love it when you give me head pats,” Firis said with a happy smile as I gently caressed her soft hair.


  She had on a relaxed expression, different from the one she usually put on, and she was adorable. It must’ve been because I could now accept her words that I needed to do something.


  “Firis, back then…I’m sorry I yelled at you when you said you would pass on being the lord. I know this’ll sound like I’m making excuses, but I was at my breaking point, and I ended up saying some awful things to you.”


  “Brother…”


  More specifically, it was Weiss who said those things, not me. But it didn’t matter, since I said similar things to my own little sister. That was why I wanted to apologize to Firis myself, since I still could. This was little more than self-satisfaction, but even so…


  Firis looked at me with widened eyes, then proceeded to giggle.


  “Nope. I’m not forgiving you.”


  “Huh?”


  I was at a loss for words thanks to her unexpected response, but that made sense; I had been awful to her, after all. The face Firis made back then was one of someone who was genuinely hurt. She must have been so shocked that she couldn’t just forgive me.


  As I seriously pondered what to do, Firis smiled teasingly.


  “If you want me to forgive you, I demand more head pats. Gentle ones, okay?”


  “You’ve become quite the spoiled child, huh…?”


  “Hee hee. I’ve been holding back all these years, Brother. Plus…I wanted to apologize too. I shouldn’t have said what I did. I didn’t consider how you might have felt.”


  I was patting Firis’s lowered head, so I couldn’t see her face.


  She clearly regretted making Weiss upset. If they were able to apologize to each other like this, maybe the events of the game never would have happened. But here, now, we were able to talk things over. We’d be okay.


  I lifted my hand from her head and smiled jokingly.


  “Since we’ve both apologized, we’re good now. And if we fight again, let’s just talk to each other and work things out, okay? I’ll make sure to listen to what you have to say, so feel free to act more spoiled with me.”


  “Brother…yes, I will. On that note, may I act spoiled right now?”


  Firis nodded and looked at me with the gaze of someone who had thought something over for a long time. She then steeled her resolve and continued.


  “When…when I graduate from the academy, I want to try and become one of the Twelve Apostles. I probably won’t be coming back home for a while.”


  “I see…”


  I felt my chest tighten. Wasn’t her dream to support Weiss? And in the game’s ending, she ended up governing over House Hamilton’s territory as the lord.


  “Oh, don’t get the wrong idea. I haven’t come to hate you or our home. It’s just…you have Rosalia, Astesia, Lady Aigis, Kaiser, and so many others by your side, and I’m sure you’ll have more people in the future. You are going to become an incredible lord, which is why I feel like I need to work harder. So I can keep being a little sister you can be proud of,” she passionately explained, gazing deep into my eyes the whole time.


  I never saw her like this in the game. Up until now, she’d gone with the flow of the people around her, but now she’d finally found something she wanted to do for herself…she’d found her own dream. In that case, there was only one thing to say.


  “I see. All right, then it’s on. Will I be recognized by everyone as the lord first, or will you become an Apostle first? Let’s see who achieves their goals sooner. But hey, I’m a kind big brother. If you ever come home crying about how it’s so difficult, I’ll hire you. So go out there and give it your all.”


  “Ah! You big jerk! I’m your little sister, I’ll have you know! I’d never quit halfway. If anything, feel free to come to me for help if the going ever gets tough. When I’m an Apostle, I’ll be able to help you!” Firis puffed out her chest and responded jokingly to my quip.


  I was just so happy that we could talk like this that I couldn’t resist roughly patting her on the head.


  “You cheeky brat. Take this!”


  “Aw, jeez. You’re messing up my hair! I swear, you better not do this to any other girls. They’ll end up hating you!”


  Eventually, we arrived at her inn, and we once again gazed at each other.


  “Then let’s both give this our all.”


  “Yeah. And remember, if things ever get rough, you can always come home.”


  “I know…thank you, Brother. But I don’t think I’ll be returning anytime soon. I want to learn as much magic from my master as possible.”


  We were very far from the royal capital, so outside of irregular situations such as the last few days, it wasn’t very easy to come and go. Plus, Firis might have been a genius, but becoming one of the Twelve Apostles would be no easy task—hence why she would have to sacrifice coming home to train more.


  So we probably wouldn’t be able to see each other for a while. But I wasn’t sad. After all, our relationship was different now.


  “But I’ll make sure to write lots of letters. You’ll make me cry if you don’t respond to them!”


  “No worries, I will. I’m gonna make our home a super nice place to live. So nice that when you’re an Apostle, you’ll want to come home all the time.”


  “I’m looking forward to it!” she responded, reluctantly closing the door behind her, looking as though she still wanted more time with me.


  [image: ]


  If we stayed here, she probably would have second-guessed her decision to leave. 


  I need to work extra hard, I vowed to myself. I turned to head back to my own lodgings when I noticed the lights in the church were still on.


  I had a hunch, so I quietly went back to the tavern, got some drinks and food, then returned to the church.


  “I think I’m mostly done…”


  “Keew, kew!”


  “Ah, just you wait your cute little head, okay? When I’m all finished, I’m gonna cuddle-wuddle you so much! I also have some delicious widdle treats for you. ♪”


  I opened the door without knocking and intruded on the usual back-and-forth. As soon as Astesia made eye contact with me, her face fell back into its perfect mask of neutrality.


  “You really need to improve on your knocking skills. Especially as a nobleman,” she said calmly.


  “Aww, I’m shuper-duper sorry. I’ll be more careful-wareful next time.”


  “Urgh…I’m going to put a curse on you!”


  “Keeew, kew! ♪”


  Astesia glared at me while White happily leapt onto my shoulder. I’d been so busy recently that I’d had no time to spend with the little guy, so I gently patted him on the head.


  I studied the various adventurers sleeping soundly around Astesia.


  “Don’t tell me you’ve been healing people during the party? I thought you finished treating the heavily wounded?”


  “Yes, well…we priests don’t just fight on the battlefield. What happens after is more important. I can’t just ignore people who need to be treated,” she answered with her usual expressionless look.


  So she was healing people this whole time without eating anything? No, certainly she brought a fair amount of food here with her. There’s an empty bottle of wine, and she was with White to boot. Don’t tell me…


  “Hey, Astesia…? Tell me the truth.”


