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  001 The Violating Villainous Noble

"Hyaaaa... aaahhh!!!"

A shrill cry—no, a delicate, melodic scream echoed through the room.

Wait... Who is that? And where the hell am I?

I had been playing a game until a few seconds ago. Now, for some reason, a woman was crouching right in front of me. To be more precise, she was tied up in a rope in a... well, a very compromising state.

"Wh-wh-wh-what is... going on..."

I was so blindsided that I let out a sound like someone trying to soothe a spooked horse. But the one who really needed soothing was me.

"Young Master Weiss... is something the matter?"

Without turning her body, the woman glanced back over her shoulder, her voice laced with worry. Even in a situation this insane, I couldn't help but notice how incredibly beautiful she was. Her eyes shimmered, and her fluffy blonde hair fluttered with every slight movement.

But I'd seen her somewhere before. I was sure of it.

I glanced down at my own hand and realized I was gripping a whip.

Wait... Weiss?

A bound woman, a maid outfit, a whip, the name "Young Master Weiss," and this gaudy, opulent room.

(Don't tell me... Am I Weiss, the Violating Villainous Noble?!)

I scrambled over to a full-length mirror standing nearby. Looking back at me was, without a doubt, Weiss Fancent—the bottom-tier, scumbag villain from the academy-sim game [Noblesse Oblige].

Which meant the woman in front of me had to be... the maid, Lilith Scarlet.

"...Lilith?"

"Yes? How can I help you?"

It really is her... No way. This is a joke, right?!

If I were the real Weiss, I probably would have spat out something like, "Shut up, you sow! Don't you dare talk back to me!" 

But the current "me" was different. I was just a guy who liked the game enough to clear it a few times. There was no way I was going to say something that vile. Not in a million years.

Wait, come to think of it... this guy’s hobby was hitting people with a whip.

God, he really is the worst. I mean, I guess "he" is me now, but still.

"Lilith... can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Did I... hit you?"

"Yes. You struck me twice, then a third time. You told me you wanted to strike me, crush me, and turn me into a 'mushy mess,' so I... I took off my clothes."

...What a complete and utter bastard! Why would anyone do that?! Especially to a girl this cute?!

I needed to untie her immediately. But wait, if I suddenly flipped my personality a full 180 degrees, wouldn't it look suspicious? I needed a reason. Some sort of... logical explanation.

"You... you've got it all wrong. I just wanted to check the quality of the meat! I’m planning on making boneless ham soon, you see!"

"Boneless ham...?"

Dammit, I think I blew it.

What do I do? I need another angle—think!

"Uh, well, you know! You wrap the meat tight and smoke it! It makes the flavor much better!"

"I see... So you intend to smoke a sow like me. Please... enjoy your meal..."

No good! Everything I say is backfiring!

I gave up on the excuses and frantically began untying Lilith's ropes.

"...Master Weiss?"

"I've finished my... inspection, so it's fine now. More importantly... uh, does it hurt?"

Lilith blinked, her eyes wide with shock.

Crap, did I say something wrong again?

"What's the matter?"

"N-no, nothing! I just... I never expected you to say something so kind. I was startled."

"...I won't say things like that anymore."

"Eh?"

I hurried her to get dressed. While she was occupied, I tried to organize the chaos in my head.

My name was Weiss Fancent. In the world of this fantasy academy game, I was the undisputed king of trash—the "Violating Villainous Noble." My mother died when I was young, and my father was always away on diplomatic business. Left to my own devices, I'd spent my life doing whatever I wanted.

After enrolling in the academy, I was the type to use my family's influence to ruin anyone who annoyed me or outperformed me. I tormented the weak and obsessed over crushing anyone who dared to talk back.

But in the end, the protagonist beats Weiss to a pulp and exposes his crimes. He loses everything and becomes a servant to the Demon King. In the finale, he’s literally transformed into the [Demon King's Shield], dying only after every single "hole" in his body is pierced through.

Sure, the game gave him a tiny bit of sympathy—like being bullied as a kid or betrayed by a servant—but the Demon King’s cold line, "Doesn't it feel good to be lighter, Weiss?" became a meme. He was the most-hated villain for years. "Meat-removal Complete" and "Shower Weiss" were the kind of internet slang that followed him everywhere.

Worst of all, he was a total creep. His "hobby" wasn't even something fans of adult content would enjoy; he just liked hurting people, like he’d been doing to Lilith. It made everyone hate him.

And I hated him too. My real-life dad always told me that "women are precious and should be protected." I would absolutely never do the things Weiss did. (For the record, I’ve never actually interacted with a woman properly, but that’s not important right now.)

"Lilith, your neck..."

"Huh?"

I noticed a whip mark still lingering on her skin. If anyone saw that... I needed to do something. Anything.

Wait... I remember now.

One of the big draws of this game was the UI. You could see statuses, skills, and level-ups. The villainous Weiss was supposed to be low-level because he hated effort, relying entirely on his status. But maybe...

"Turn around for a second."

"E-eh? Y-yes..."

Lilith’s voice was trembling. She probably thought I was going to whip her again. Taking a breath, I whispered the command.

Status Open.

Nothing happened for a heartbeat. Then, in the next instant—

[Name: Weiss Fancent]
[Race: Human, Male]
[Age: 14]
[Job: Noble]
[Level: 1]
[Health: 10]
[Mana: 20]
[Unique Skill: New Challenge Play Lv.1]
[Title: New Master of Boneless Ham]

(Yes! It worked!)

I had the [Appraisal] skill. Normally, you could only see the protagonist’s stats, but I had a hunch.

But wow... my level is pathetic! The hero starts at level 10, if I remember right. This guy really hasn't done a lick of work in his life.

And what was with [Challenge Play Lv.1] and [Master of Boneless Ham]? Whatever. I’d deal with those later.

"Um... should I do something?"

"No, just relax."

If my memory of the game's secrets was right... I should be able to use that.

"Wait, what do you—"

"[Heal Light (Small)]."

I held out my hands and chanted. This was a hidden skill the developers had tossed in as an easter egg. The strategy guide mentioned it was a recovery spell Weiss could technically use from the start, though the original Weiss was too lazy to ever try.

A warm, white light spilled from my palms. The bruise on Lilith's neck vanished, replaced by smooth, pale skin.

"Master Weiss... it's so warm... it feels wonderful."

"Good. You're all healed up."

Lilith rushed to the mirror, unable to hide her disbelief. Between my sudden kindness and the fact that I was actually using magic, she looked completely lost. The original Weiss was a sloth who barely learned enough magic to graduate, figuring his status meant he’d never need it.

But from today on, things were going to be different. I was Weiss, but I wasn't that Weiss.

"Thank you, Master Weiss."

"No... I'm sorry for what I did."

"...I'm so surprised. It’s like you’re a different person. And I had no idea you could use recovery magic."

I feel terrible for confusing her. I mean, think about it: she gets tied up and whipped, then suddenly the guy unties her and heals her with magic. That’s bordering on a horror movie plot.

That evening, the butlers prepared a full-course meal. It was incredible—every bite was delicious. I couldn't help but grin as I cleaned every single plate.

"That was amazing..."

Suddenly, the room went silent.

"Master Weiss... did the seasoning particularly suit your palate today?"

Zebis Alldin, the head butler, was staring at me with his eyes practically popping out of his skull. He was a sharp-featured man with a lean, muscular build—highly intelligent and a beast in combat. Usually, he was the definition of unflappable, but right now, he looked like he'd seen a ghost.

"Uh, what do you mean by that?"

"Well... you see..."

He seemed hesitant, so I gave him a slightly firm look, urging him to continue. I figured I shouldn't drop the "arrogant noble" act too quickly or it would look weird.

"...Usually, you tell us the food is disgusting and hurl the plates at the floor. If the seasoning was to your liking, I shall ensure we prepare it the same way from now on. Forgive my presumption."

I see... He really was that much of a prick? I cleared the game, but even I didn't know he was that bad. Who throws food this good?!

No wonder the staff were all trembling while I ate. I’d wondered why they were all standing there in a row—they weren't there to serve; they were waiting to clean up the shards of broken porcelain.

Only Lilith was smiling, just a little. Maybe she realized I’d changed.

Regardless, I had to say something. It was only right.

"I... I’m sorry for my behavior until now. When I woke up this morning, I realized how wrong it is to waste food. I won't do it again. I truly am sorry."

There. That should do it.

But the entire room stayed frozen. Crap. Did I overdo it? Do they know I'm an impostor?

"...Wh-what magnificent words! I am... deeply honored!" 

Zebis managed to squeeze the words out, his voice cracking. Was he always this dramatic?

Suddenly, I heard the sound of sobbing from the other servants. 

What the?! What is this?! Why does it feel like the emotional climax of a movie?!

"Master Weiss, that was wonderful!" 

Even Lilith was moved to tears. The room erupted into applause. Look, guys, I just ate dinner, okay? Babies can do that! Goo goo ga ga!

"Haha... yeah. Thanks. Thank you."

Well, they seemed to accept it, so I’d call that a win. It was going to take time, but this was a solid first step.

Still, I needed to change a lot more. The academy entrance ceremony was only two years away. In the game, Weiss fails the placement mock battle against the protagonist, his reputation hits rock bottom, and the number of people wanting him dead skyrockets.

But if I could fight the hero to a draw—or even win—I could maintain my dignity and earn the respect of those around me. To do that, I needed to prepare.

With my current stats, the future was set in stone. I was headed for the "Shield" ending.

I'm going to work my ass off. I'm going to break every ruinous flag and avoid that doom.

The thought of having holes opened all over my body was enough to keep me motivated for a lifetime. 

Step one: Throw that whip in the trash.
Chapter 2: Appearances First

Everything starts with looking the part.

Case in point: I was currently wearing a headband with the word "Effort" emblazoned across the front.

I’d actually asked Lilith to make it for me. When she asked, "Master, what does this say?" I told her it meant I was going to work so hard I might actually die. She just laughed.

Well, she did say I’ve changed for the better, so I suppose I’m heading in the right direction.

"Weiss! Are you actually focusing, or just daydreaming?"

"I-I’m focusing! I’m working!"

I wasn't above using a little bit of my noble leverage. I had pulled some strings to hire a personal tutor: Milk Abista, a former S-rank adventurer and the swordsman hailed as the strongest in the Fanscent Territory.

She was a gorgeous older-sister type with flaming red hair and a phenomenal, curvaceous body—but she was also a terrifying, top-tier sadist. 

In the game, she doesn't even show up until the final acts, so I felt like I was getting some kind of premium early-access bonus just by seeing her now.

While Noblesse Oblige is primarily set within the academy, the story involves a lot of world-scale conflict. To survive the entrance exam and whatever madness follows, I had to prioritize learning both swordsmanship and magic.

Of course, that meant building up my basic physical fitness first.

Back in my old world, I had never exercised a day in my life. Naturally, the original Weiss had been a total couch potato too. Everything I did was utterly exhausting.

"Haa... haa... I... I can’t move another inch..."

"Is that so? Then by all means, feel free to rest. Just know that you’ll be branded a 'loser' the moment you step foot in that academy."

When I hired her, I told her to forget I was a noble and train me without mercy. Milk-sensei was certainly living up to her end of the bargain. Honestly, I felt like she might be taking it a bit too far...

"I-I get it! I'm moving!"

"Lower your knees, wrists up! Fix your stance!"

"Yes, ma'am!"

From dawn until dusk, it was form practice. Over and over and over and over again. Once that was done, I had to run and do strength training until my muscles screamed, all to boost my base stats. 

I’d initially hoped that a training montage might be fun, but reality was a bitter pill to swallow.

"Master Weiss, let me wipe away your sweat."

"…Thanks, Lilith."

Lilith stayed by my side constantly to support me, likely because she couldn't bear to watch me suffer alone. I was incredibly grateful, but I was also certain no such scene existed in the original game.

It worries me a little that I’m deviating from the script, but having her here is a huge boost to my morale.

And then there was the other guy.

"Young Master, I have prepared a meal featuring an abundance of that 'protein' you requested."

"Thanks, Zebis."

My butler, Zebis, handled my meals and provided various types of logistical support. If I remembered correctly, he was a highly skilled former knight. My father had hired him, and he’d been stuck looking after me ever since.

I also happened to know—from my meta-knowledge of future events—that Zebis harbored a deep loathing for Weiss's villainy. Eventually, he was supposed to team up with the Hero to bring about the total destruction of House Fanscent.

Weiss obviously deserved it, but I’d really like to stay on his good side so I don’t end up on the business end of his sword later.

"I know you're always busy, Zebis. I appreciate the help."

"…You really have changed, Young Master."

He didn't seem to trust me quite as implicitly as Lilith did, but seeing the "entranced" expression on the face of a rugged, bearded man was still an experience with terrifying destructive power.

Regardless, I used my knowledge from my previous life to select protein-rich ingredients for my diet. I knew nutrition was just as important as the training itself.

The results were already starting to show in my status window.

[ STATUS ]
Name: Weiss Fancent
Race: Human (Male)
Age: 15
Occupation: Noble
Level: 2
Stamina: 60
Magic Power: 20
Inherent Skills: [Challenge Play Lv1], [Heal Light (Small) Lv1]
Titles: [Master of Boneless Ham], NEW! [Butler Charmer]

My stamina had grown quite a bit. My magic power hadn't changed much yet, since I hadn't started that part of my training.

I have no idea what the 'Butler Charmer' title is supposed to mean, though...



A few weeks later, my body had finally adjusted to the workload, so I decided it was time to bring in a magic tutor.

However, I was getting burnt out on the Spartan lifestyle. I told Zebis I wanted someone who would be gentle with me—but they still had to be powerful.

When the day finally came, for some reason, Milk Abista was the one who showed up.

"Morning, Weiss."

"Um, Sensei... I believe I asked for a magic teacher today?"

"I know. I can use magic too."

To demonstrate, she produced a flicker of flame magic in one hand and a swirl of water in the other. Two of the four great elements. Usually, a person can only manifest one attribute, but she was a freak of nature who could handle two.

I knew that already, but I had specifically asked for a gentle teacher! 

Zebis, why?! Did you not understand the assignment? Isn't a butler supposed to provide intuitive support?!

"U-Um, Sensei... are you going to teach me magic 'gently'?"

"Oh, you want the 'gentle' course? Don't worry, I'm a professional. Leave it to me."

Thank god! As expected of Sensei! I guess she does have a soft side!



"Put more mana into it! Keep your eyes open! Don't you dare fall asleep on me!"

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

What is this? Some kind of cruel cliché?

Reality was not sweet. If anything, this was even more brutal than the sword training.

"Good. Now hold that flow for two hours."

"H-Heh... Yes, ma'am..."

I had assumed she would teach me actual spells, but according to Milk-sensei, "The one with the most mana wins."

She was right, of course. I knew that for a fact. The game's design documents explicitly stated that higher mana capacity equaled more power. Even if two people used a Level 1 Fireball, the one with the larger mana pool would produce a significantly larger explosion. 

It was hard to perceive that through the game's graphics, but it seemed Milk-sensei understood the mechanics of this world perfectly.