  “I didn’t want to party with a bunch of people I don’t know, so I used healing as an excuse to leave. Is that so wrong?” she answered, awkwardly averting her gaze.


  She was just being super shy! But that didn’t change the fact that she healed the adventurers who protected one of my villages. She could’ve just gone back to her own room if she only wanted to cuddle with White.


  “Well, thanks for all your hard work. You must be exhausted after using all that magic. Wanna come have a bite to eat with me? Let’s go somewhere.”


  “Well…”


  I didn’t exactly feel comfortable drinking around a bunch of injured folks, and I figured she’d be fine hanging out with me and White. 


  But instead, she furrowed her brow and went silent.


  Er, did I get ahead of myself? I thought I had a high enough affinity score with her…


  “Let me have some of this.”


  “Hey, don’t go too crazy.”


  Astesia swiped the bottle of wine from my hands and chugged it. Honestly, she looked beautiful as the white wine flowed down her throat. 


  “It would appear that I’ve used too much magic. Sorry, but can I ask you for a favor?” she asked, her face slightly red after drinking so much.


  “Oh, are you exhausted? Ask me anything. Want me to go grab you a potion?”


  “In that case…I’m pretty drunk, so would you mind carrying me to my room?”


  “Kew, keeew! ♪”


  “Huh?”


  She asked me like it was no big deal, with her usual nothing expression to boot.


  I walked with a very soft sensation pressing up against my back. This was bad…these were my fave’s boobs—my top tits. Normally, I would be mindful of anything that could be considered sexual harassment, but since she asked me to carry her, I was in the clear.


  And because she was one of my faves, unlike when I carried Firis, my heart was racing a mile a minute. If White hadn’t been kewing on my shoulder, I would have lost all reason.


  “You smell like another woman…three of them, in fact… You sure are popular, Weiss…”


  “C’mon, you know I’m not.”


  “Hmph…”


  I responded to her since I could hear her mumbling, but she barely reacted to me. Man, this girl was terrifying!


  “This is my room. You can carry me in.”


  Could I?! If someone saw us like this, they’d think I got Astesia drunk so I could carry her back to her room and have my way with her.


  But I would never do something like that to my fave. I was losing my grip on myself, so I ended up knocking on the door, prompting Astesia to narrow her eyes and take a verbal jab at me.


  “Why are you knocking now when you never do? You know nobody’s in the room!”


  “Ah, er, sorry…”


  We verbally jousted back and forth as I took the key from Astesia and unlocked the door. I held back the urge to take deep breaths in her room (she was my fave, after all). But since this was just a room at an inn, it lacked any of her usual stuff. It was a little smaller than my own room, and she must have only dropped by to leave her things. There was nothing particularly unique about it.


  It was kind of unfortunate, but I nonetheless laid Astesia on her bed and put the food and drinks on the table. That was when I suddenly felt someone pull at my arm, causing me to lose balance and fall headfirst into Astesia.


  “Hey, you’re drunk right now, so…”


  “Hee hee. Unlike White, your hair’s so smooth, but it feels good.”


  She held me like a body pillow, caressing my head, which was being pressed being pressed into her shoulder. Her sweet scent and soft touch enveloped me. She was legit wasted!


  This was bad…I shipped Weiss and Rosalia. This wasn’t the right pairing! But Astesia was one of my faves…and she was asking me to pay attention to her.


  Makima, help me! I’m going to fall in love with this girl… I suddenly found myself understanding where Denji in Chainsaw Man was coming from.


  “You know, I’m really glad you’re the one who saved me… If it hadn’t been you, I don’t think I would be able to live freely like I am now…” Astesia explained while continuing to caress my head.


  I can’t see her face. Is she expressionless even now? 


  I could sense the gratitude in her voice.


  “You said you’d do anything earlier…then promise me something. Don’t make fun of me for what I’m about to do.”


  “Huh?”


  She peeled me away from her shoulder and gazed straight at me, then awkwardly smiled—a smile I never once saw in-game.


  “Astesia…”


  “Um, I’ve been practicing, and I wanted you to be the first one to see. Do I look strange? If you laugh, I’ll never forgive you,” she explained jokingly.


  I struggled to squeeze out a response to her embarrassed smile.


  “…It’s not weird at all. You look cute.”


  “Is that so…? Thank you…wait, why do you look like you’re about to cry? You should be happy, not sad!”


  Who could blame me? Maybe she smiled at White, but never other people. 


  It was here and now that I truly felt like I’d saved my second fave.


  “Hee hee. I’m so happy…do you mind if we stay like this for a little while? People and animals are so warm. I had no idea,” she said happily, holding both me and White in her arms.


  Eventually, she faded off to sleep. Once I saw the satisfied smile on her face, I returned to my room.


  And just for the record, I didn’t do anything lewd! I promise!


   


  ***


   


  This was an old church a little ways off from a certain town. Inside were several individuals. One of them was a woman around the age of twenty, holding a staff with a pointed tip. She was beautiful, but there was a madness to her eyes.


  “So…what will we do, Minos? Wasn’t the plan to sic Versago on House Hamilton’s territory to ensure that Zeus’s Apostle would never appear? Talk about a failure. At this rate, we won’t be able to revive Lord Hades. We don’t have enough devotion.”


  “You’re right, Violet. I certainly did not see this coming. We gave him the cursed blade, money, and manpower too…” Minos grumbled in response.


  How could he not? He’d spent many years getting on Versago’s good side to turn him into a puppet, and after using him, he was going to abandon him. But that plan ended in disaster—and instead of gaining more devoted followers for Lord Hades, Versago’s successor began a hunt for cultists in House Inclay’s territory.


  A voice mocking Minos came from beneath Violet.


  “Seriously…Minos, aren’t you supposed to be good at plotting? Even your backup monster plan failed. You really screwed this one up. How can you even call yourself the second seat of the Twelve Apostles? You better apologize to me.”


  “Ambrosia…did I give my chair permission to speak?”


  “Eeeek! It’s so hot. Ah…I’m alive!”


  Violet sighed and poured her hot cup of coffee over the head of the young man—Ambrosia—serving as her chair. His skin was so beautiful that it came off as creepy. For some reason, his cries of pain contained notes of happiness.


  A normal person would have suffered from severe burns, but Ambrosia possessed the blessing of Immortality, so this pain served as a spice to remind him that he was still alive. In fact, all his burns healed instantly, restoring his creepily beautiful skin to normal.


  “I never expected there to be so many talented individuals in the Hamilton territory…”


  Minos had long since grown used to this twisted sight, so he continued the conversation without commenting on it.


  “Seriously. They even managed to fight back the monsters we unleashed on them right after the war. And my magic-obsessed older sister helped to boot. Don’t tell me they’ve got a skilled mage over there…”


  “Eeeeeeeeeee!”


  Violet’s recollection of a certain woman caused her destructive reflex to spiral out of control, prompting her to jam her staff into Ambrosia’s hand out of anger. The man welcomed the intense pain with a scream of joy.


  “Indeed, this Weiss Hamilton is a far bigger threat than I anticipated. It is possible he has acquired a blessing from Zeus. Normally, I would have liked to discuss this with all the Apostles, but everyone is busy…especially Pandora. She said she was going to clean up Versago’s mess and still hasn’t returned…”


  “Oh, yes, everyone is busy…it’s not that nobody likes you or anything.”


  Minos let out a sigh while looking at the glaringly empty seats around them. Oddly, Violet frantically looked around and tried to make him feel better. But Ambrosia rendered that all a moot point.


  “Yeah. It’s not like we didn’t invite you out to drink earlier because you’re annoying to be around or anything. Or because you always say suggestive things that sour the mood! Ah, but Emilelio’s impression of you was hilarious. Now that he’s dead, I’ll never get to see it again. Owwwww!”


  “You idiot! Read the room!”


  Violet panicked and shut Ambrosia up, but she didn’t miss Minos momentarily looking crestfallen.


  “…Yes, well, personally I’m fine with whatever. As long as Lord Hades is resurrected as foretold. The problem is that said prophecy is beginning to warp into something new. And Weiss could very well be at the center of it all. According to my prophecy, he was supposed to have given up on everything and become little more than a puppet. Plus, Emilelio was supposed to have defeated the Zeus Apostle he went up against…”


  “In thaaaat case, I knoooow what’s going on!”


  As soon as the sudden intruder made their presence felt, Violet began casting a spell, and Ambrosia stood up in front of her and Minos to protect them. A tremendous wave of killing intent washed over the intruder, but they paid little mind to it as they spoke.


  “Emilelio…? You’re alive?”


  “Hey, noooow! What kind of greeting is that?”


  “Ah, you must’ve used my power to stay alive. Ha ha, how about thankin’ me, then?! Ow!”


  “So, what have you been up to until now? We were quite worried. If you were doing okay, you could have at least gotten in touch with us!” Violet asked while punishing Ambrosia for his stupid comments.


  Emilelio’s lips turned upward into a broad smile.


  “My baaaad! But I’ve got goood news! Y’see, I followed that Apostle, hopin’ to get revenge on him, and I ended up finding the people who’re messin’ up your prophecy! They’ve been given Zeus’s blessings! And they ain’t Weiss Hamilton! They’re both Magic Academy students. One’s a blond-haired brat named Cress! And the other is Firis Hamilton. Both of ’em have been blessed by Zeus! The Cress kid tipped off the Apostles, and Firis sent letters to Weiss, and those are the causes of the prophecy gettin’ thrown out of whack!”


  “Hmm, it wouldn’t be crazy if people who have been blessed by Zeus could mess with the prophecy. Emilelio, could you tell us everything you know?”


  “Let’s see… If they’re students at the academy, then it’s possible my sister knows them.”


  “Sure, I don’t miiiind. But in exchange, you better let me be there when the time comes to attack. I wanna get my sweet, sweet reveeeenge.”


  “Ha ha, you’ve got a lot of nerve, considering you got your ass kicked. I’m obviously going to be the one at the vanguard. I’ll show them how terrifying the Immortality blessing really is. Plus, think of all the pain I’ll get to feel on the battlefield!”


  The three Apostles each had different reactions to this news. Nyarl, who was in disguise as Emilelio, grinned as he watched the trio, using the powers of his tentacle-like plants to create an illusion. 


  Be grateful, my friend! I’ve drawn attention away from you. But man, talking like this sure is embarrassing… Nyarl thought.


  He used the information he’d drawn from the real Emilelio—by making him lose his mind with hallucinations—and fed said information to the Apostles of Hades to direct the conversation in a way that would benefit his god instead.


  And so the meeting of lies began.


   


  Weiss Hamilton


  Occupation: Lord


  Alias: Fighting Lord


  Populace Loyalty: 55 → 70


  (Loyalty up because of the spread of his heroic tales and his hard work up until now being properly recognized)


  Strength: 55


  Magic Power: 80


  Crafts: 40


  Skills:


  Dark Magic Lv 3


  Sword Skills Lv 2


  Divine Blessing Lv 1 


  Unique Skills:


  Visitor From Another World: A skill given to beings from another world who have been recognized by a being from this one. By being acknowledged by a human of this world, all of the bad statuses inflicted have been eliminated, and you can easily absorb knowledge of this world.


  Two Souls: This body has two souls. Whenever you use magic, the amount of spiritual power you can draw from is doubled. Currently, the other soul is completely asleep.


  Blind Belief in Your Fave (Leap of Faith): By imagining what Weiss would be capable of if he was the main character, this skill can make the impossible possible. This was a skill given on a whim by a god, and Weiss is not aware of its existence, nor can he see it in his status.


  Chosen One of the Divine Spirit: A skill acquired by possessing a powerful emotion and establishing an emotional bond with a Divine Beast. Increase to stat increase rate and anti-god attacks.


  Blessing of the Foreign Twelve Apostles: A skill bestowed only upon those who have been recognized as a member of the powerful Twelve Apostles by a foreign deity who is neither Zeus nor Hades. All stats receive a boost thanks to this foreign deity’s blessing, and you can now issue orders to those below you.


  Weiss is ranked number two among this deity’s Twelve Apostles, and as of right now, seats three through twelve are empty. This skill has manifested due to this world recognizing the existence of this foreign deity.