And so, my daily routine became a cycle of surging my mana to its absolute limit until I blacked out. I'm sure she didn't actually expect me to faint every time, but if I was going to do this, I might as well push myself to the brink.

"Master Weiss, please keep it up! You can do it!"

"Yeah... thanks, Lilith."

Lilith was always there. On top of her regular maid duties, she even spent her days off watching over me. I had to work hard for her sake, too... ah...

"Fainted again? You lasted longer than yesterday. ——Alright, here’s your reward."

As my consciousness faded into darkness, I felt Milk-sensei reach out. She gently stroked my head as I lay collapsed on the floor.

"Good boy. You’re working very hard."

...So this was her 'gentle' course.

The carrot-to-stick ratio was definitely skewed, but I couldn't deny that I was starting to look forward to it. 

I decided not to overthink it. I just kept at it—the sword drills, the physical conditioning, and the mana expansion.

Before I knew it, three months had passed.
003: Lilith Scarlet (Side Story)

I, Lilith Scarlet, was a maid in the service of House Fanscent.

Lord Weiss Fancent, the eldest son of the family, had always been arrogant, violent, and took great pleasure in trampling over others. Or rather, he used to be that way.

Just the other day, after striking me two or three times with a whip, he suddenly seemed to snap out of it. From that moment on, he began to treat me with nothing but kindness. He even used Recovery Magic—a skill I hadn’t realized he possessed—to heal my wounds. Since then, he had transformed into a true gentleman, someone who showed genuine consideration for everyone around him.

In the past, he would have screamed, "Are you trying to kill me with this swill?" while hurling his plate at the servants. Now, however, he didn’t leave so much as a single drop of broth behind, using his bread to wipe the bowl clean.

He had even dismissed every slave in the mansion, only to turn around and offer those who wished to stay a position as a paid servant. Some of the others were terrified, whispering that this was merely the first step in some elaborate plan to plunge us into even deeper despair, but I didn't think so.

I could tell. His eyes were different now.

The current Lord Weiss had the clearest, purest gaze I had ever seen. Besides, there were times when he actually blushed just because I got close to him. It was so incredibly cute that it made my heart skip a beat. I still didn't quite understand what this feeling was, but just looking at Lord Weiss made my heart feel at ease.

He had also taken to reading every day, and he spent his afternoons training with Teacher Milk, repeating basic exercises until he was exhausted. His face and physique were growing more masculine by the day. But what shocked me most was his dedication to studying the businesses House Fanscent operated.

Apparently, his mind was so sharp it had surprised the department heads; he had already spotted several errors and was already making adjustments for the coming year.

However, the moment one stepped out into the town, his bad reputation was so widespread that I could hear the commoners denouncing him. Previously, I would have just ignored it—after all, their complaints had been entirely justified. Now, however, hearing those things made my heart ache.

No, that’s not it! Lord Weiss has changed!

I wanted to shout it from the rooftops, but if I did, people would only assume he was forcing me to say it. That was why I started leaking rumors of my own, keeping them subtle enough to avoid suspicion. I told people how hard he was working, how much he loved to read, how he’d liberated the slaves, and how he never left a single scrap of food on his plate. Slowly but surely, I wanted to spread the truth.

I had always believed that people were incapable of change. But Lord Weiss proved me wrong. He showed me that people can change.

I had been a killer since I was a child. Even here, at House Fanscent, I had taken dozens of lives as a Shadow Assassin. They were all monsters who deserved to die, but that didn't stop me from hating myself.

I wanted to be reborn, just like Lord Weiss. I didn’t want to hurt anyone ever again.

"Lilith, there you are," he said, looking a bit bashful. "If you aren't busy, would you like to take a walk in the garden? I’m... trying to work out some of this muscle soreness."

"Sore muscles? I don’t quite understand what that feels like, but of course! I'd love to! Let’s go!"

"Li-Lilith, wait! It hurts when you grab my arm like that..."

"Hehe, sorry!"

Still... if anyone ever tries to harm Lord Weiss, I won't show them a shred of mercy.
Chapter 4: Teacher Milk Abitus

"The first step only begins once you’ve crossed your limits. Now, keep going until you literally die!"

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

Milk Abitus was as ruthless as ever. That was her favorite catchphrase, by the way—and she meant every word of it.

In the end, since she was my instructor for both swordsmanship and magic, I’d started learning both simultaneously to maximize efficiency. That said, I had specifically requested that the swordsmanship course be "hellish" while the magic lessons remain "gentle." My reasoning was simple: if I fainted during the latter, I’d get exactly one "head pat" as a reward.

Wait, is this a new fetish I’ve unlocked? Is my brain still functioning correctly?

"Ah... my consciousness... it’s fading..."

"Two hours, huh? You’ve certainly increased your endurance."

I collapsed to the dirt again. I gritted my teeth, desperately trying to cling to the waking world just long enough to savor the sensation of her palm on my head, before finally blacking out.



The same grueling routine repeated day after day.

I ran, I lifted, and I forced my mana to overflow until my lights went out. Time moved fast; before I knew it, half a year had passed.

Through it all, Lilith remained by my side, supporting me without fail. God, she’s so admirable. She listened to my most trivial complaints and anticipated my every need. Plus, she smelled amazing. She was so delicate and slender—her arms looked like they might snap if I gripped them too hard. I had to get stronger. I had to protect her.

She hadn't appeared much in the original game, but I had a vague memory of her having some sort of "hidden lore" setting. Maybe she’s sickly? Or saving up for her family? Something like that. For all I know, she’s a secret princess.

Regardless, my efforts were starting to reflect in my status.

Name: Weiss Fancent
Race: Human, Male
Age: 15
Occupation: Noble Trainee
Level: 2 ⇒ 4
Stamina: 60 ⇒ 300
Mana: 20 ⇒ 1200
Unique Skills: Challenge Play Lv2, Heal Light Lv1, New: Presence Detection Lv1, Concealment Lv1, Mana Manipulation Lv2
Titles: Boneless Ham User, Butler Charmer, New: Hard Worker

The growth was undeniable. My stamina and mana were worlds apart from where I’d started. In fact, the mana increase was so absurd it was almost comical. If I remember the game correctly, isn't this mid-boss level mana?

Back when I started, a morning workout would leave me bedridden by noon. Now, I’d look up from my training and realize the sun had already set. I’d likely picked up Presence Detection because I was always subconsciously looking for Lilith, and I’m pretty sure Concealment came from my desperate attempts to hide from Teacher Milk.

But the Hard Worker title? What is that even supposed to do for me?

"I have to say, I'm impressed," Teacher Milk said abruptly one day. "Weiss, you have a real gift... Honestly, you might be a once-in-a-century talent."

"Wait, what? A century?"

I was genuinely bewildered. She’d never praised me before. I actually braced myself, half-expecting a slap to follow the compliment, but it seemed she wasn't that much of a demon.

"If I focus, I can get a rough sense of a person's mana capacity," she explained. "I’ve seen countless warriors and mages in my time, but your growth rate... it’s abnormal."

While a formal Appraisal Skill didn't exist in this world, seasoned pros could apparently achieve something similar through experience. I’d suspected my numbers were high, but her confirmation settled it. My memory of the game's scaling seemed to be on the mark.

"Of course," she added, "that doesn't change the work we have to do."

"R-Right. Naturally..."

For a split second, I’d hoped I might get a day off. No such luck. But that was fine. I was doing this to rewrite my destiny.

A few months later, the curriculum shifted. We kept up the basics, but combat training was finally added to the mix. I’d expected to start with some wooden sword drills, but Milk went straight into full-contact sparring.

"Too slow! You're nothing but openings!"

"GUEEEHHH!"

A heavy blow caught me in the ribs. She claimed she was holding back, but the pain was agonizing enough to make my vision swim. She kept me right on the edge of death—a line I felt myself crossing more times than I could count.

"Listen, Weiss. Treat every training session like a real battle. And a battle is just a fancy word for a brawl. What do you think is the most important thing in a fight?"

"Um... managing mana and reading the opponent's—"

Another strike to the ribs. Milk was the type to teach through blunt force rather than lectures. But I got the message.

—The first move.

"Guh... Ow... It’s... hit them before they hit you?"

"Exactly. I'm not telling you to go out and pick fights, but the first strike is worth more than any that follow. Even a grand magus dies if you hit them before they can weave a barrier. Even a master of martial arts dies if you snap their neck while they’re distracted."

It was common sense, but executing it was another story entirely. I guess 'talking it out' isn't an option with her... not that I expected it to be.

"Words won't teach you this," she said, a wicked grin spreading across her face. "Once you're ready, we'll move on to a practical test."

"A practical test...?"

"Oh, you’re going to love it."

It was the first time I’d ever seen her look so genuinely happy. A cold shiver ran down my spine. I knew for a fact she wouldn't be going easy on me. I resolved myself and forced my battered body to stand. Milk’s smile widened.

"Good, Weiss. That’s what I like most about you—your grit. You can't teach talent like that, even to the gifted."

"Haha... thank you, Ma'am."

I only have 'grit' because I'm terrified you'll put a hole through my chest if I give up, I thought, but I kept that to myself.

After several hours of sparring, I thought we were finally done for the day.

"Once you've finished your mana circulation, we're going for another round."

"You've got to be kidding me..."

Behind her, I saw Lilith cheering me on. I’d worried she was neglecting her duties to watch me, but she seemed to be balancing her maid work and her "Weiss-watching" perfectly. Everyone in this house is so damn competent.

"Please do your best, Lord Weiss!"

I appreciated the support, really. I just wished she didn't have to see me looking quite so pathetic.



Milk Abitus — POV

I only took this job because I was bored.

I’d hit S-rank as an adventurer without much trouble. I’d served as a Knight Commander in a major kingdom, but even that lost its luster. I was long past my prime. If I were still in my teens, I wouldn't be rotting away in some backwater territory; I’d be out exploring the world.

But reality is a cold mistress. Being born a woman is one of my few life regrets—no matter how much you train your mana, there is a biological ceiling on physical strength.

Then, an old acquaintance—a butler named Zebis—reached out. He wanted me to train the eldest son of a noble house. I recognized the name instantly.

Weiss Fancent. Total aristocratic scum.

The rumors said he enjoyed tormenting the weak and "disciplining" slaves for sport. I’d heard whispers of bodies being quietly disposed of. His reputation among the commoners was hit-bottom. Normally, I wouldn't touch a brat like that with a ten-foot pole, but the pay was astronomical, and Zebis had begged me.

I figured I’d just go through the motions, take the gold, and leave. I assumed he was just some kid having a momentary delusions of grandeur before school started and would quit within a week.

I was wrong.

"I am Milk Abitus. I'll be your instructor."

"My name is Weiss Fancent. I look forward to your tutelage, Teacher Milk. Also, could you please drop the formalities? I want you to be as strict as possible. Don't hold back. Not even a little."

A noble speaking to me with such humility? I nearly blurted out, Do you have any idea what you're asking for, kid?

He wasn't what the rumors suggested, but I’m a professional. I gave him exactly what he asked for.

From that day on, I pushed him. You can't teach swordsmanship to someone who hasn't built a foundation. I wanted to see if he had the heart—if he could put in true effort.

To my astonishment, Weiss followed my instructions to the letter. He didn't whine about wanting to learn flashy techniques; he just sweated, bled, and focused on the basics without a single complaint. He might have been screaming on the inside, but on the outside, he was nothing like the boy in the rumors. He studied, he practiced, and he refined himself with a terrifying singular focus.

In time, I actually started to enjoy teaching him. It helped that his growth rate was monstrous. Sometimes, when we sparred, I’d get the fleeting illusion that I was facing a veteran warrior.

He blew past my mana expectations within weeks. Now, he has as much capacity as a top-tier adventurer. It doesn't matter how many skills you have if you don't have the fuel to use them, and high-level magic is a gas-guzzler. Combat is a numbers game—how many moves can you make before you're empty? Weiss understood that, and he trained like a man possessed to expand his tank.

The other day, I caught someone badmouthing him. Before I could stop myself, I’d stepped in to defend him. He's not that kind of person, I’d said.

That was when I realized it. I didn't just see him as a student anymore. I saw him as my successor.

Of course, I’d die before I admitted that to his face. But the boy is too "good." He’s a saint, and in a real fight, being a saint gets you killed. On the battlefield, "underhanded" is just another word for "victorious."

I’m going to teach him that. I'm going to hammer every bit of my experience into his skull.

"Teacher... I'm at my... limit..."

As I was lost in thought, Weiss’s mana hit zero and he slumped over. Well, I did promise to be gentle during magic lessons.

"There, there. Good boy."

I didn't mind stroking my cute apprentice’s head. He actually looked quite peaceful when he was asleep.

I can feel your bloodlust, Lilith. I knew she wouldn't hesitate to kill me if I actually hurt him. But I wasn't planning on backing down.

I’ve grown quite fond of Weiss myself. I may be a warrior, but I haven't completely discarded my heart as a woman. Watching him grow into a man and then claiming him as my own? That didn't sound like a bad retirement plan at all.

Training, however, was a separate matter. At this rate, he’d be more than ready for the practical test in a few months.

Weiss, I've really taken a liking to you. So please... try not to die.
005: Talent, Effort, or Something Else

In my previous life, if there was anything I could actually brag about, it was my touch-typing speed. That was pretty much it. 

As for exercise? I only did it when forced to during PE, and the one time I actually signed up for a gym, I stopped showing up after a week. I just wasn't that guy.

But now...

"Good! Weiss! The most important thing when you're swinging a sword is not holding back!"

"I... know... that... ALREADY!" I screamed back, my voice cracking under the strain.

I had been stacking up training days at a rate that would have been physically impossible for the old me. Has it really been a year since I reincarnated as the villain Weiss? I wondered, though I barely had the brainpower to keep track.

"Haha! Weiss, your movements are fascinating! Truly fascinating!"

"T-Teacher Milk, please... would it kill you to show a little restraint!?"

Every time our swords collided, the shockwaves rattled my very marrow. While I was still diligently working on expanding my total mana capacity, Teacher Milk clearly had a massive soft spot for swordsmanship. 

In the beginning, I’d held onto the naive hope that she’d go easy on me. I expected a gentle "put your hand here" or "step like this" kind of instruction. 

Fat chance. During our very first lesson, I was out cold before I even realized the session had started.

Even though we used wooden swords, Teacher Milk didn't believe in "holding back." Broken bones were just part of the curriculum. If it weren't for Recovery Magic, the cost of healing potions alone would have bankrupted my entire estate.

I was currently parrying her strikes with the desperate, frantic energy of a man who didn't want to die. Apparently, my struggle for survival was "exceedingly delightful" to her.

"—That’s enough for today."

The next second, Teacher Milk vanished at a speed my eyes couldn't even begin to track. 

A fraction of a heartbeat later, a wooden sword slammed into my face. My nose shattered, and I hit the dirt, blood spraying everywhere.

"Gugaa-agh—... huff... wheeze..."

"Make sure you have that fixed by tomorrow morning. And don't you dare neglect your form practice."

"Iggh... ah... y-yessir..." Or ma'am... or whatever...