  Extra Episode:
Firis’s Daily Life


   


  IN THE COURTYARD OF THE MAGIC ACADEMY IN the royal capital, I was currently studying magic under a beautiful red-haired woman clad in a robe—Scarlet.


  “Now focus your magical power and maintain it for ten minutes.”


  “All right, Master!”


  Spheres of fire, ice, and wind floated around me. It was a fantastical sight, but I wasn’t playing around. This was training. I was regulating my magic power so it couldn’t be disturbed. By repeating this process, I would be able to boost my ability to control my magic, as well as its overall strength.


  This was a simple way to train that required focus, making it a very sensitive form of training, but I felt like I was able to work harder at it than usual. After all, today I was getting that.


  “And—done! Looks like you don’t have any issues controlling three elements at once. Well done, Firis.”


  “Thank you. I have a skilled teacher, so…”


  “Obviously. I’m a magic genius, young lady.”


  I expressed gratitude to my master for her kind words, and she shrugged at me as if to say, “Really now?” Try as she might, though, I could see her lips twitching, trying to interrupt the smile forming on her face.


  This was why she was so adorable. Of course, if I said that out loud, she’d probably kill me…


  She possessed overwhelming magic power, and despite being a commoner, she was able to claw her way into the Twelve Apostles at such a young age. This built such an intimidating force field of a reputation around her—but as her pupil, I knew all too well how kind and adorable she could be.


  I noticed her gaze, a bewitching light in her eyes. Did she realize I was thinking about how cute she was?


  “By the way…did something happen? You seem fired up today.”


  “Ah, well…”


  “Don’t tell me you’ve gone and gotten yourself a boyfriend? I mean, it’s totally fine if you have; it just means I’ll have to increase your training sessions so you don’t let your magic fall by the wayside.”


  “Master, don’t take it out on me just because your own love life isn’t going as planned.”


  I narrowed my eyes at her. She averted her gaze in a hurry. Her words seemed totally fine on the surface, but clearly she was doing it for less than scholarly reasons.


  But, well…her love life really wasn’t going well. In fact, it hadn’t even begun. Because she focused her entire life on her magic, she was rather ignorant in matters of romance. And the person she had feelings for was, well…very strange.


  “Th-that’s not true at all. By the way, just as food for thought, could you tell me how you met this young man?”


  “You’ve really got the wrong idea about all of this. I don’t have a boyfriend, and I have no intention of getting one anytime soon. Today’s the day I get a letter from home.”


  My master’s eyes widened, and a kind smile formed on her face. It completely washed away the atmosphere around her from moments ago.


  “I see. I hope it’s a good one.”


  “Thank you, Master. It sounds like things have settled down back home, so I’m looking forward to reading it.”


  I expressed my words of gratitude to Master Scarlet and smiled.


   


  ***


   


  “Ah, Miss Firis! Would you mind helping me with this part?”


  After our training session, I went to the library to look for the grimoires Master recommended to me, which was when one of the underclassmen—Lily—called out to me.


  She enrolled here after being called a genius, much like myself. At first, she kept picking fights with me, saying she was the one most suited to becoming Scarlet’s pupil. We ended up competing with our magic, but now she was totally attached to me.


  “I just finished finding the materials I was looking for, so I don’t mind. What don’t you understand?”


  Whenever I found myself dealing with my adorable underclassmen, I ended up talking in a more informal tone. Honestly, I preferred being more casual anyway, and Lily seemed pleased by it too.


  “Thank you so much! I’m writing a paper called ‘How to Acquire King-Rank Magic More Effectively,’ you see. But I’m not making much progress… According to other books, you supposedly get a mental image of the incantation and the spell’s effects once your magic power reaches a certain level. It’s supposed to work like other magic. The problem is that it’s very clear that the acquisition rate is low. I was thinking that maybe there’s other differences at play…”


  “Yes, well, there aren’t many who can use King-rank magic, so…”


  “Right? The only ones here are Miss Scarlet and the former court mage, Mr. Hansel. If you ask any of the other teachers, they all just repeat what’s in the textbooks…” Lily said with a discontent pout.


  But it was what it was. Only a handful of geniuses could wield King-rank magic, and only after an insane amount of trial and error and hard work.


  People called me a genius as well, but I couldn’t even use High-rank magic yet, never mind King-rank. That said, I felt like I was on the verge of figuring something out in regard to the former.


  “Hmm, I’ll ask my master about this later. Maybe we could get a hint as to how it all works from someone who can use it…”


  “Thank you! You really are something else, Miss Firis. I’m so glad I came to you. Oh, I know! I’ll treat you to some sweets at this nice café I found.”


  Lily smiled happily at the prospect of her own research making progress, but suddenly, her expression changed, and she started whispering to herself.


  “Actually, I was wondering…if you created a mental image while casting, could you cast magic you haven’t actually learned yet?”


  What Lily was talking about was something all magic users considered at least once. The way magic functioned, after casting spells and using magic power repeatedly, your understanding of it deepened, and you’d suddenly see the incantation for a new spell in your head, along with a mental image of the spell itself. 


  What if you visualized the mental image of someone else’s magic, then? This all made sense to me, but…


  “It might be possible, but you’d need the magic power to cast the spell, and you’d also have to have an extremely accurate image of said spell. You would have to have seen it being cast countless times. Either way, making that possible would require a different type of talent altogether. That’s why it’s probably best if people just study and learn how to use magic the normal way.”


  “I figured. Only a real weirdo or a genius would be able to pull that off.”


  Lily clearly wasn’t super serious about the idea. I watched her as she giggled and thought about how the only people who would try to wield magic in that way were those with the confidence to cast spells that they hadn’t even learned yet, or people like my master who were research-aholics.


  But it could be worth giving it a shot. It’d be incredible if I pulled it off; I was sure my master and Cress would be stunned if I could suddenly cast High-rank magic. I could see the look on Cress’s face now…


  I stood there with a grin as Lily spoke to me.


  “You’re such a good teacher, Miss Firis. Who taught you how to cast magic?”


  “Well…my brother did…”


  I knew I wasn’t imagining the sharp pain in my chest. When I was a child and could barely read, Weiss would take the time to carefully and simply teach me. According to Meg, he even discussed with Rosalia how best to instruct me. And I loved it whenever he did, even though he could be rather curt at times. He was so kind…


  “Wow, your brother must be wonderful. I would love to meet him someday.”


  “Hmm…if I ever have the chance, I’ll introduce you. In any case, I need to study. Genius or not, everyone here is super talented. I’m going to get left behind.”


  I put a smile on my face and changed the subject, all too aware of the sharp pain in my chest. 


  I tried to study magic, a subject I loved to death, but I could barely focus, and I knew exactly why.


   


  ***


   


  Mmm, I’m beat! But I can’t lose to Lily. Before that, though…


  After deciding to increase my morning training time, I found myself holding a meat skewer I had the cafeteria specially make for me.


  This went without saying, but this academy was filled with students from noble backgrounds, so you never got commoner food like this. After I saved one of the cafeteria ladies, using magic, she gave me one of these as thanks. Ever since, she’d been specially making them for me with leftover ingredients.


  “Hee hee, they taste even better when you do this.”


  It had grown a little cold, so I used my magic to heat it up first. The meat juices and sauce fused together in my mouth for maximum tastiness. Since I was originally from an orphanage, I preferred simple foods like this over the fancy stuff the nobility ate.


  As I enjoyed the nostalgic flavors, I opened the letter on the table in front of me and quickly scanned the text.


   


  “Dear Firis,


  How are things at the Magic Academy? Make sure you don’t eat so much good food that you get fat. Also, if I ever end up in the capital, please show me around. I want to eat that ice cream stuff that’s popular over there. You better not flake on me!


  Anyway, Aigis Bloody, the youngest daughter of the prestigious House Bloody, has grown close to Lord Weiss, which has led to joint combat training between our territories. Our soldiers are getting very tough.


  Additionally, Lord Weiss has discovered new tourist attractions, been blessed by a Divine Beast, and lowered taxes across the board. House Hamilton’s territory is returning to life.


  Lord Weiss is kind again, like he used to be. So why not come back home for your next break, to see how things have changed?


   


  From your best friend and exclusive maid,


  Meg”


   


  I let out a heavy sigh. Meg was the friend I trusted most, and if she was saying it was okay for me to come home, it probably was.


  But…


  “Not only did I hurt my brother, but I didn’t do anything for him in his time of need… Do I even have the right to approach him?” I whispered, thinking of the stacks of letters I had stored away in the tiny safe under the table.


  When I left House Hamilton’s territory, I said something awful to my brother and made him angry. And when he suddenly was forced into the position of lord and struggling with it, I did nothing to aid him.


  I didn’t express any concern for him, nor did I offer him kindness. I didn’t even return home. According to Meg’s letters, even Rosalia couldn’t get through to him, so anything I did would have surely fallen on deaf ears. But that didn’t change the fact that I felt guilty for not even trying.


  Ever since enrolling in the academy, I had received a letter from Meg every week without fail. At first, they were filled with complaints about how my brother had become the lord, failed at some new business venture, and teamed up with Barbaro to wreak all sorts of havoc. She stressed that my brother had lost it and that it would be dangerous for me to come home.


  Things only changed recently. My brother located House Hamilton’s hidden fortune in the secret pathway, paid off his debts, and even punished Barbaro and his men for their crimes.


  “Despite what he said, Father did end up recognizing Brother’s talents…”


  That hidden fortune was known only to the lords of House Hamilton. When Father told me about it, he stressed that I was to tell no one of it. When I asked him if he would at least tell my brother, I recalled the way he glared at me. But the fact that my brother knew about the fortune meant that Father must have told him; he recognized my brother’s talents. 


  And that made me really happy.


  Once Brother obtained the hidden fortune, he didn’t stop moving forward. He accepted a request from House Bloody’s youngest daughter, found a Divine Spring, got a Divine Beast on his side, and fought back some attackers.


  I didn’t know why my brother came to his senses so suddenly, but I was certain it had something to do with Rosalia and Kaiser’s hard work.


  “I wonder if I would’ve been able to help if I were there…”


  While I was happy to hear of my brother’s exploits, I was also deeply saddened by the fact that I wasn’t able to be there for him. That said, I couldn’t let myself linger on my regrets. I was here at the Magic Academy representing House Hamilton; I needed to focus on getting good grades to avoid bringing shame to the family. If I managed that, more eyes would settle on House Hamilton.


  And so I decided to throw myself deeper into my studies; but not long after, I was wrapped up in something unexpected.


   


  ***


   


  The next day, I was about to leave my room to head to magic practice when suddenly I heard a knock at the door. It was still early in the morning, so I wondered who it could possibly be.


  When I opened the door, I found my master waiting. Her eyes were practically sparkling with excitement. 


  I had a bad feeling about this.


  “What’s the matter? Whenever I try to wake you up early, you’re always like, ‘Five more minutes,’ and then you sleep another hour…”


  “Hee hee, even I can wake up early sometimes. We have more important things to discuss! Darkness came back from a mission late last night, you see…”


  “Oh, gosh. Did you finally manage to ask him out? Congratulations!”


  I was in the midst of my own adolescence, so while I’d yet to find someone I had feelings for, I was more than ready to celebrate my master’s romance bearing fruit. But for some reason, she suddenly looked depressed.


  “No…nothing happened. I even went out of my way to wear one of my nice robes and put on that perfume that’s so popular right now. He didn’t comment on any of that; he just went on and on about this guy he met while on his mission.”


  The expression on her face quickly darkened, leaving me unsure of what to say to her. She was a genius when it came to magic, but with everything else? Especially matters of the heart? Well…


  “S-so did he mention something interesting?”


  “Yes! Right! The man Darkness met was quite fascinating!”


  I hurriedly changed the subject to avoid being forced to listen to my master complain for hours on end, and fortunately, the smile returned to her face. I was grateful that she was such a simpleton at times…


  My relief was momentary, as what came out of her mouth next left me stunned.


  “Apparently, that brother of yours can wield King-rank magic. That’s incredible! Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Huh? My brother…? Are you sure that’s right?”