This isn't just "strict" anymore! I screamed internally for the thousandth time. This is a human rights violation!

"Lord Weiss!"

Lilith rushed to my side, her face pale with worry, and immediately began soothing the mangled wreck of my nose with Heal Light. 

To my utter shock, Lilith had been studying magic like a woman possessed just for my sake. Even more surprising was the terrifying speed at which she was mastering it. I was touched, really, but it also lit a fire under my ass—I couldn't let my own maid outpace me.

"Haa... that feels so warm..."

"I'm so glad..."

Lilith is an angel. Unlike Teacher Milk, who is clearly a demon in a very stylish coat.



Milk — Side Story

I have always believed one thing: people have limits. 

Effort can never truly overcome innate talent. That was my mantra, the foundation of my world.

But since meeting Weiss, my common sense has been ground into dust. 

The boy gets stronger by the day, as if he’s shedding his old skin and becoming a different person every time the sun rises. Is it talent? Is it effort? Neither label feels quite right. 

I told him I wouldn't hold back, but in truth, I was pulling my punches at the start. Teaching is usually about making the student feel good, after all. You build their confidence, spark their interest, and trick them into believing they’re capable of greatness.

But when I spar with Weiss, I occasionally find myself striking with genuine lethality before I even realize I’ve lost control. 

And the truly fascinating part? Every single time I do, Weiss catches the blow. 

It should be impossible. A noble brat who’s been holding a sword for less than six months shouldn't be able to stop a strike delivered with my full power. Every time it happens, my heart shudders with a heated thrill, and a smile I can’t suppress creeps across my face.

If Weiss harbors any dark ambitions, then I am currently fostering a world-class monster. 

But I find I don't care. It’s interesting. It’s just so damn interesting.

They say that when things get interesting, they tend to pile up, and this was no exception.

"Teacher Milk... don't you think you're overdoing it?"

"Lilith? What are you doing out at this hour?"

She wasn't carrying a weapon. However, the killing intent radiating from her was thick enough to choke on. Or perhaps she just wasn't bothered to hide it.

"Regarding the training... I believe you should show more restraint. At this rate, Lord Weiss will die."

"I was told to be strict. Besides, I'm perfectly gentle during our magic sessions."

"I think I phrased that poorly," Lilith said, her voice dropping an octave. "I wasn't asking."

"Ha! Well then, if you want me to stop, try making me—"

In the blink of an eye, Lilith vanished. No footsteps, no rustle of fabric. She reappeared behind my right shoulder and launched a kick with the force of a falling star. 

I managed to block it at the very last microsecond, but the sheer pressure nearly snapped the bones in my forearm. 

"Oh? So force is the language we're speaking, then?"

"Force is fine."

"I see. Weiss certainly keeps a fascinating 'pet.'"

I’d known she was no ordinary maid, but she was a completely different breed than me. 
An assassin?

After that, Lilith and I sparred many times in secret. 

We never reached a definitive conclusion. But one day, after she watched Weiss drag himself off the ground while literal blood sprayed from his mouth, she finally seemed to reach a decision. 

She appeared before me as she always did, but this time, she bowed her head low.

"—Please. Teach me magic."

From that day on, Lilith threw herself into magical study with a zeal that bordered on madness. Recovery Magic requires innate talent to even attempt, but she was blessed with an abundance of it. 

Nowadays, she works just as hard as Weiss does, though she never lets him see her sweat. 

Good grief. Between the two of them, I’ve completely forgotten how boring my life used to be.



My swordsmanship was finally reaching a respectable level, but my magic training was still stuck in the "basic" phase.

I was just releasing mana until I passed out. Over and over. That was it.

With only a year left until the Academy entrance ceremony, I was finally starting to feel the itch to actually do something with all this power. I don't usually talk back to the woman who breaks my nose for fun, but I finally worked up the courage to ask.

I told her I wanted to learn actual spells. She just gave me a pitying, wry smile.

"What? Are you panicked that you'll be a 'dropout' if you don't learn a flashy trick soon?"

"Ah, no... it's not quite that. I just... I was wondering why we're still doing this."

"You want an explanation. I suppose that's fair."

"Well... yes."

"Fine," Teacher Milk said, manifesting a flickering spark of Fire Magic in her left hand. 

It was tiny, but it burned with a perfect, steady consistency.

"There are no objective HUDs for this, but for the sake of argument, let's call this a power level of 30. And... this is 60."

She manifested a second flame in her other hand. To my eyes, they looked identical. 

That’s weird. Logically, a spell with double the mana should be at least twice as big, right?

"Weiss, tell me what you see."

"...Can I be honest?"

"Go ahead."

"They look... exactly the same."

"Exactly. On the surface, at least."

I blinked, totally lost. Teacher Milk had always said that more mana equals more power and more options. I’d assumed it worked like a video game—bigger mana bar, bigger explosions. What she was showing me was the polar opposite of that logic.

"That's a good look on your face. Keep those gears turning. Your problem is that you haven't grasped the essence yet. Watch."

Teacher Milk flicked the '30' flame onto the ground. The grass ignited, sending a decent-sized pillar of fire into the air. 

Then, she threw the '60' flame. 

My jaw hit the dirt. The ground erupted. A pillar of fire shot up, easily three times the size and intensity of the first one. Mathematically, it didn't make any sense.

"Do you understand now?"

"...The appearance was the same, but the output was massive..."

"Precisely. Mastering this requires high-level technique, obviously. But my point is this: if you imagine your spells swelling to double the size just because you doubled the mana, you're a fool. That just puts your enemy on guard for no reason. Listen to me: the essence of combat is the initiative and the art of deception. There is no 'ready, set, go' in a real fight. A single moment of hesitation, a single false assumption—that’s a direct ticket to the grave."

They look the same, but the density is different. That was her lesson. 

I realized then that I was still stuck in a 'game brain' mentality. I’d been daydreaming about learning a dozen different flashy skills to steamroll my enemies, and she had just ruthlessly purged those shallow thoughts from my head.

"Mana capacity is like muscle training. No matter how much talent you have, it only grows in proportion to the time you invest. When people get older and stronger, they start relying on cheap tricks and superficial skills. I’m guilty of it myself. But you, Weiss... you’re different. You’re young, and you’re capable of a level of honest, grueling effort that most people can't fathom. I know it’s tedious. But please... bear with it just a little longer."

It was the first time she had ever been so sincere with me. "Please," she’d said. 

I felt a pang of guilt. Up until now, I’d only been thinking about myself—how to avoid dying, how to dodge my "villain" fate. 

But it wasn't just about me anymore. I wanted to work hard for Lilith, who was killing herself to support me, and for Teacher Milk, who actually saw something in me.

"I understand. I'll give it everything I've got!"

"That's the spirit. Good. Now, do it until you die."

"Yes, ma'am!"

And so, I went back to draining my mana until the world turned grey. 
Ugh... it still sucks, though...

Several months passed. My status was showing massive improvements across the board, and one morning, Teacher Milk looked at me and muttered, "It's about time."

"About time for what?"

"I mentioned it before, didn't I? Your practical test."

She was wearing a smile I didn't recognize. It was the kind of smile that made me want to run, hide, and possibly move to a different continent. 

I tried to stay calm. It was probably just a monster, right? A goblin or a wolf. Part of me was actually excited to see how I’d hold up in a real fight.

"...So, uh, what kind of monster am I fighting?"

"Monster?" 

Teacher Milk let out a short, sharp laugh. Then she dropped a bombshell that shattered my composure.

"The practical test is against a real human being. And to make things interesting... you're going to be the one to pick the fight."

"...Excuse me?"
Chapter 6: The Practical Test

"You little brat... what’d you just say?"

"I asked if your ears were clogged with fat, or if it's just your head that's oversized."

Inside the tavern adjacent to the Adventurer’s Guild, I was currently picking a fight.

"It seems you have a death wish."

I was facing off against three men. Each of them was easily twice my height and triple my girth. I didn't know their ranks, but judging by how the other patrons were currently scrambling for the exits, they were clearly big shots. 

Their belts and backs were laden with heavy machetes and massive axes—blades that had undoubtedly tasted the blood of many monsters. And probably quite a few humans, too.

◇

A few hours earlier...

We were currently being rattled around in the back of a carriage heading toward Ligbelt Town in the Fanscent Territory.

"It suits you, Weiss. Doesn't it?"

"Haha... Hahaha... Ha."

I could only offer a strained, dry laugh as we bounced along the road. Teacher Milk, on the other hand, looked the happiest I’d seen her in weeks.

I looked down at myself. I was currently decked out in ostentatious, gold-plated armor, with a decorative, glittering sword hanging at my hip. No matter how you sliced it, I looked like a pampered noble’s son. A total rich brat. A high-tier aristocrat just begging to be mugged.

"Lord Weiss, it’s a perfect fit! You look so dashing!"

"Lilith... are you actually praising me? Or are you making fun of me?"

"I'm praising you, of course!" Lilith cheered, pumping her fists in encouragement.

Meanwhile, Teacher Milk and Lilith were dressed in the drab, functional gear of ordinary adventurers. Well, that was the plan, anyway.

"Just make sure those don't end up being your burial clothes," Milk remarked casually. "It’ll be a massive pain for my reputation if I have to go on the run because you died on my watch."

Shouldn't you be more worried about my life than your paperwork?! 

She was definitely serious. Every time she spoke, I became more convinced that she was the real villain here. Seriously, would it have killed the universe to let me reincarnate as Milk Abitus instead?

"Weiss, you’ve got some nerve, directing bloodlust at me."

"It was a joke! I’m sorry!"

We eventually arrived at Ligbelt Town. In the game, this was the first major hub the protagonist reached after starting his journey. It was also, quite frankly, a total dump.

The gate guards were present, but they were too busy gossiping to notice us, their posture basically screaming, 'Just go in, who cares?' 

Teacher Milk didn't say a word as we passed through. They say the gate guards are the face of a nation; the stricter they are, the better the country. If they’re vigilant, the people are safe. If they’re like this... well, you can imagine the state of the local public order.

"So, who’s the target? Am I just supposed to pick a fight with some random guy?"

"Of course not. I’ve selected the perfect sparring partners for you. Rest assured."

I am not 'resting' or 'assured'! I am the exact opposite of both those things!

"Lord Weiss, do your best! Fight!"

Lilith was cheering me on, but she clearly had no intention of actually stepping in to help. 

The moment we stepped into the town proper, a dozen predatory gazes pierced through me. To an outsider, I probably looked like a wealthy little lordling out for a stroll with two beautiful women. In reality, I was a man walking the road to execution while being watched by two sadistic demons.

"Check out the rack on that big one..."

"I like the little one. She’s my type."

"Look at that brat, swaggering around with beauties and high-end gear."

You guys better watch your mouths, I thought. One more word and you're dead. Also, I don't care about Milk, but I will definitely protect Lilith!

"Teacher Milk, those guys are really annoying, aren't they?"

"Hmm? Ah, just ignore them. They’re small-time."

Wait... did Lilith just radiate a wave of bone-chilling bloodlust for a split second?

Eventually, we reached our destination: the Adventurer’s Guild. Just ahead of us, three massive, hulking men were swaggering inside. They looked like they’d just stepped off a wanted poster for a triple homicide. My 'bad feeling' meter was currently redlining.

"Perfect timing," Milk whispered. "Weiss, those are your opponents: the Boudan Brothers. Don't hold back. They’re scum, so you don't need to feel guilty about breaking them."

"...Right. Okay. Let's go home."

I turned to bolt, but Milk’s hand clamped onto my head like a vice. 

"Entertaining. I’ll give you a passing grade for your sense of humor."

"I'm not joking! I’m being completely literal! And what do you mean 'three' brothers?! Could we start with just one brother?!"

For someone claiming it was 'amusing,' Teacher Milk’s expression was as cold as ice. She was terrifying.

"How am I even supposed to start this?! Am I just supposed to walk up and call them idiots?!"

"Just go in and apply for an adventurer's license."

"...Apply?"

"Yes. With that outfit, they'll definitely come for you. Just respond when they do."

"Won't I be dead before the 'responding' part?"

"That’s enough talk. Listen, Weiss. People like to say there’s an 'order' to things, but that doesn't exist on a battlefield. The first move is everything. You're strong, and you’ve got grit, but you have zero real-world experience. Find your courage. Do exactly what I taught you. Now, I’m going to go get a drink."

With a sharp turn, Milk walked off toward the bar. Lilith followed her as a matter of course, throwing me one last supportive fist-pump. I thought they were on my side, but I’ve never felt more betrayed in my life. 

Still, I couldn't exactly turn tail and run now. I had to face this.

No, actually, I should definitely run.

But then I felt Milk’s gaze on my back from the tavern entrance, and I knew there was no escape.

▽

The moment I pushed open the guild doors, every eye in the place swiveled toward me. 

I was a brat in gold armor with no guards and an arrogant look on my face. I was a walking 'Kick Me' sign. A literal sitting duck.

The application process itself was surprisingly smooth. The only hiccup was the receptionist’s eyes nearly popping out of her head when she saw my name. Because I was a noble, the boring lectures were waived, and I was told my exam date would be mailed to me later—not that I actually planned on showing up for it.

As I turned to leave, one of the tanned Boudan brothers stuck his leg out to trip me. Or rather, I saw him preparing to do it. 

Mana flows through the human body just like blood. Thanks to my hellish training, I could see that flow as a glowing visualization. 

Suddenly, a wave of irritation washed over me. Why was I putting up with this? This was purely for Milk's amusement. 

Fine. I’m pissed off. This is totally just me taking out my frustrations, but hey, if they’re total scum, I can vent a little, right? Probably.

Since the guy wanted to trip me so badly, I decided to help him out by kicking his shin with every ounce of strength I had.

"GAH—! You little shit! What do you think you're doing?!"

"You're the one who stuck your stubby little leg out, aren't you?"

"Hey brat, what did you just say?"

"I asked if your ears were clogged with fat, or if it's just your head that's oversized."

I had never been in a real fight in my previous life. Even with all my training here, my body still flinched instinctively at the sound of a raised voice. Milk and Lilith were just a few yards away in the tavern, but right now, I was on my own.

"Outside. Now, brat."

The Boudan Brothers shoved me toward the exit. So far, so good. Everything was going according to Milk's script.

"You a noble or something?" one growled as we hit the street.

"Pretty cocky for a kid with no servants," the other sneered.

They were leading me toward a dark alleyway. I could see the mana inside them churning—there was no 'stagnation' in their intent. They were going to kill me.

But then, Milk's voice echoed in my head: Do exactly what I taught you.

I took a deep breath, forcing my racing heart to settle. Just before we crossed the threshold into the alley—before they could get their bearings—I drew my blade and took Boudan's right arm off.

"...Eh? GYAAAAAAAAAAAH!"

There was a slight delay before the screaming started. I flicked the blood off my blade with a sharp, practiced motion. 

The first move. That was Milk's golden rule. If I’d waited until we were in the alley, they would have flared their mana to reinforce their physical defenses. There was no reason to play fair and let them prepare.