  I didn’t mean that as an insult to him. According to my memories, he could use Mid-rank dark magic. Master was telling me that in the brief amount of time since my departure, not only could he cast High-rank magic, but the King-rank kind as well? Normally, that kind of skill progression was impossible.


  “Hmm, your reaction tells me you don’t seem all too pleased to hear your brother being praised.”


  “No, it’s not that. I am happy that his talents are being recognized. It’s just…”


  “He’s made too much progress too fast, yes? If I remember correctly, he commanded his troops on the front lines and forged a pact with a Divine Beast. It almost seems like he’s a different person.”


  “Master, why do you know all of that?”


  The only thing I’d told her was my brother’s name. I mean, I only learned about his recent accomplishments through Meg’s letters, and I didn’t recall ever relaying that information to Master. So why did she know?


  “Well, he is your family, and you’re my dear pupil. Of course I’d investigate things and worry about you.”


  “You mean you went out of your way to investigate my family…?”


  I embraced Master Scarlet in my arms, my face bright red from happiness, and she gently hugged me back.


  Her warmth was so cozy that I ended up acting like a little child with her.


  “Master, I’m so glad I’m your pupil.”


  “You must’ve been so worried about your home… In that case, this is perfect. I was thinking of heading there to investigate whether Weiss Hamilton can truly use King-rank magic or not. Come with me.”


  “Huh…?”


  I found myself at a loss for words from the sudden invitation.


   


  ***


   


  “Going home, huh…?”


  I told my master I’d get back to her and went for a walk in the capital to clear my mind. Unlike back home, there were way more passersby. The city itself was filled with life.


  Normally, I’d be drawn to all the interesting curiosities, but today, I was feeling a little melancholy.


  “It’s not like I don’t want to go back. I want to see Meg and Rosalia, and I’m really curious about what it’s like there now…but most importantly, I want to know what’s going on with my brother.”


  Going by what my master—one of the Twelve Apostles—learned about my brother’s accomplishments, as well as Meg’s letters, it was clear that he was different. Lord Darkness praised him as well, so I felt it was safe to say that he was back to who he used to be.


  But…


  “What does that mean for me and him?”


  I was forced to remember the moment when I said those awful words to him.


  “I will not be the lord. I have no interest in that…”


  The way his face filled with rage…


  Thinking back on it now, I had nothing but regret for saying that to him when he worked so hard every day, under the assumption that he would be the next lord.


  But there was no way to erase what had already been said, and with our relationship in shambles, I enrolled in the Magic Academy.


  If we were going to talk things out, this was our one chance. But…I needed to take that one last step, and I was struggling to put my foot forward.


  “If only Master would just force me to go with her; she’s too good about considering my feelings…”


  She wanted me to decide for myself. Whenever faced with these kinds of important decisions, she never forced me to do anything, always leaving the final call to me.


  Normally, I appreciated that about her, but today it was giving me a headache.


  “Pardon me. May I have one meat skewer?”


  “Oh? Ah, no problem. We don’t got no knives and forks here. Is that okay?”


  I decided to refresh myself with a meat skewer—one of my favorite foods. The man running the stall seemed apprehensive. Which made sense—outside of a handful of immensely talented students, the Magic Academy was made up of children of nobility. They didn’t eat at stalls like this, but rather at stylish cafés or their own mansions, where they held tea parties. Of course, the stall owner would react like this.


  “Yes, that’s fine. I just got the urge to have a meat skewer is all,” I replied with a pained smile.


  I took the skewer and opened my mouth slightly. The sweet-and-sour sauce was delicious, but…the skewers I ate with Meg back home were more delicious. I didn’t have to be mindful of outward appearances then.


  Maybe I’ll explain everything to Master Scarlet and turn down her offer. But I do want to see everyone…it’s been so long…


  Just as I was mulling it over—


  “Someone! Please help my brother!”


  I heard the cries of a young girl coming from a nearby alley.


   


  ***


   


  Did something happen?


  I sprinted toward the cry for help and found two men clad in leather armor—likely adventurers—grabbing a boy by the collar who looked around the age of ten. Behind him was a young girl shivering in fear.


  “Someone, please help my brother!”


  Despite her cries for help, the people who met her eyes turned away and continued as they were. Among the throng were Magic Academy students, but they behaved no differently.


  I wasn’t particularly surprised. Due to the nature of their profession, many adventurers had rough personalities and were used to violence. While academy students could wield magic, they didn’t have much in the way of field experience, so winning a fight against an adventurer would be no easy task.


  Common sense dictated that moving on and pretending you didn’t see anything was the right call, but…


  Don’t worry. I’ll save you.


  My eyes met the little girl’s. I smiled warmly at her, then called out to the adventurers. Naturally, I was on my best behavior.


  “What’s the matter, good adventurers? The children seem scared.”


  “Huh? This ain’t got nothin’ to do with you. We’re pissed because these brats got my new armor dirty.”


  “And they’re sayin’ they can’t pay the cleaning fees, so we gotta teach ’em a lesson!”


  I looked at the adventurer who had the boy by the collar; his armor had some kind of sauce on it.


  “Y-you can punch me, but please don’t hurt Sara.”


  “I’m the one who got his armor dirty! My brother’s protecting me…”


  The boy’s voice was shaky. The little girl clung to me in tears.


  How could they act like this toward a pair of children? It was immature of them, certainly, but it sounded like they weren’t completely in the wrong. In which case, I couldn’t just lay a whooping on them.


  “All right, then I shall pay the cleaning fees. Could you let these children go?”


  I wasn’t getting any money from home. Everything I had, I earned from helping Master with her experiments. This was going to hurt my wallet, but I couldn’t just abandon these children.


  I figured this would be the end of it, but the adventurers exchanged looks and grinned. I got a bad feeling from the way they ogled my face and chest.


  “Hey, young lady…this armor is magically enchanted, which makes it real expensive, y’see?”


  “So if you can’t pay, you can always accompany us for a single night.”


  “Ew…”


  I was disgusted by the adventurers and their vulgar smiles. What a shame…the adventurers in the old tales and Rosalia were totally upstanding people—but, well, even Rosalia said there were a lot of adventurers who had no morals. These guys were a prime example.