The other two—I didn't know which brothers they were—scrambled back and drew their weapons. They flared their mana and exchanged a silent look, moving to flank me with practiced ease. Their coordination was terrifyingly fast, completely at odds with their thuggish appearance.

And yet, I wasn't afraid. My mind was crystal clear. If anything... I felt a strange sense of excitement.

Ah... Weiss. So you were still in there, weren't you?

"You little BASTARD!"

The man in front of me lunged with a roar, but it was a blatant feint. I could 'see' the mana shifting behind me as a machete swung toward my head.

I pivoted on my heel, using the centrifugal force to take the attacker’s left arm off. As blood sprayed and the screams redoubled, the face of the final brother twisted in pure, unadulterated terror.

Seeing him cower like that... I actually started to laugh.

Small fry.

Thinking that with a chillingly calm heart, I took the last man’s arm.

The whole thing had taken maybe thirty seconds. The alley was thick with the copper scent of blood and the echoing shrieks of the brothers. I felt a weird, soaring sense of exaltation.

The 'Practical Test' was over. But Milk hadn't told me what to do with the survivors. 

As I stood there wondering, I heard the sound of slow clapping.

"Passable, I suppose."

"That was amazing, Lord Weiss!"

"Teacher Milk? Lilith? Why are you here?"

"I told you, it would be a pain if you died," Milk said.

Right. Still not worried about me personally. Got it.

Milk proceeded to use my name to summon the local military police, and the brothers were hauled away. It turned out their rap sheet was a mile long: rape, robbery, murder, bribery, kidnapping, and slave trading. They’d only stayed free this long by bribing the guards—guards who were also currently being arrested thanks to Milk’s earlier 'negotiations.'

As we climbed back into the carriage, the adrenaline finally wore off, and the reality of what I'd done started to sink in.

"So... did I pass?"

"I’d like to give you full marks, but I’m going with a 70%."

"That’s... kind of harsh."

"If it were me, I would have taken their arms off inside the guild hall before they ever reached the door. That is what it means to take the initiative."

"............"

She wasn't joking. She really would have done that. She thrived on doing the unthinkable to catch people off guard.

Lilith, however, beamed and grabbed my arm. "Hehe! You were wonderful, Lord Weiss! I give you 120... no, 200 points!"

"Thanks, Lilith. That actually makes me feel a bit better."

And so, my test ended in a success. Sort of. But as I looked at my companions, I noticed something off.

"Wait... why do you both have red stains on your clothes?"

"Your imagination," Milk said flatly.

"Yes! Total imagination!" Lilith added with a suspiciously bright smile.

A few days later, an official report arrived at the estate. It was... confusing. 

First, my adventurer's exam had been waived by special exception. Second, I received a formal letter of thanks and a reward for the arrest of the Boudan Brothers. And finally...

"...Did I actually do this?"

The report stated that at a tavern near the guild, a gang of over twenty notorious bandits had been 'subdued' and arrested simultaneously. The credit for the entire operation had been given to me. 

However, the letter included a polite postscript: 'In the future, please try to hold back just enough so the suspects are still capable of speech.'

...There's no way, right?
Changes in Heart and Body

It had been over a year since I’d woken up as Weiss.

That practical test felt like it happened a lifetime ago. While my days were still consumed by endless training, my status had evolved into something completely unrecognizable from where I’d started.

Name: Weiss Fancent
Race: Human, Male
Age: 15
Occupation: Noble Trainee
Level: 4 → 15
HP: 300 → 3000
MP: 1200 → 6000
Unique Skills: Challenge Play Lv2, Heal Light Lv2
Skills: Presence Detection Lv.3, Concealment Lv.3, Mana Manipulation Lv4, Courage Lv3
Titles: Master of Boneless Ham, Butler Charmer, Hard Worker

I mean, seriously, what the hell happened in the interim?

If I recalled correctly, the average level for a student entering the Academy was three—maybe five at the absolute most. 

Is this really okay? Did I overdo it? No, no, they say the greater serves for the lesser, so having more power shouldn't be a problem. I’m sure it’s fine. Probably.

"Weiss-sama, regarding the donations from the other day—I have delivered the full amount to the orphanage without any delay."

"Thank you, Zebis. Also, regarding the business side of things... I’d like to show my face at the next meeting. Can you set that up for me?"

"Of course, my lord."

Two major things had changed over the last year. First, our butler, Zebis, had completely opened his heart to me. Unlike Lilith, he’d continued to eye me with suspicion for quite a while, but I felt like I’d finally earned his trust.

I just hope this means he won’t end up betraying House Fanscent in the future, but I guess only time will tell.

And the second thing—

"Is your magic training proceeding smoothly?"

"Yeah, I’m sticking with it thanks to your recommendation, Zebis. Though, trying to master all four elements—Fire, Water, Wind, and Earth—simultaneously is a bit demonic, don’t you think?"

"That is only because your talent is truly beyond any known standard, Weiss-sama. Most mages are lucky to manifest one; even Teacher Milk Abitus only commands two."

The time had finally come: my magic training had begun.

To my absolute shock, it turned out I could use all four primary elements. When she found out, Teacher Milk had practically doubled over laughing with her mouth wide open. However, the magic training I’d been so excited for turned out to be way more exhausting than I’d ever imagined.

It was a mental drain—or more accurately, it chewed through my willpower. It was likely the effect of consuming MP, but it left me feeling as lethargic as if I were suffering from a massive flu. If I pushed too hard, I’d get "mana sickness." If I practiced for too long, the headaches became unbearable and the nausea was even worse.

I was also keeping a little secret: through a weird stroke of luck, I’d realized I could use Light and Dark magic, too. I’d thought about telling Teacher Milk, but I figured I might as well save it to surprise her later.

I’d been practicing those attributes in secret in the middle of the night, but Lilith was often lurking in the shadows watching me. I appreciate the support, girl, really, but standing in the same spot for four hours just to watch me practice? I feel terrible. I wish she’d just go back to her room and get some sleep...



Lilith Scarlet POV

It had already been over a year since the day Weiss-sama changed.

Even from my perspective, his talent was nothing short of monstrous. He was likely trying to keep it a secret, but in addition to the four major elements, he was also honing his skills in Light and Dark magic. His aptitude was so terrifying that I was tempted to say he was no longer human. 

Teacher Milk had surely noticed it long ago as well. Weiss-sama kept saying he had to work hard to get into the Academy, but at this rate, I didn't think he’d just be the top student—he might actually rewrite history.

Even in the dead of night, he single-mindedly repeated his basic drills. I loved watching his tireless efforts from the shadows, though he’d likely caught onto me. Every so often, he would cast a nervous glance in my direction.

Come to think of it, back during his practical test, there were some noisy thugs at a tavern, so Teacher Milk and I "ground them down." I had intended to stop hurting people, but I simply couldn't forgive men who raised their hands against a woman. It turned out they were quite notorious criminals; Teacher Milk immediately pulled some strings to spin the incident and boost Weiss-sama’s reputation.

It was a blessing in disguise, and little by little, Weiss-sama’s infamy was fading. 

Watching how hard-working and devoted Weiss-sama had become made my heart feel as if it were being squeezed. Was this the emotion people called "love"?

Next year, he would finally enter the Academy. I’d heard that students were allowed to bring an attendant with them upon admission.

...How wonderful that would be. I want to go with him.

Maybe I should try asking?
008 The Butler of House Fanscent, Zebis Aldin

I am a butler in the service of House Fanscent.

I once served in the Kingdom Knight Order of the South, but after a certain turning point, I resigned. Following various twists and turns, I found myself working for House Fanscent. My days were hectic, but my greatest struggle was a personal one: I couldn't stand the eldest son, Weiss Fancent.

From the time he was a small child, he was arrogant, selfish, and utterly incapable of considering the feelings of others. He treated his slaves like disposable toys—overworking them until they broke, then casually ordering me to "dispose" of them.

Disgusting.

On the surface, I played the part of the obedient servant. In reality, I made sure every single one of those "disposed" slaves escaped to safety. I had concluded that the boy was beyond saving; I spent my time gathering evidence of his crimes, waiting for the perfect moment to deliver his final judgment.

And then, Master Weiss underwent a radical transformation.

"Zebis, I want you to release all the slaves owned by House Fanscent. Furthermore, I want you to send letters of apology to our former slaves and anyone we failed to pay a proper wage."

He just... blurted it out one day.

My first thought was that he had simply invented a new, cruel way to harass me. But as the days passed, everything changed—his table manners, his attitude, the way he spoke to people. It was all different. He even declared that he wanted to undergo special training to prepare for his Academy entrance.

Is this a joke? I wondered. I reached out to my old friend Milk, thinking she could sniff out whatever he was hiding, but she reported that he was training with a level of dedication that bordered on the obsessive.

As everyone around him began to open their hearts, I remained the lone skeptic. I couldn't bring myself to believe it. But as time marched on, I was forced to face the reality: he really had changed.

Milk told me his talent for the sword was on an entirely different level. Intrigued—and perhaps a bit worried—I went to observe his training for myself. I ended up letting out a hollow laugh.

In just a few short years, he had reached a level where he could trade blows with an S-class Adventurer. Honestly? In terms of pure reaction speed, he had already surpassed Milk. His movements were a supple, terrifying hybrid of refined swordsmanship and a massive pool of mana.

He probably hasn't realized it yet, but magic power has permeated his body down to the cellular level. That is the only reason he can move like that. By the time Master Weiss reaches physical maturity, he will undoubtedly possess enough strength to decide the very fate of this world.

It’s terrifying. Had he stayed that same vile brat, I likely would have lopped his head off years ago out of sheer dread of what he might become.

But he isn't that person anymore. He has matured mentally, and his intellect is sharp enough to leave me speechless. Even when it comes to the business affairs of House Fanscent, the difference in profits with and without his input is like night and day.

Overflowing talent, impeccable virtue, mastery of both magic and the blade, and a noble title to top it off. The boy has no idea how truly monstrous—and awe-inspiring—he has become.

Even the cold, detached Lilith has taken a shine to him, which came as a shock. When we spoke recently, she told me she sincerely didn't want to hurt anyone anymore. That, too, is almost certainly Master Weiss's doing.

And then there was the magic.

"Um, the secret to the Four Great Elements is to become one with nature, right?"

The moment he started his magical training, he mastered the basics of the Four Great Elements instantly. His growth rate is... frankly, it’s not normal. I also know for a fact that he has mastered the rare Dark Attribute and its polar opposite, the Light Attribute.

That should be impossible.

Light and darkness repel one another. To hold both is like trying to force two separate souls into one body. It’s likely a historical first; I’ve certainly never heard of it. Dark Magic borrows power from demons and their ilk; historically, its users were driven to cruelty by its very nature. It involves curses and the direct manipulation of the heart.

If it were the "old" Master Weiss, his mastery of darkness wouldn't have surprised me. But Light Magic? That’s different. It requires the protection of angels to perform Recovery Magic or create high-density barriers. Only a truly good person can wield it.

Then, one day, he asked me a question.

"Zebis, is there such a thing as magic that fuses two different elements together?"

"Fusion, Master Weiss? In what sense?"

"For example... something like light and darkness."

"I... I can't say. I have never heard of such a thing in my life."

I will never forget the expression on his face when he said that. He isn't just learning magic; he’s trying to create something entirely new. 

Common sense says it can't be done. However, I’ve sensed the mana wafting off him lately. Light and darkness are overlapping, radiating a unique, singular energy. 

I decided to play a small, slightly mean trick on him. I fired a spell at him while his back was turned to see if he’d notice. He blocked it effortlessly. Without even looking, he had combined the "Eternal" property of Dark Magic with the "Protection" of Light Magic to create a semi-permanent shield. I’ve even confirmed that it covers his body while he sleeps. I’m not even sure he’s doing it consciously.

It is a terrifying level of talent. And yet, it makes me happy.

I once intended to raise the flag of rebellion against House Fanscent. But now? Now, my own curiosity won't let me leave. I want to see where his path leads. And more than that... I’ve grown to like the man he’s become.

"Zebis, thank you for everything," he said to me. "I was able to change because of you. It was because you were willing to get angry with me that I found the right path. Won't you stay by my side and keep supporting me?"

"Those words are more than I deserve, Master Weiss."

As long as there is breath in my body, I will support him. And if anyone dares to become his enemy, I will protect him—even if it costs me my life.



[A Small Request]

I’m currently writing this story in the gaps between my day job! 

If you thought, "Hey, this was actually pretty good!" or "I can't wait for the next chapter!" please consider supporting the series by following it and leaving a 【☆☆☆】 rating! 

It really helps keep my motivation up! Thank you for reading!
009 The Greatest Enemy

After finishing my daytime training and eating dinner, I moved on to practicing "Light" and "Dark" magic.

The magic books Zebis had procured for me were filled with every imaginable magic formula. That said, advanced magic possessed an incredibly complex structure. It was far too difficult for me to wrap my head around just yet.

However, when it came to elementary magic, I could grasp the mechanics through raw intuition.

"Blessing of Healing—[Heal Light (Minor)]!"

I chanted the Recovery Magic with my right hand. Originally, this spell was non-elemental, but I’d discovered that its effectiveness increased significantly when infused with the properties of light.

And—from here on, things got original.

"Impulse of Destruction—[Dark Light (Minor)]!"

I chanted the Dark Magic with my left hand. It emitted a faint, murky black glow. This spell acted like a poison, inflicting a curse on the target to deal damage over time. It was notoriously difficult to dispel and remarkably effective.

Then, I brought both hands together.

"Sacred Curse—[Dark Heal (Intermediate)]!"

This was my original "Creation Magic," combining the properties of both Light and Dark. When I held my palm over the ground, everyone within a certain radius received automatic healing. However, anyone I recognized as an enemy would instead suffer continuous curse damage.

Right now, the range was only about the size of a classroom, but if I could increase my total mana capacity as Teacher Milk suggested, I’d eventually be able to expand it further.

"Let’s see, next is..."

I slowly turned the pages, continuing to invent new spells that utilized both elements. My body ached from the day’s physical training and my mana was almost depleted, but... I was having the time of my life.

In my previous life, I had been truly lazy. I’d spent all my time waiting for an "opportunity" that was never going to come. But now, that chance was right in front of me. Avoiding my own destruction was a given, but beyond that, I found myself actually wanting to protect these days.

I wanted to be recognized by Lilith, Teacher Milk, and Zebis. I also knew that this world was destined to fall into chaos. I wanted to become strong before that happened.

"Alright, if I combine this and this... I bet I can make [Shadow Light]."

I tried and failed, the light vanishing again and again. I repeated the process dozens, hundreds of times. By the time I finally mastered a spell that could simultaneously attack an opponent and heal an ally, I collapsed from pure exhaustion.



"Yaaaawn..."

"Up late, were we, Master Weiss?"

"My apologies, Lilith. A yawn is hardly appropriate for a venue like this."

A few days later, I found myself attending a party hosted for the nobility. I was still nervous about my manners, but Lilith was by my side, whispering advice whenever I faltered. Even so, the consecutive days of training had left me incredibly drowsy.