  They made a big mistake trying to deceive an academy student in regard to magical enchantments and the like. It was clear as day that he was wearing ordinary armor. But if I called out his lie, we’d just end up getting into a fight. Since I had the chance, I decided to copy my master and how she reacted anytime she saw rare magic.


  “Wow, I can’t believe I get to see magic armor in person! What kind of magic enchantment does it have? I don’t sense any magic power coming from it…ah, is it some kind of hidden magic?!”


  “Y-yeah, exactly…”


  The adventurers seemed put off by my rattling away. 


  Urgh, I tried copying my master, but I must’ve seemed weird. That said, Master Scarlet’s eyes usually went bloodshot when she saw magic she was interested in…


  I kind of regretted my course of action, but there was no turning back now.


  “You got that right, young lady. There’s hidden magic cast on this armor. That’s why it’s so expensive and…”


  “Incredible! This is my first time seeing lost hidden magic cast on armor! Would you accompany me to the Magic Academy? If this is the real deal, you’ll be able to get enough money to live comfortably for the rest of your lives!”


  My eyes sparkled with curiosity, prompting the adventurers to exchange glances, clearly unsure of what to do. I was hoping they’d be annoyed enough to leave, but…


  “Argh, this is a goddamn pain. Look, you’re wastin’ our precious time. We don’t give a shit about these kids no more. You’re gonna keep us company instead.”


  “Watch out! Oh, wind, become my foothold!”


  One of the adventurers sent the boy flying, so I instantly cast a spell to save him. The wind acted like a cushion for the boy; once I noticed him land gently, I raised my staff.


  “I’m really not cut out for acting like my master. If she were here, she would’ve been able to act like such a weirdo that nobody would want to deal with her…”


  I regretted my lack of acting abilities, then used my ice staff to cast magic before the adventurers could do anything, binding them in place.


  “Wh-what the hell…? Isn’t this broad only a student?”


  “I thought those kids had no practical experience?!”


  The adventurers desperately tried to move, but it was too late. This was what they got for underestimating me. I layered more magic on them, preventing them from even squirming. I had my fair share of experience with rough situations thanks to following my master around, so I preferred this kind of action.


  The only reason I avoided this sort of trouble was because I’d have to submit a written report to the school, which was a pain. Also, it wasn’t very noblewoman-like, so…


  “I’ll call the patrolman over. I don’t want to make this into a big deal, so I think you’ll be released quickly. However, I will be reporting this to the Adventurers’ Guild.”


  [image: ]


  “Wha?! We’re sorry! Please don’t do that!”


  “We promise not to do anything like this again!”


  Adventurers depended on their reputations to get work. If people found out that the two of them had lost against a single student, getting jobs would be a struggle for a while.


  I ignored them as they tried to appeal to me in tears and called out to the pair of siblings who had been trembling in fear up until now.


  “Are the two of you all right?”


  “Y-yeah… I wasn’t scared at all!”


  “Is that so? What a tough young man you are.”


  I smiled warmly at the boy who was clearly trying to act tough, then gave him a gentle pat on the head. For some reason, he turned bright red. Back when I lived at the orphanage, I always interacted with the children in a similar fashion—but maybe I was being a little too friendly with him?


  “Aha ha ha, you’re bright red as an apple!”


  “Shut up! You were crying just a second ago!”


  The pair began to verbally jab at one another, which spoke to how relieved they must have been. I could tell they were close from how they spoke, and looking at them reminded me of when I used to live with my brother and Rosalia.


  I wasn’t imagining the pain I felt in my chest. I pushed past it and gently called out to the boy.


  “That said, people like them often quickly resort to violence. You mustn’t be rash, okay?”


  “…Miss, I’m sorry, but I can’t make that promise. I’ve decided to protect my sister no matter what.”


  “Oh…”


  The boy looked apologetic as he sweetly held his little sister’s hand.


  “I’m her big brother, after all…” he said in an embarrassed tone.


  What he said reminded me of my own brother’s words so many moons ago.


  “We’re…um, family, after all.”


  “…Is it a big brother’s duty to protect his little sister?”


  “Yup! Mom said so. She told me that I must look after her as her big bro. I mean, yeah, she’s annoying sometimes, and we get into fights and stuff, but I decided to protect her.”


  “Hee hee, you’re always trying to act all cool!”


  His words were clumsy. Perhaps he was only doing as his mother told him. But at the end of the day, he looked proud, and his little sister looked happy.


  “Miss…why do you look like you want to cry? Did we say something weird?”


  “Huh…?”


  The little girl’s words prompted me to look at a nearby window, only to see the reflection of my tearful face. I quickly lowered my head. Apparently, I treasured my memories with my brother back home far more than even I realized.


  “Hey, I know this will probably sound odd coming from me, but…if you ever got into a fight with your little sister and had to part ways with her awkwardly, do you think you’d be able to make up with her regardless?”


  “Huh…? Um…yeah, I think so. I mean, I’m her big bro, which means I’m way smarter and better, so I’d forgive her.”


  “Boo, I’m way smarter and better! I can eat green peppers and you can’t!”


  “What’s that got to do with anything?!”


  A smile slipped onto my face as I watched the pair squabble with one another.


  Being an older brother means forgiving, huh…? I wonder if my brother feels that way…


  We were siblings, but not by blood; our conflict was rooted in something complex. But…I wanted to believe. I really did.


  “There was a time when we were genuinely close…”


  “Are you okay, miss?”


  The little girl worriedly looked at me, so I smiled back at her.


  “Thanks, but I’m fine now. I appreciate the concern, little lady.”


  I wasn’t imagining that my heart felt a step lighter after talking to the siblings. I voiced my gratitude toward them for the courage they gave me.


  “I was just feeling a little jealous of how close you guys are. You’re lucky to have such a nice big brother, and you’re lucky to have such an adorable little sister.”


  “Yup! He’s mean to me sometimes, but he’s super-duper nice!”


  “She called me nice…”


  I came to a decision while looking at the two children and their big smiles: I decided to try and act like a little sister who viewed her brother beyond their mere blood relation and see him for the person he was—Weiss.


  “Miss, do you have a big brother too?”


  “Mm-hmm…he was super dependable and cool, but then I went and said something awful to him and hurt him. It made me jealous looking at you two, so I’m going to go talk to him.”


  “He’ll forgive you even if that’s true! After all, he’s your big bro!”


  “Yeah…you’re really cute, so I’m sure you’ll be fine.”


  The innocent little girl gazed my way, as did the older boy, who for some reason was tomato red. I said thanks to them and left to go see my master before I started to second-guess myself…


   


  ***


   


  After being encouraged by the siblings I met in the city, I went to my master’s research lab to pack her things for her trip to House Hamilton’s territory. She was never any good at this kind of thing—she’d often only bring grimoires with her, so making sure she had the necessities always fell on her pupils.


  “It’s been a while since I’ve been on a long trip…I’m getting nervous. What should I do for souvenirs?”


  I bought Meg’s favorite, but I had my brother, Rosalia, and even Kaiser to worry about as well. As I puzzled over what to do, a blond-haired young man opened the door.


  “Hiya, Firis. So you really are heading home, huh?”


  “Oh, Cress. I mean, I’m just tagging along with Master. We’ll be back in a jiff.”


  The well-featured (though still somewhat boyish) blond-haired youth was Cress. Despite being a commoner, his magic ability had been recognized by Master during the entrance exam, leading to his enrollment in the Magic Academy and being taken in as another of Master’s pupils. Honestly, he was like one of the protagonists straight out of a story. He was a year younger than me as well. He could be a little flaky at times, but I thought of him like a little brother.


  “Don’t cry just because you’ll be lonely without us around.”


  “…Aren’t you on bad terms with your brother?”


  Instead of jabbing back at me, he looked dead serious. There was something off about him, but I replied properly since he wasn’t kidding around.


  “Yeah, we got into a fight, but…I was in the wrong, so I want to apologize.”


  “You can’t go back, Firis. Weiss is doing enough bad stuff that people call him a corrupt nobleman. If you go home, who knows what kind of awful things he’ll do to you…”


  I was a little peeved he was insulting my brother, but I could also tell that Cress was genuinely worried about me, so I showed him the letter Meg sent me to give him peace of mind.


  “I know…it’s true that he’s been up to all kinds of bad things since becoming the lord. But according to Meg’s letters, he’s also been working hard recently. He saved House Bloody’s youngest daughter and even made a pact with a Divine Beast.”


  “House Bloody’s…? You can’t mean Aigis Bloody?! And what’s this about a Divine Beast? Impossible. I mean, Aigis and Weiss are…”


  When I proudly spoke of my brother’s exploits, for some reason, Cress started mumbling to himself with a shocked look on his face. It was a little…no, very strange. And I never said the name of House Bloody’s youngest daughter, so why did he already know about her?


  “…Could he be like me…? Is he trying to change the future…?”


  “Cress…what’s gotten into you?”


  I peered at his face with concern, prompting him to gaze back at me with a serious expression. He pulled out a beautiful shining stone from his worn-out leather bag and handed it to me.


  “Firis, I don’t know what Weiss is thinking, but if you ever sense yourself in danger, use this teleportation stone to flee with Master.”


  “Huh? What are you talking about? And aren’t teleportation stones super expensive? Why do you have something like this?”


  “Please…I promise you I’ll explain everything someday, but until then, just take this and don’t ask questions. I don’t want to see you get hurt anymore, and I want to save our master…”


  He didn’t answer my question, but the desperate look on his face meant all I could do was nod. I didn’t know what was going on with him, but for now, I decided to act carefully.


  And so I continued packing our stuff, but I couldn’t help but think about how nice it would be if my brother and I could be on good terms again. How wonderful it would be if I could see that awkward smile of his one more time…


  Afterword


   


  LONG TIME NO SEE, KEI TAKANO HERE. THANKS to everyone, I’ve managed to release volume two! Thank you for picking up the continuation of Weiss and his friends’ journey.


  Right after volume one came out, I did a bunch of egosurfing on Twitter/X and looked up reader reviews and stuff on Amazon as well. Thinking about that really brings me back… Fortunately, it seems like people really enjoyed the book, as there were a lot of kind comments and reactions. I really appreciate that.


  Since I have the space, I’d like to talk a little about the story itself. No worries, I won’t be spoiling anything.


  For this volume, the main thread was looking at Firis, Weiss’s adopted little sister. I made it a point to also write about the protagonist-within-Weiss’s own feelings about his little sister in the world he came from, so I hope you enjoy it.


  In the game, Firis stood opposed to Weiss, but in this new timeline, what exactly is she thinking? How did things turn out this way? You’ll find all those answers within the pages of this volume.


  Additionally, I wrote a short story for Kakuyomu detailing Firis’s own feelings that will be released on the day of this book’s release, so I’d be pleased as punch if you gave that a read as well.


  If you finish this volume and want to read a third, or if you found this interesting at all, I’d appreciate it if you wrote a review on your marketplace of choice or on Twitter/X. I’ll probably be egosurfing again, so I’ll make sure to give you a like (lol).


  Readers like you are what motivate us writers, so I’d really appreciate hearing your thoughts on social media and the like. Also, if you post about your faves, I might increase their appearances in the story.


  Finally, I’d like to express my gratitude.


  Thank you so much to kodamazon for the lovely illustrations. You made Weiss and the girls so much cuter than they were in my own head.


  I would also like to thank my lead editors, Nishimura and Yamaguchi, as well as everyone who read this volume. It’s thanks to all of you that this book exists.


  For now, until we meet again.


  About the Author
Kei Takano


   


  He writes novels with the dream of one day visiting another world. His favorite genres are romantic comedy and fantasy, so he has filled this book with the things he loves. He hopes you will enjoy your time with it!


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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FIRIS

A gitl adopted by House Hamilton, and

Weiss’s adopted little sister. She has always
- been talented from a young age, and Weiss’s

father had great expectations of her.

WEISS

The villainous lord who is defeated in the

opening act of the game. In reality, his
body is inhabited by the soul of a boy who

reincarnated from modern Japan. A maid working for House Hamilton,

and Rosalia’s coworker. She actually
comes from the same orphanage as Firis
and is close friends with her.
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