I’d spent the evening talking to a parade of "I’m so important!" nobles who did nothing but boast about themselves. Well, considering the original Weiss Fancent was cut from the same cloth, I suppose birds of a feather flock together.

"Well then, I’ll go fetch some strong liquor to snap you out of your daze!"

"Wait, no, that’s—"

Before I could stop her, Lilith wove through the crowd with movements so agile they were almost unsettling. Good grief, she’s like a professional assassin...

"Weiss."

A voice called out from behind me. Thinking it was just another villainous noble, I turned around, only for my entire body to freeze solid.

When had he returned?

Standing there was Agate Fansent. My father.

"F-Father!?"

"It has been quite a while. Have you been well?"

"Y-Yes! I’m fit as a fiddle and... full of pep!"

"Hmm."

I was so blindsided that I responded with a bizarre, high-strung energy. A wave of anxiety washed over me—would he realize his son had been replaced? But more than that... I was just plain terrified. 

In the original game, he only appeared briefly at the very end, but he was described as a strict and horrifying man. If his son, Weiss, was this much of an atrocious human being, I couldn't even imagine how much of a monster the father must be.

"You’ve changed."

My heart nearly stopped at those words. Did he notice?! In just a few seconds?! My legs felt weak, and I nearly dropped my glass. Calm down, Weiss. You can do this.

"I’ve chan—"

"You’ve become so... cute, just like your old man... and you’ve grown even more handsome! What incredible growth!"

"...Eh?"

"These cheeks, this hair—simply divine. You surprise me every time we meet. Ah, goodness, you’re just so bwoo-tiful!"

Wait, what? He looked so stern and imposing, but he was unexpectedly... cheery? Wait, what is happening? Is he just a massive dote-on-your-son kind of dad?

"I heard from Zebis that you’re overflowing with talent in both swordsmanship and magic. You really do take after me. Yes, truly wonderful!"

I noticed the people around us whispering. I wouldn't have caught it normally, but I used [Presence Detection] and focused mana into my ears.

"Lord Agate is doting on his son again."
"He really is obsessed with the boy. That’s probably why the kid's personality is... well, you know."
"Even if he is an only son, surely he could be a bit stricter?"

I see... so that’s the deal. 

Father had deep features and sharp, piercing eyes that made him look strict at a glance. But looking closer, his face was completely slack with joy. This man was—without a doubt—a total "stage parent." 

Ah, it made sense now. That was why the original Weiss was such an arrogant prick. He was the classic "spoiled rotten" type. 

I felt a massive wave of relief, but I also realized this was my biggest opportunity yet.

"Father, I have changed. From this day forward, I intend to be a son who can truly support House Fanscent. To that end, could you entrust me with more of our business ventures? I have several reforms I'd like to implement."

"What? The business?"

Father’s expression shifted instantly. Crap, did I push it too far?

"H-How magnificent! As expected of my boy! So diligent, so responsible! Very well, I’ll let Zebis know! I’m expecting great things from you!"

Nope, I was wrong. It was an immediate "yes." That worked out surprisingly well. Still, he seemed like such a genuinely nice person. It was a miracle Weiss had managed to turn out so rotten under him...

"So—have you decided?"

"Huh? My apologies, Father, I didn't catch that."

"Are you embarrassed? Well, that’s fine. It’s only natural at your age."

With a meaningful, knowing smile, Father took his leave. No, seriously, I actually just didn't hear you...

By the way, Lilith was taking her sweet time. She’d said she was getting drinks, but could it really take this long?

"Master Weiss."

Someone tapped my shoulder from behind. It was a woman's voice. Thinking Lilith had finally returned, I turned around—but it wasn't her.

Instead, I was met with long, golden hair that shimmered like actual gold and beautiful blue eyes that seemed to see through everything in existence. The bridge of her nose was elegant, like a sculpted work of art, and her lips possessed a color so rich it stole the breath from my lungs.

"Cynthia... Lady Cynthia Violetta."

"Is something the matter? You have a look on your face like a crushed goblin that’s been stirred into a muddy soup."

She tossed out the vulgar insult with a perfectly straight face, her voice as melodic as a harp. To any observer, she was the epitome of a perfect, beautiful young lady. She was an angel—no, an archangel. She possessed the most legendary beauty in the entire game, making her the most popular female character by a landslide.

However, my limbs began to tremble.

This was because she was the girl who hated me—Weiss Fancent—from the bottom of her soul. She was the one who would eventually provide the catalyst that resulted in my body being turned into a human sieve.

She was the true heroine of this game: Cynthia Violetta.

"To think a piece of noble scum actually had the nerve to attend a party."

Okay, but... isn't that a bit uncalled for?
010 Cynthia Violetta

"Is something the matter?"

Cynthia had a smile on her face, but I knew better. Beneath that graceful mask, she likely harbored a loathing for me so deep it was a miracle I hadn't dropped dead on the spot.

I desperately scoured my memories, mapping out the timeline in my head. I needed to know exactly what our relationship was at this point in the story.

Then, it hit me.

...Oh, god. This is the absolute worst.

"It has been a long time, Lady Cynthia," I managed to say. "Since… that incident, hasn't it?"

"Yes, it has."

By "that," I meant the laundry list of misdeeds I had committed against her.

Even before they had enrolled in the Academy, Weiss and Cynthia had been on terrible terms. The reason for that was simple: my predecessor’s predatory personality. At a previous noble ball, Weiss had invited Cynthia to dance. Up to that point, it hadn't been an issue—it was actually quite gentlemanly.

The nightmare began afterward. He had tried to force her into a private room to make her his "possession." He had even used his higher family rank to coerce her into coming with him. According to the game’s script, he hadn’t gone all the way to the end, but he had apparently showered her with vile verbal abuse and laid his hands on her.

In other words, there was only one thing for me to do.

"I haven’t forgotten what happened back then—"

"…I am truly sorry, Cynthia."

I bowed my head deeply.

I had committed an act utterly unbecoming of a nobleman; an apology was the bare minimum. I knew this wasn't the right time or place for such a gesture, but I needed to convey to her that I had reflected on my actions.

Of course, I hadn't actually done any of those things, but the "me" of the past had. I didn't quite understand the metaphysics of it all, but it was my mess to clean up regardless.

"…What’s going on? Is Weiss-sama actually bowing his head?"

"What happened?"

"Did he offend Lady Cynthia? No, that’s impossible…"

The onlookers who noticed our interaction began to buzz with hushed excitement. Cynthia tried to get me to raise my head immediately, but I maintained my sorrowful expression and apologized again.

"I was immature. Everything was my fault. I won't be so bold as to ask for your forgiveness; I simply wanted to show you my sincerity."

"…I see… But I can’t forgive you completely. Not after what you did."

What did I do, exactly? I couldn't exactly ask that.

However, her anger seemed to have subsided at least a little, as Cynthia now looked somewhat apologetic herself. I was the notorious "trash-tier villain noble," and I had just bowed to a woman in public. In the context of this world, that was a massive scandal.

If I could just make a quick exit now, everything would be perfect. As long as she didn't actively want me dead, the probability of my eventual ruin would plummet.

"Weiss-sama, why were you bowing?"

Naturally, Lilith made her triumphal return at the absolute worst possible moment.

"…I caused Lady Cynthia a great deal of trouble in the past. I was just apologizing for it."

"Is that so? Well, if Weiss-sama says so, then I shall apologize as well. Lady Cynthia, please accept my sincerest apologies."

"Lilith, you don't need to—"

"Nonsense. I am Weiss-sama’s maid, after all."

Lady Cynthia looked stunned. Her image of me was likely that of the lowest, most atrocious, bottom-of-the-barrel noble in existence. Seeing someone like Lilith so devoted to me must have been a massive shock to her system.

I tried to leave before the scene grew any larger, but for some reason, Cynthia reached out and grabbed my arm.

"…Won't you dance with me?"

"Huh?"



At noble parties, impromptu dances break out all the time.

Unfortunately, even with all my training, Teacher Milk hadn't taught me a single thing about dancing. I mean, I wouldn't have minded dancing with Teacher Milk, but if I ever tried to hit her with a "Shall we dance?", she’d probably kick me into the middle of next week.

As I fumbled through some clumsy steps while trying to mimic the other guests, Cynthia actually looked… happy?

This was wrong. What on earth was happening?

"Your dancing has become much worse than before, hasn't it?"

"O-Oh, uh, do you think so?"

One, two, three… I could feel Lilith’s gaze drilling into me from the sidelines, and it felt incredibly sharp.

But seriously, what was with this change in atmosphere? I knew I’d apologized, but could her heart really change this quickly?

"Do you mean to say you want me to let everything from the past be water under the bridge?" she asked.

"Y-Yeah. That’s the idea."

I must have done something truly heinous for her to finally let it go, I thought.

"Does that include the fact that you said you loved me?"

"…Excuse me?"

"Don't play dumb with me. You told me you fell in love with me at first sight, remember? It was far too sudden back then, and I was quite annoyed because your phrasing was so prickly and your attitude was so arrogant… but I’m not entirely unwilling."

"I… beg your pardon?"

I forced my brain to work at maximum capacity. Wait, did I really say that?!

But even so, would someone really forgive a person that easily? No, wait. Think. This world might be real now, but it was originally a game. And she was a heroine. Heroines in these kinds of stories often had a very specific, innate trait…

They were "Choroins"—the easy-access heroines.

Looking at Cynthia’s face again, her cheeks were flushed a deep red. She was wearing a perfectly natural, beautiful smile.

I see. When you really think about it, the speed at which girls fall for the protagonist in games and anime is usually lightning-fast. In other words, she was no exception.

Wait, does this mean that by changing my attitude, I’ve accidentally triggered a plot flags?!

Just then, the music stopped.

"Oh, it seems the dance is over."

"U-Uh, Lady Cynthia, what I meant was—"

"My father is calling for me. To be honest, I had heard rumors that you had changed. I was curious, but it seems they were true. You really have reflected from the bottom of your heart… We shall have to meet again, just the two of us."

Cynthia swept away gallantly. I had a sinking feeling that things had gone horribly wrong. There were supposed to be countless events where the protagonist and Cynthia got close. If those were all… no, I didn't even want to think about it.

And what did she mean by "just the two of us"?

Right then, I felt a heavy tap on my shoulder. I turned to find Lilith standing there, her face a mask of cold, expressionless void.

"Weiss-sama… did you have a fun time?"

"Y-You’re scaring me, Lilith."

If I got too close to Cynthia, the protagonist's events would vanish, and the world would deviate even further. I decided right then and there: I wouldn't meet her again. No matter what happened, I would avoid her at all costs.



My son, Weiss, had wasted no time in finding a lady to his liking. 

The two of them had looked so happy dancing together. His partner was the famous Lady Cynthia; if I recalled correctly, they were the same age.

Perfect. I think it’s time I lent the boy a hand.

Weiss was always so timid when it came to these things, after all. Perhaps I would set up a formal dinner party for them soon.

I was sure he’d be delighted.
The Mysterious Dinner Party

—The Noblesse Magic Academy.

It was the most prestigious educational institution in the Kingdom of Ostrava, a peak-tier facility that every citizen dreamed of entering at least once.

The primary reason for its reputation lay in the legendary achievements of its graduates. Some had earned the title of "Sage," the highest honor a mage could achieve, while others became "Sword Saints."

Hero, Paragon, Holy Blade, Prodigy—the list went on and on. These were special distinctions bestowed only upon those who had carved their names into the bedrock of history. Wealth, fame, power, and honor—the moment a student enrolled in this school, their future success was essentially guaranteed.

Naturally, the difficulty of the entrance exam was staggering. Despite being a school meant for training, the admissions test demanded high-level magical talent and mastery of the sword. While rumors suggested that family lineage was the most important factor, that wasn't actually true. There was an age limit, but one’s birth status was technically irrelevant.

As for why such a prestigious academy had such a meritocratic rule, it was actually a bit paradoxical: it was only that way to accommodate the background of the original story’s protagonist.

A commoner born in the countryside who loved his family—that was the hero. His village would be attacked by monsters, his latent talents would bloom, and his journey would begin, leading him through various encounters and world-shaking events. Enrolling in this school was one of those major milestones.

According to the original plot, I was supposed to meet him for the first time on the day of the exam. If things were proceeding as planned, the protagonist was likely training himself to the bone right now. That was exactly why I wanted to be doing some special training of my own to prepare, and yet...

"The weather is lovely, isn't it? I can hear the little birds chirping."

In a corner of the sprawling House Fanscent gardens, we were currently enjoying afternoon tea at an elegant table. Lady Cynthia—a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, hyper-beautiful "Choroin" (an embarrassingly easy-to-woo heroine)—spoke softly as she lifted her teacup.

Naturally, I had to offer a socially acceptable response.

"Yes. The birds are indeed chirping."

"......"

"......"

Silence descended. It stretched on. And on.

What on earth am I supposed to talk about?!

Cynthia was undeniably gorgeous. Her skin was porcelain-white, and she was perfectly toned in all the right places. But she was supposed to meet the protagonist and trigger several vital plot points. One of those events involved her having me executed...

If I spent my time here bonding with her over tea, the future might spiral out of control. If I broke the scenario and lost my knowledge of the future, I’d be the one paying the price. That’s why I’d sworn to stay as far away from her as possible until enrollment, but then...

“Be happy, Weiss! It’s happening tomorrow!”

“Tomorrow? What is, Father?”

“Heh heh heh... you’ll see.”

My father had dropped that cryptic bombshell on me last night, and this was the result.

"Even your silence is so shy and charming," Cynthia remarked.

By the way, Cynthia had a remarkably pure heart. No matter how many times the protagonist fell into a crisis, she would shower him with unconditional love. Her character archetype was the "Easy-to-Woo Heroine," and she was prone to massive misunderstandings.

The fact that her affection for me was skyrocketing while I sat there in awkward silence was the ultimate proof of that.

"Master Weiss, would you like a refill on your tea?"

"Hyaa-ah?! Y-Yes, please!"

Lilith appeared out of thin air. I was so startled that I let out a pathetic, high-pitched shriek. Sometimes I completely failed to pick up on her presence.

It was humiliating, but in a way, maybe it was a blessing in disguise. I was supposed to be a refined nobleman; surely making such a disgraceful sound would give her "the ick." The "frog-ification phenomenon" had to be kicking in right about now. This is it. It’s over. She’ll finally be disgusted by me—

"So cute... so cute... Master Weiss is so cute... cute... cute... Master Weiss is just so cute..."

No, it’s not working! She was mumbling under her breath. She didn't look repulsed at all; if anything, she looked obsessed.

...But if I thought about it, maybe this was a stroke of luck? If I got on Lady Cynthia’s good side, then even if the scenario changed, maybe things would trend in a positive direction? Yeah, that had to be it. It was better to look on the bright side.



Suddenly, I felt an indescribable chill—a needle-like prick of murderous intent.

I spun around in a panic, but no one was there. It had felt like it was coming from right next to me, yet the only person in my line of sight was Lilith, who was wearing the smile of a literal angel.

"...Is something the matter?" she asked.

"No... it's nothing."

I hadn't triggered "the ick," but I was definitely experiencing some sort of paranormal activity.

"Master Weiss," Cynthia said, "did you hear about today from your father?"

"Ah, yes. I heard." (I meant I heard there was an 'event' coming up).

"I see. And so, you gave your consent?"

"Well, rather than 'consent' per se..." (I was just told to look forward to it) "...but yes, I'm happy too." (Because this is my first time having a fancy afternoon tea).

We passed the time with that kind of trivial small talk. I felt that murderous aura a few more times, but I never did figure out where it was coming from.

"Thank you so much. I had a wonderful time."

"The pleasure was mine. Oh—allow me."

I escorted Lady Cynthia to her carriage. I could feel a gaze like a physical weight piercing my back, but I was getting used to it by now. When she stumbled slightly, I reflexively reached out and caught her hand.

I figured one tea party wouldn't change the world. I just had to be more careful from now on. We were just acquaintances. If she invited me again, I’d just say I was busy.

"Hehe, you truly are kind. The entrance exam is coming up soon, so let’s both do our best."

"Indeed. Don't push yourself too hard, Lady Cynthia."

For the record, she was guaranteed to pass. She possessed extremely rare magic and was a prodigy with the blade. She looked delicate and lovely, but she was a hard worker who never neglected her training.

"Today has been so memorable. I'll never forget it. We can discuss the... more intimate details... at a later date."

"I won't forget it either." (Mainly because I was terrified I was breaking the plot).

With that, Lady Cynthia departed. Once her carriage was completely out of sight, I turned around to find Lilith standing there with tears streaming down her face.

"Lilith?! What’s wrong?!"

"No... it’s fine. It can't be helped. I am... merely a maid, after all."

I was completely lost. Why was she—oh. I see. Maybe it was painful for her? Seeing me getting along with Lady Cynthia must have made her feel lonely. She had always been there to support me, and I had been totally insensitive to her feelings.

"You're not 'merely a maid.' Lilith, you are a precious person to me."

"But... with Lady Cynthia..."

"That was just something my father decided on his own." (I meant the tea). "I didn't have a choice in the matter. —By the way, do you know about the Academy's attendant system?"

"...Yes, of course."

"I plan to bring you with me. I'll be counting on your support when the time comes."

At the Noblesse Academy, high-ranking nobles were granted a special exception to bring one attendant. In the original story, Weiss had brought some random, nameless maid, but I intended to bring Lilith. A minor change like that shouldn't break the game. I heard the attendants had to pass a test too, but it probably wasn't that hard.

"...Does that mean you're... asking for me?"

"Yeah. That's exactly what I'm doing."

"...I understand, Master Weiss! I'll do my absolute best! A... a 'secret love,' isn't it?"

"Come again?"

I didn't quite catch that last part, but I didn't want to grill her while she was still crying.

However, that night, I discovered something absolutely horrifying.

"...Engaged...?"

The document sitting on my desk stated that Lady Cynthia and I were now officially fiances. The "tea party" had actually been an informal celebration—a first meeting for the prospective couple.

When I realized that, the conversation from earlier played back in my head with terrifying clarity.

“Master Weiss, did you hear about today [the engagement] from your father?”
“Ah, yes. I heard.”

“I see. And so, you gave your consent? [She thought I was agreeing to marry her!]”
“Well, rather than 'consent' per se, I'm happy too! [She thinks I’m saying I’m happy to be her husband!]”

Wait. Does this mean I’m actually engaged to Lady Cynthia now?!

"DADDYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY!"

And then there was one more thing. Just before bed, Lilith had appeared at my door.

"I look forward to our future together," she had whispered. "I'll keep our secret safe."

I thought about that, too... and it probably went like this:

“You're not 'merely a maid.' Lilith, you are a precious person to me.”
“But... with Lady Cynthia... [She’s talking about the engagement!]”
“That was just something my father decided on his own [She thinks I’m saying the marriage is a sham!], I didn't have a choice in the matter.”

Then I had asked her to be my "attendant" (which she probably interpreted as 'mistress') and told her she was "precious" to me.

Followed by Lilith’s words: "Secret love."

I think I accidentally declared an affair on the same day I got engaged.
012 Did I... Did I Just Mess Up Again?

"Lady Cynthia, do you honestly believe you are refining the essence of your mana at such a mediocre level?"

"…No… I can still… go further!"

I hope you’re following the situation.

Right now, Cynthia was receiving personal magic instruction from Teacher Milk. 

Dear Father,

Several weeks have passed since my engagement was finalized. Truly, Father, thank you so very much for making my life so incredibly complicated. The moment you return from your diplomatic trip, I have a mountain of complaints I fully intend to voice.

But for now, Lady Cynthia is giving it her all. To ensure we pass the entrance exams together, she has been coming to the mansion every single day for special training.

I can’t exactly tell her—not even if it killed me—that she’s guaranteed to pass even if she does absolutely nothing. So, I’ve given up. The scenario might be falling apart at the seams, but I’ve decided to take an optimistic view. I’m sure it’ll all work out somehow.

"Weiss, it’s fine to be enchanted by her, but don’t let your mind wander."

"Y-Yes, ma’am!"

"Oh… enchanted, he said…"

With her cheeks flushing a deep crimson, Cynthia began condensing a terrifying amount of mana between her hands. 

Is it really okay for a person who’s already a top-tier candidate to put in even more effort? Won't that break the game balance even further?

"Lilith, drop your mana density a bit more. Keep it even and well-balanced. That is the secret to increasing your precision."

"Understood!"

And there, standing beside her, was Lilith. 

It had turned into an unexpected triple-training session. Of course, there was a reason for this. I had originally planned to bring Lilith along as my attendant once I passed. However, that would mean the time we could spend together would be limited. 

Consequently, she had decided to take the entrance exam just like the rest of us. 

I had assumed there was no way a "frail" girl like her could manage such a feat, but she had been quite insistent. To my absolute shock, it turned out Lilith was… incredibly strong. Her swordsmanship and martial arts were so refined that even Teacher Milk acknowledged her skill. Her magic was still a work in progress, but her growth rate was nothing short of staggering. 

Not wanting to be left behind, I found myself putting more heart into my own practice as well.

"Lady Cynthia, Lilith, have the two of you ever sparred?"

"Of course I have."

"I have as well."

Wait, Lilith, you have?! How? When? You aren't just counting the times you played with the village children as 'sparring,' are you?

"There isn't much time left until the test. We’ll wrap up the basic drills here and move on to practical combat. We have just the right number of people, after all."

"…Teacher, there are only three of us…"

"I am here, am I not?"

I saw that coming. Teacher Milk was counting herself as a combatant. 

I don’t want to fight her. I really don’t want to fight her. But then again, I feel just as bad about fighting Lilith or Cynthia.

"Now then, Weiss. It’s about time you show me that secret training of yours in a real fight."

"…You knew about that?"

"Obviously. There’s no point in practicing if you don’t deploy it when it matters."

Just as Teacher said, I had been secretly experimenting with combining Light and Dark Magic into [Composite Magic]. I had learned a lot more than I’d originally intended, but I was struggling to find the right moment to show it off.

"First, Weiss, you will fight Cynthia. I’ll tell you one thing: do not hold back."

"We aren't… drawing lots or anything?"

I shot a reluctant glance at Cynthia, but she just gave me a soft "fufufu" kind of smile. I couldn't tell if she was genuinely looking forward to the fight or if she was just too head-over-heels for me. My "easy heroine" was in top form today.

"Take your distance and face each other. You should know when to start without me having to say it."

I moved back to create space between myself and Lady Cynthia. She was wearing training clothes that seemed almost scandalous for a noblewoman, but her beauty wasn't the sort of thing that diminished just because of her outfit. 

Cynthia was born with a rare, specialized talent for [Ice Magic]. It was an excellent affinity, versatile in both offense and defense. 

The moment I was certain we were both ready, Cynthia vanished from my sight. She had likely surged mana into her legs to perform a high-speed slide across the ground.

Whoa!

I surged mana into my eyes, successfully capturing the afterimage of her mana flow. I could see her clearly now. She was trying to circle around and strike me from behind. I dodged with a light hop, and as she passed, I tapped her on the head with my wooden sword. 

Or rather, I tried to tap her, but it ended up being a fairly vigorous "thwack."

"Ow… owie… that hurts…"

"Ah! S-Sorry!"

Cynthia crouched down, her face looking like she was on the verge of tears. I see; because she had been moving at such high speeds, even a light swing on my part had turned into a devastating counter-hit.

"…How were you able to see me?"

"Eh? I just saw you normally…"

"T-That’s impossible… I’ve sparred at home many times, but no one has ever evaded me that easily."

Cynthia looked stunned, but to me, it really had just looked normal. While I was standing there feeling awkward, Lilith’s eyes went wide, and Teacher Milk crossed her arms with an impressed nod.

"I… I was desperate just to track her with my eyes," Lilith admitted. "Even then, I could barely see a thing."

"Weiss, Cynthia’s high-speed movement is much faster than you seem to realize."

Judging by their reactions, it seemed surging mana into my eyes had been a very good—if slightly too effective—idea. Without realizing it, I had mastered the spell [Dark Eye], a composite of Dark and Light magic.

Feeling terrible, I reached out a hand to Cynthia. She stood up, looking more frustrated than usual, and I noticed a massive lump forming on her head. 

Is she going to be okay?

"That was incredible, Lord Weiss!"

"Ah, uh… sorry about that, okay?"

The bump was swelling so much it was actually poking out through her hair. This was bad. Was there even a precedent for a nobleman giving his own fiancée a cartoonish bump on the head like this?

"Allow me," Lilith said, stepping forward gallantly.

She began to cast [Recovery Magic]. Before my eyes, the protruding bump began to shrink and vanish.

"Thank you, Lilith-san."

"It was nothing. Lord Weiss’s blow was simply heavy with his… feelings for you, after all."

I’m pretty sure she just made a pun about the weight of the blow and the weight of my "love," but I decided to let it slide. 

I was looking forward to seeing Teacher Milk and Lilith go at it next, but for some reason, I was nominated for the next round as well. Knowing there was no point in complaining, I took my stance again. Thinking I should practice making the first move this time, I touched the ground before Lilith could shift her weight.

This was a composite spell I had devised myself. Lilith was strong, so I figured I could afford to put a little power into it.

[Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction]

In an instant, a massive magic circle erupted, covering the entire garden. 

Lilith’s movement was blindingly fast. I knew she had been training, but this was the movement of a seasoned veteran. 

"Haaaah!"

She swung her wooden sword down toward the crown of my head with everything she had. 

Good. No holding back.

However, her attack never reached me. 

The wooden sword was violently repelled by my [Inviolable Domain (Barrier)], which was now permanently active within the field. The recoil sent Lilith flying back several meters until she collapsed onto her knees.

"What’s wrong, Lilith? Is that all? …Match over! Weiss, deactivate that magic immediately!"

"Eh? Ah, yes ma'am!"

Teacher Milk rushed to Lilith’s side with an expression of panic I had never seen on her face before. I hurried to cancel the spell. To my surprise, Teacher Milk pulled a High-Potion out of her pocket.

"Get a hold of yourself, Lilith!"

"…Haa… haa…"

She hurriedly forced the potion down Lilith’s throat, and the color slowly began to return to the maid’s face. 

"Weiss, what on earth was that magic?"

"Um, well…"

When an enemy is inside that magic circle, they are hit with every debuff imaginable: Physical Weakening, Stamina Depletion, Willpower Reduction, Mana Drain, Magic Defense Down, Physical Defense Down, Attack Speed Slow, and Movement Speed Slow.

Meanwhile, I receive the exact opposite—a massive buff to every stat. Furthermore, I can stack the attributes I've drained from the opponents on top of my own, meaning the more enemies I face, the stronger I get.

Since it also incorporates [Presence Detection], I won't accidentally drain the wrong people, and if I recognize someone as an ally, the field grants them buffs instead.

I explained all of this as best I could, but by the end, all three of them seemed to have lost the ability to speak. Even Teacher Milk didn't say a single word.

…Wait. Did I… did I just mess up again?
Chapter 13: The First (Unauthorized) "Let's Gush Over Lord Weiss Fancent" Meeting

"Pardon my presumption, but I, Zebis, shall take the lead in summarizing our thoughts."

While I was busy soaking in the bath—a luxury I’ve grown quite fond of—a secret gathering of four was taking place in a room elsewhere in the mansion. 

Seated around the circular table were Zebis, Teacher Milk, Lilith, and Lady Cynthia.

"So, Zebis," Milk began, her voice dropping to a low growl. "What’s the meaning of this?"

"The 'meaning'... of what, precisely? I’ll have to ask you to be more specific."

Milk let out an exasperated sigh and crossed her arms, her expression turning blunt and icy.

"Why was that boy left to rot in obscurity until now? If I hadn't stepped in to personally oversee his training, there’s a chance no one would have ever noticed his potential. To put it bluntly, failing to recognize him is a crime against the world itself. Tell me, were your eyes purely decorative? Or were you just walking around with empty sockets?"

Zebis and Milk were old acquaintances. Both had served as Knight Captains in rival nations, and at one point, their relationship was defined by a bloody, life-and-death feud. If one were to recount the full history between them, a single day wouldn't be nearly enough time.

Zebis’s eyebrow twitched at Milk’s insolent tone, but he forced himself to take a silent, steadying breath.

"...I find the suggestion that my eyes are 'decorative' somewhat distasteful. The truth is, he changed. Though I will admit, the talent he has recently blossomed with is nothing short of awe-inspiring."

"I agree! I think it’s exactly as Zebis says," Lilith chimed in, snapping her hand into the air with her back perfectly straight. "I’ve been by his side for years, and Lord Weiss has truly transformed. Though, to be fair, his face has always been exquisitely handsome."

Lady Cynthia followed suit, twirling a lock of her hair around a finger. 

"Lilith has a point. His appearance has been breathtaking since the moment we met, even if his personality… well, it left much to be desired back then. Now, however, both his looks and his character are equally wonderful."

Zebis took a makeshift wooden board and began scrawling bullet points with a black brush infused with mana.

【Why is Lord Weiss Fancent so wonderful? (Or: How did he become so wonderful?)】

1. He changed through sheer, hard work.
2. He was blessed with a magnificent face and elegant features from the start.
3. His talent is so immense it’s actually a little terrifying.
4. I, Zebis, am not blind.

"I believe this summarizes our current findings," Zebis said.

"I’m still not buying it," Milk countered. "People don’t just 'change' like that. Setting aside the fact that he was clearly born with talent, isn't it more likely he was intentionally playing the villain this whole time?"

"Oh? And what reason would he have for doing such a thing?"

"How should I know? You’re his butler. What were you even looking at while you were standing by his side? Was it the floor? Decorative eyeballs, Zebis. Decorative. Eyeballs."

In an instant, the internal mechanism of the pen in Zebis’s hand began to creak and groan. His brow arched sharply, and the muscles beneath his prim butler’s uniform seemed to swell with repressed fury.

"You are overstepping, Milk. This is the Fanscent estate. I suggest you mind your tongue. This meeting was convened so that we might better understand Lord Weiss."

"It’s your 'goody-two-shoes' attitude that’s bothering me, Zebis Odin. You’ve gone soft. You used to be filled with such a delicious sense of madness, and now look at you."

"Now, now, you’re really going too far," Lilith said, trying to intervene. Cynthia, meanwhile, was ignoring the escalating tension entirely, checking her reflection in a full-length mirror to ensure she’d look perfect for our meeting later.

"I am telling you... drop that tone—"

"Weakling Zebis. Loser Zebis. Decorative-Eyeball Zebis."

"Milk-san! Please, let's keep this productive! There’s no way Zebis-san would fall for such childish provoca—"

"...Listen here, Milk... you’re getting awfully cocky. Do you want me to grind you into the dirt?!"

The pen finally snapped in two. A literal crack seemed to form across Zebis’s usually serene, Buddha-like face. His sudden eruption of mana and bloodlust was so staggering that, at that exact moment, I jumped in the shower and accidentally got shampoo in my eyes.

"Z-Zebis-san?! What’s gotten into you?!" Lilith cried out, desperately trying to hold him back. 

Lady Cynthia, however, just continued to twirl her hair elegantly. I wonder if he prefers soft, long curls? What do you think, Lilith?

"Ha! That’s the spirit, Zebis. That look suits you much better. Maybe you should have Weiss train your pathetic, rusted body? It might actually be a fair fight these days."

"I’ll tear you limb from limb before I let that happen, you muscle-brained hag who thinks 'guts' solves everything."

"You want to go right here, you twitchy little bastard?"

"Stop it, both of you! Lady Cynthia, please help me stop them!"

I wonder if I should go with a straight look instead? They say global trends are changing so fast lately...

Ignoring the frantic Lilith, the other three continued their chaos. Finally, Lilith reached her breaking point. She performed a sharp curtsy, lifting her skirt just enough to draw several concealed throwing knives. She leveled the blades at the two combatants, her eyes flashing with a sharp, murderous glint.

"That. Is. Enough."

"Ho? So the Silence Witch finally makes her appearance?"

"I'm going to kill this woman myself. Stay out of this, Lilith."

"Oh, Lilith, those knives are lovely! I can see my face in the reflection... I look even cuter than usual, don't I?"

Lady Cynthia had been informed of Lilith’s secret identity as an assassin by Zebis and Milk, but she didn’t even bat an eye. True to her nature as a total pushover for love, her entire brain was currently occupied by thoughts of me.



Several tens of minutes later, I finally finished my bath and pushed open the door.

The notes on the wooden board had been completely wiped clean. In their place, a new list had been written:

【10 Things That Would Make Lord Weiss Fancent Happy】

"What’s all this? Also... Zebis? Teacher Milk? Why are your clothes all torn up?"

"It is merely your imagination, my lord," Zebis replied smoothly.

"Your imagination," Milk echoed.

"Lilith, isn't your skirt... shorter than usual? It looks like it was hacked off."

"It’s just your imagination, okay?"

"Cynthia, why are you still here? I thought you went home ages ago."

"Hehe... that cold, 'get out' attitude of yours is making my heart pound..."

Everyone’s acting a little weird today, I thought to myself. But hey, at least they’re all straightforward people. There’s no deception with them.

I, on the other hand, was a mess of secrets and lies. Compared to their honesty, I felt like a total fraud.
Chapter 14: The Entrance Exam

The day had finally arrived.

I’d done everything I could; now it was just a matter of giving it my all. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes to center myself.

The clatter of the carriage, the thumping of my own heart, and... the sound of girls giggling and flirting filled my ears.

"Lady Cynthia, those twin drills look absolutely lovely on you."

"Oh, Lilith. In that case, let’s do yours in an updo. It’ll really highlight your gorgeous hair."

Despite the lack of a single shred of tension between those two, I felt the stiffness in my body and mind begin to thaw. I think.

"You two are acting the same as always. Aren't you even a little bit nervous?"

"Not at all. Actually, after training by your side, Lord Weiss, I've reached a certain sense of resignation."

Resignation? What's that supposed to mean?

"It means that those destined to pass will do so. That's why I feel so at peace right now."

"Lady Cynthia, I understand! I am of the exact same opinion!"

I didn't really get it. It sounded like she was making a deep point, but wasn't it basically nonsense? Whatever...

I was also feeling a bit of a heart-pounding anxiety over how well they had suddenly hit it off. Ever since that "misunderstanding" incident, Lilith had taken to whispering cryptic things to me.

『This is our secret time, isn't it?』

『We can't tell Lady Cynthia about this, can we?』

—Things like that.

The fact that Cynthia was my fiancée hadn't changed. Well, it was my father's decision, so there wasn't much I could do about it. She had a great pedigree and talent to spare. Considering the future of House Fanscent, I had zero room to complain. I’d been bewildered at first, sure, but Cynthia was beautiful, and I never got tired of watching her—in many, many different ways.

If we passed, we probably wouldn't have a wedding ceremony while in school anyway, so I figured I should just think of her as a good friend for now. Altering the scenario was terrifying, but I decided to look on the bright side: I’d gained some very powerful allies.

"I wondered what Teacher Milk’s parting words were supposed to mean. Did you two catch it?"

"Lord Weiss, he meant restraint! Restraint!"

"Weiss, you mustn't kill anyone, all right?"

Kill? I wasn't planning on doing anything like that, but then again...

『Weiss, don't overdo it.』

Those were his final words. Sure, the magic I’d developed was probably powerful, but my sword skills were still unpolished. I could only land about five out of ten clean hits on Teacher Milk. These examinees were bound to be talented, too. There was no way I could afford to hold back.

Besides, I was going up against the protagonist. He had to be insanely strong. Still... I was actually looking forward to it a little.

Shortly after, the carriage came to a halt. As I moved to exit, Zebis, acting as my attendant, swung the door open for me.

"Go and enjoy yourself, Master."

"Haha, thanks."

Very much the kind of thing he would say. Lilith and Cynthia followed me out.

A massive iron gate loomed ahead of us. Bronze statues of dragons or tigers flanked the entrance—I remembered these were modeled after legendary magical beasts.

"Hey, look... isn't that Weiss Fancent?"

"Yeah, the rumored 'Degenerate Noble.'"

"Don't stare. Ice Lady Cynthia is with him. I guess the rumors about their engagement were true."

The whispers immediately reached my ears. I hadn't expected the news of our engagement to have spread already. Not that it mattered. Most of the people here were going to fail anyway. Apparently, just taking the entrance exam adds prestige to your name, so the place was overflowing with people every year.

Alright, time to switch gears.

I was the villainous noble, Weiss Fancent.

"Lilith, Cynthia. We're passing this, no matter what."

"Yes!"

"Understood."

And so, we passed through the gate.

Even inside, the stares were like daggers. It probably didn't help that Lilith and Cynthia were each clinging to one of my arms. I already had a terrible reputation; showing up to an exam with a beauty on each arm probably made me look like an absolute scumbag. Honestly, it was too much effort to tell them to stop.

"Hey, punk! What the hell are you staring at?"

Suddenly, I heard a voice that sounded like a brawl breaking out. A large guy—probably about the same age as me—was accosting a timid-looking boy. Talk about an outdated cliché.

"I wasn't looking... I just thought... wow, you're really big..."

"Hah?! You calling me a giant?!"

He should have stopped at 'I wasn't looking.'

I thought helping him might boost my reputation, but before I could move, a petite girl with pink hair stepped in to block the bully. She was slender with a great figure—a total beauty no matter how you looked at her.

I... recognized her.

"Allen! What are you doing here? Getting picked on by another creep?!"

"S-sorry, Shari... I heard there was a bronze statue of a Sage around here, and I really wanted to see it."

The two of them started flirting right then and there, completely ignoring the delinquent. Instead of calming things down, they were practically pouring gasoline on the fire. Yep, there it was—the bully's face was twitching with pure rage.

"You little—! Do you have any idea who I am?!"

"I'm sorry! I'll apologize! Allen, you stand out too much, so just stay quiet!"

"I'm on the plain side if anything... Sorry, it was my fault for blocking the path, wasn't it?"

There was no way a carefree apology like that was going to work. Unable to contain himself, the big guy swung his fist with everything he had—

"You bastard! ...Wh-what? I can't move?!"

"That’s enough. If you start a brawl before the exam even starts, you’ll be disqualified, won’t you?"

I’d closed the distance in an instant and grabbed the guy’s right arm.

"Ah, who the hell are y—W-Weiss Fancent?! Lord Fancent?! M-my deepest apologies!"

Looks like he knew who I was. I didn't want to cause a scene, so this worked out perfectly. To the onlookers, it probably looked like I was being a hero. Well, technically, I was.

"S-sorry..."

"Just beat it."

Bowing his head repeatedly, the large man scurried away. My bad reputation actually came in handy for once.

"Th-thank you! I’m Allen! You’re... actually a really nice person, aren’t you?"

"My name is Weiss Fancent. That guy was just an eyesore."

Jet-black hair, polite manners, and a flow of mana through his body that was crystal clear. He only had one name because he was a commoner. Allen. This kid... was the protagonist of the story.

And the girl next to him—

"Thank you so much! I’m Shari Elias. You’re here for the exam too, right?"

"Yeah. I am."

"Weiss, what's the matter?"

"Lord Weiss, the exam is starting~!"

Noticing the commotion, my two companions came running over. The protagonist wasn't supposed to have an encounter with a delinquent in the original game, but things were likely changing because of my presence. I didn't help out of the goodness of my heart; I just didn't want the test canceled because of a stupid fight.

"Allen, we have things to do first, so we have to go quickly!"

"Ah, that's right! Thanks, Weiss! See you later!"

"She’s quite the handful," Cynthia murmured.

I fell into thought.

Winning against the protagonist in the entrance exam was essential. If I lost, my reputation would tank, triggering the flag for my eventual ruin. My original plan was to win, then maintain a polite distance. But today, just talking to Allen... it left a bitter taste in my mouth. 

My heart was racing. I’d realized it during the practical training, but it felt like a part of the "original" Weiss was still lurking inside me.

There wasn't just one path forward. I could aim for the top and earn the respect of the protagonist and those around me. 

Or... I could crush every single one of them. I could aim for the title of the "Greatest Villain" and simply trample them with overwhelming power until no one dared to defy me. 

...Yeah. That sounded pretty good, actually.

"You look like you’re having fun, Lord Weiss."

"I suppose I am. Let's get moving."

"That Shari girl... she was actually quite cute, wasn't she?"

"Cynthia, she can't even hold a candle to you."

"Oh! My, what a wonderful thing to say! Teehee."

Hey, Weiss. Which path do you think is better?
Chapter 015: An Unprecedented Batch of Students

The exams were finally over.

To cut straight to the chase: it was a total cakewalk.

Whether it was the written portion, magic aptitude, or swordsmanship, I—Weiss Fancent—must have posted some top-tier scores. I mean, I’ve been training like a madman to avoid my own execution, so I’d better have.

The only thing that weighed on my mind was the protagonist, Allen.

True to the original plot of the game, we ended up being pitted against each other in a mock duel. My instructors had told me to hold back, but I couldn’t help it. That restless, nagging itch in my soul was too strong to ignore, and I ended up fighting with everything I had.

As for the result? It was my total, crushing victory.

Allen didn’t stand a chance. My Original Magic sapped his physical stats until he was left face-down, groveling on the dirt.

But when I caught a glimpse of his face, a chill ran down my spine.

No matter how many times I beat him down, he just kept getting back up. His mana was actually swelling, growing stronger by the second right in front of my eyes. Theoretically, his magic and sword skills shouldn't have been anywhere near my level, yet it took me forever to finally finish him off.

I’ve been busting my ass for years for this, I thought. Sure, Allen probably has too, but there’s no logical explanation for that kind of mid-battle growth.

It absolutely terrified me.

It felt like the universe was hammering a single fact into my skull: This is what it means to be a protagonist.

“You looked like you were having a wonderful time,” Cynthia remarked.

“Hm? About what?”

“When you were fighting that Allen boy. You had such a smile on your face. It gave me shivers... You looked just like the old Weiss.”

I froze, caught off guard by her observation. Wait, I was smiling? I could have sworn I was internally screaming in terror the whole time, but apparently, I looked like I was having a blast.

I don’t even understand it myself. Maybe the instincts of the original "scum" Weiss and my current self are starting to blend together. It was a deeply unsettling thought.

Still, there was no denying that the first major hurdle was behind me. I should probably stop overthinking and just wait for the results... but there was one thing.

“Lilith, Cynthia, can I ask you something?”

“Yes?”

“What is it, Weiss-sama?”

“If I told you... that I wanted to utterly crush someone until they could never hope to stand again... what would you do?”

I was shocked that those words even came out of my mouth. But I had to know. I had to know how they would react to the "villainous" side of me.

“...I don’t quite grasp the context,” Lilith said firmly, “but I affirm everything about you, Weiss-sama.”

“I’m with Lilith,” Cynthia added without a second thought. “With a single word from you, Weiss-sama, I would become any kind of monster you require.”

Their loyalty—or rather, the terrifying speed of their responses—made me let out a sudden, involuntary laugh.

Ah, I knew it. I’m definitely not a good person.

I still didn't have a clear answer for my future, but I decided then and there to keep being myself. I’d avoid my ruin, but I’d do it my way.

“Thanks. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

“Weiss-sama, they say that when you’re truly torn, you should just flip a coin!” Cynthia chirped.

Heads or tails. To crush them, or not to crush them. Heh, that might actually be fun.



Nobless Academy — Conference Room

The Headmaster, the faculty, and two individuals very familiar to Weiss had gathered for a post-exam debrief.

“So, Milk-dono, Zebis-dono... what on earth did you do to Weiss?”

The man sitting in the seat of honor was an old man with deep-set, piercing eyes and a magnificent white beard, which he was currently stroking with a restless hand.

“Nothing special,” Milk replied flatly. “If I had to put a label on it, I simply provided him with the fundamentals.”

“The same for me,” Zebis added. “I merely supported his dietary needs.”

The two spoke with perfect composure, which only seemed to incense the large man across the table. He had fiery red hair that stood up like a crown of flames, and he slammed his fist onto the wood.

“Don’t give me that crap! We’re talking about a boy who mastered the Four Great Elements plus light and dark Original Magic! There is no way in hell someone picks that up with ‘basic training’!”

“Darius, compose yourself,” the old man sighed. “They are not lying.”

“But Headmaster! Honestly, I feel for that Allen kid. The boy has incredible talent, yet he was nearly killed because of Weiss!”

“Don’t howl at me just because your student lost a fair fight,” Milk countered. “Would you whine like that on a real battlefield?”

“What was that?! Listen, Milk, the only reason I ended up coaching Allen was because you took Weiss’s invitation! Don’t you dare take that tone with me!”

“Jealousy is such an ugly look on you, Darius. Are you really taking your frustration out on me because your disciple got stomped?”

Darius was practically snorting steam, but Milk remained unfazed. Zebis eventually stepped in to mediate.

“Milk, Darius, that’s enough. Headmaster, you didn’t call us here—two people who aren't even on the faculty—just to watch us bicker.”

“True enough,” Headmaster Gilles said quietly. “I’ve heard the rumors about Weiss Fancent for years. That is why I find his current ability—no, his raw potential—to be so dangerous. As his masters, I wanted to hear your honest assessment of his character.”

Milk and Zebis exchanged a small, knowing smile.

“Weiss is... interesting,” Milk said. “Sometimes he is a saint, other times he is a demon. Even I haven't fully seen the bottom of his soul yet, but I want to see the future he builds.”

“...I feel the same,” Zebis added. “However, he has changed. I can declare with absolute certainty that he will never turn that power against the weak.”

“...I see. My apologies for the interrogation. It’s just that Weiss managed to shatter every single all-time record the Academy has on file. However, there were concerns that he went too far in the combat portion. Given his reputation, the complaints are piling up. The proctors were all saying the same thing: the boy is terrifying.”

“Is that so?” Milk asked coolly. “And does that have any bearing on his admission?”

Darius opened his mouth to bark another retort, but the Headmaster raised a hand, silencing the room instantly.

“It has no bearing at all. Fortunately, this year is a bumper crop of talent. We have the commoner Allen, the Holy Daughter Shari, the Silent Witch Lilith, Cynthia of the Frozen Edge, and then Weiss, who has mastered every element... I hear there are a few other wild cards in the mix as well. Very well. I’ve decided to increase the number of passing candidates beyond our usual quota.”

“What?! Headmaster, the precedent—!”

“To hell with the rules,” Gilles chuckled softly. “Right, Milk? Zebis?”

The Headmaster broke into a mischievous grin. Seeing that look, Milk actually let out a rare, genuine laugh.

“I like that look. It’s the same one you wore when we were tearing through the Dark War, Headmaster Gilles.”

“How nostalgic,” Zebis remarked. “I could have predicted Gilles-san staying the same, but I never imagined Darius would actually become a teacher.”

“Zebis, I’m more worried about why you’re suddenly talking like a proper butler,” Darius grumbled.

The four of them shared a moment of levity, reflecting on the shadows of their past.

And so, Nobless Academy prepared to admit an unprecedented number of students. Among the new intake, the rumors of the boy who had claimed the top spot began to circulate among the current students, the alumni, and the halls of power.

The word on everyone's lips was that this year, the Academy had invited a true monster into its halls.

The "Most Menacing" student in history had arrived.
The First Day of the Academy

Spring had arrived, and with it came my official notification of acceptance.

Naturally, Cynthia made the cut. Lilith passed as well—I wouldn’t call it a total shock, but it was a relief to see her make it through safely.

The one little surprise came from Zebis: Allen, the protagonist I’d absolutely annihilated in our duel, had also been accepted. 

Is it the coercive force of the world's plot? Or did someone scout his hidden potential? I couldn't say for sure.

I still hadn't decided what to do with him. Should I try to befriend the guy, or... should I just finish the job and crush him into the dirt?

Maybe I really am a power-tripping menace. Some philosopher once argued that human nature is fundamentally evil; honestly, I was starting to feel the truth of that now.

Well, whatever happens, happens.

I could have commuted to Nobless Academy from the family mansion, but after weighing my options, I decided to move into the dorms. 

My father was devastated by the news, but the second I pointed out, "Aren't you always away on diplomatic trips anyway?" he burst into actual tears. 

I probably could have made him even more miserable if I’d asked him which was more important: his job or his son.

On the first day of school, I donned the uniform: a pure white surcoat with the emblem of Nobless Academy embroidered on the shoulders in gold thread. 

The pants were black, and the shoes appeared to be leather, though they were surprisingly elastic and comfortable.

Naturally, the girls wore skirts, which did wonders for emphasizing Cynthia and Lilith’s incredible figures.

Also, man, those thighs are pale.

However—

"Don't you think three people in one carriage is a bit of a squeeze?" I asked.

"The cramped space is the best part!" Lilith chirped.

"Oh, Weiss, doesn't this make it so much easier to talk?" Cynthia added.

Since my father was using our usual carriage, only the small one had been available. I could have borrowed a larger one if we’d just waited, but the two of them had insisted this was fine and completely overruled me.

It turned out they had both decided to live in the dorms too. 

Lilith was a maid, so she traveled light, but Cynthia had to bulldoze through her parents’ fierce opposition to get her way. 

The deciding factor, apparently, was the fact that I had chosen to live there.

Finally, I was at the starting line. 

This was where the real story began. I had to keep my guard up.

"Lilith, that ring... where did you get it?" Cynthia asked, eyeing her finger.

"Zebis-san gave it to me! He said it's a specialty of the Kingdom of Limiya!"

Watching the two of them chatter away actually made me feel a bit peaceful.

When we arrived and stepped out of the carriage, those massive iron gates were waiting for us once again. 

It felt strangely nostalgic.

As we passed through, the vast grounds of Nobless Academy stretched out before us. I saw upperclassmen milling about, but to me, they were all just future enemies.

I decided then and there on a new goal: I was going to be the top student in this Academy.

I wouldn’t use dirty tricks, either. 

I’d take them on in fair fights and crush everything in my path head-on.

When I entered the classroom, the other freshmen were already in their seats. 

I could feel their gazes piercing into me. Was it because I was the "villainous" Weiss Fancent, or was it because I had a beautiful girl on each arm? 

Checking other people's statuses is a complex, annoying process, so I did what Teacher Milk does and let mana surge into my eyes.

A long-haired guy yawning like he’d rather be anywhere else, a burly guy with a buzz cut, a short girl, and a refreshing, handsome blond guy—every one of them possessed a decent amount of mana. 

I guess that was to be expected for an elite school with such a high barrier to entry.

To my surprise, I didn't recognize more than half of the faces here. I wasn't sure why the roster had changed, but I was willing to bet it had something to do with my interference in the plot.

Still, my mission remained the same.

Though, I had no idea how many of them would actually manage to remain until the end.

"You're... Weiss, right! I knew you'd pass!"

I turned around to find Allen standing behind me. He greeted me with a bright, refreshing smile, while Shari hovered beside him looking like a nervous wreck.

She was probably terrified after watching my mock battle. Apparently, to a normal observer, I had gone a little too far.

"Yeah. You made it too, I see."

"I did! Even after you thrashed me like that... but I'm glad. I really wanted to see you again, Weiss. To be honest, I think I really just want to fight you again."

He had a bashful look on his face as he scratched his cheek with his right hand. He looked like a total "good guy" without a violent bone in his body, yet he said stuff like that so casually.

I don't know why, but he really irritated me.

"Weiss-sama, the breeze feels lovely. Why don't we sit by the window?" Lilith suggested.

"Yeah, sure."

"The weather is simply wonderful, isn't it?"

I cut the conversation short and took a seat, practically ushered into it by Lilith and Cynthia.

Tension, anxiety, expectation... a whirlwind of emotions made my heart thud in a way that actually felt pretty good.

"Weiss Fancent-kun, Lilith Scarlet-san, and Cynthia Violetta-san."

Right as Cynthia was busy poking my cheek and cooing about how "squishy and cute" it was, a man appeared in front of us.

Refreshing blond hair, a refreshing voice, a refreshing face... Uh, what was his name again?

Oh, right. Louis.

"I am Louis of the Miscent Family. I was watching your exam from the sidelines... it was incredible. Especially you, Weiss-kun. Word is you achieved the highest scores in the history of the school."

That’s the one. 

If I remembered the original game correctly, he was the bright, "refreshing" handsome guy character. The Miscent Family specialized in ancestral earth magic. 

It wouldn't hurt to be on good terms with him, but I never particularly liked him in the original work.

I was just about to give him a standard "nice to meet you" response when Cynthia spoke up.

"Weiss-sama is currently occupied, so why don't you go find a seat and stare at the ceiling in silence?"

I... I wasn't sure what to say to that. Was my cheek being poked really considered "occupied"? 

Actually, looking closer, Lilith was giving him a terrifying stare too. She was probably staying quiet because she didn't have a noble title, but she wasn't doing a thing to hide her bloodlust.

"Uh, sorry, Louis-kun. Maybe another time."

"H-ha... haha... Sorry for d-disturbing you!"

Poor Louis scurried away on the verge of tears. Sorry, man. It's the first day, so give 'em a break.

A moment later, while Cynthia was busy marveling at how soft my earlobes were, the bell rang.

The door swung open.

To my shock, it wasn't the teacher I was expecting. 

But for better or worse, if it was her, Allen might be gone by the end of the day.

A tall woman with glasses entered, her silk-like purple hair swaying as she walked. She wore a suit-like outfit that hugged her figure—something that definitely didn't exist in this era. It had to be custom-made.

"First of all, congratulations on your enrollment. My name is Chloe, and I will be in charge of this class. I look forward to working with you."

Her speech was monotone and rapid-fire, the kind that made it clear she wasn't interested in taking questions. 

In the original game, she was in charge of a different class, but this might actually work in my favor.

Without another word, she began writing a number on the blackboard.

1,000

As the students began to murmur, Chloe faced us and snapped her fingers.

Suddenly, the backs of our hands began to glow. 

A number materialized on my skin, matching the one on the board.

—Well, except for mine.

"1,000. These are the points you have all been issued. However, Weiss Fancent, in light of your entrance exam results, yours is 2,000. This is a reflection of the Academy’s expectations of you."

I was standing out from the very start, but that was fine. A little intimidation goes a long way.

School settings are usually boring. That was the consensus in my old world. 

The space is enclosed, the options are limited, and the world-building feels small. 

The reason Noblesse Oblige was so popular despite that was because of this specific system. 

In fact, it’s no exaggeration to say that the reason Weiss Fancent was branded a "villain" was entirely due to how he interacted with this point system.

"What is this? I don't get it."

"What are points? Is it like a grade?"

Naturally, the confused crowd started shouting. 

None of them knew the details. The Academy's internal regulations were strictly confidential—leaking them was a serious offense.

Even Cynthia and Lilith had no idea what was happening. However, because they had been training with me, they didn't look nearly as rattled as the others.

"This is a mere yardstick," Chloe said. "But it is one that will haunt you until the day you graduate."

"Teacher, just give us the bottom line."

"Yeah, this makes no sense."

"Explain it already!"

The thing Chloe hated most was being interrupted. 

Most of these students were nobles. They weren't necessarily "villains" yet, but plenty of them were arrogant brats.

Chloe adjusted the bridge of her glasses—a clear sign she was annoyed. They were all digging their own graves, but honestly, it was entertaining to watch.

"Very well. I had planned to explain this to you politely, but if you're that eager, let's move straight to the practical test."

At that, the boys and girls in the room cheered.

"Now we're talking! Complicated stuff is a pain."

"Yeah, this is much easier."

"Calculating points sounds like a drag anyway~."

Laugh while you can, I thought. Once you realize what this actually means, you’ll be screaming.

"I told you 'congratulations on your enrollment' earlier, and I meant it," Chloe said, her voice dropping. "But I never said I would look after you until graduation."

The room went dead silent.

Chloe didn't miss a beat.

"The moment your points hit zero, you will be expelled. For today’s test... let’s see. How about we keep going until at least one person's points hit zero?"

The original Weiss was already a villainous noble, but the reason his descent into evil accelerated so quickly was that he resorted to every cowardly, despicable trick in the book just to protect his points.
017 The First Expulsion

In the darkened schoolyard, before we had even finished our self-introductions, we spoke with our fists—no, with clashing steel and sorcery.

Most of the students were now physically and mentally spent, covered in wounds and hanging their heads in exhaustion. 

Except for me, of course.

"That is enough," Chloe declared. Her eyes were cold enough to kill, and right now, they were fixed on a single student.

"W-wait, please! Just give me a second! I was training until late last night, I’ve used up all my mana—"

"I don't need your excuses. Pack your bags. We will provide a carriage for your departure. Thank you for your time... Louis Meacent."

The entire yard fell into a deathly silence.

Everyone probably thought it was impossible to be expelled so soon after enrollment. However, the flat, indifferent tone in Chloe’s voice made it clear she wasn't joking.

The test had been a series of one-on-one duels, just like the mock exam. I had won every single match, and so had Lilith and Cynthia. As everyone else watched their points slowly dwindle, our balances had been steadily climbing.

Ironically enough, the one who had finally sent Louis spiraling into the abyss was Allen.

It was a cruel twist of fate, but then again, Allen didn't have a choice. If he had lost, he would have been the one getting the boot. Still, it felt like such a "protagonist" thing to do. Maybe it was the world’s narrative force at work, or maybe some invisible hand was gripping him by the throat and forcing him through the plot.

Looking at him now, Allen seemed more worried about Louis than happy about his own victory.

"Professor Chloe, please! Take it back!" Allen pleaded. "He really didn't have any mana left! This... this isn't fair!"

"Oh, Allen. If you feel that strongly about it, I could always transfer all your points to him. Shall we do that? Of course, you’ll be the one forced to disappear in his place."

Allen tried to push back even harder, but Shari moved quickly to stop him. If he defied Chloe any further, she’d definitely make good on her threat.

Louis sat on the ground, head bowed, but his expression gradually shifted until his face was contorted like a demon's.

"I am Louis, the eldest son of the Miscent Family! My family contributes more to this Academy than anyone! Do you have any idea what you're doing!?"

"I am aware. It is simply that you were a failure. That is all."

That cold, heartless remark completely broke Louis’s spirit.

Truth be age, I was actually pretty shocked myself. In the original game, Louis wasn't a failure at all. On the contrary, he had the potential to be a top-tier student. He was supposed to graduate with honors near the top of the class.

This is my fault. It has to be.

In the original timeline, I was supposed to have a massive amount of points stolen by Louis. Because I’d prevented that, the entire scenario had gone up in flames. It was almost comical that Allen was the one to knock him down instead... Heh. Heh-heh. This is getting interesting.

This wasn't the Nobless Academy I remembered anymore.

"Today’s lesson is concluded," Chloe said, turning to leave. "A carriage is available for those returning home. For those who lack the energy to move, you may use the guest dormitories."

As Chloe walked away, the students began to shuffle off one by one, casting pitying glances at the despondent Louis. The atmosphere was incredibly grim for the first day of school, but I found it exhilarating.

The Point System... I’d take this high-stakes tension over "holding hands and being friends" any day. 

Maybe I really am suited to be Weiss Fancent.

"Lord Weiss, shall we head back? It's just about time for dinner," Cynthia said.

"...Aren't you scared, Cynthia?"

"Of what?"

"Well, you know... someone just got expelled."

"If they lost, they lost. It can't be helped, right?"

"I feel the same way! I’m starving~!" Lilith added.

To my surprise, both Cynthia and Lilith looked completely unfazed. They were apparently way more cold-blooded—or maybe just strong-willed—than I’d imagined. Honestly, it kind of made me like them even more.



The Academy dorms were high-end facilities, presumably designed so the young nobles could live without having to lower their standard of living. We had state-of-the-art magical lighting, automatic magic doors, and even full bathtubs.

Students at Nobless Academy were divided into three years: Upperclassmen, Middleclassmen, and Underclassmen. There were three separate wings, further divided by gender. Just looking at the layout gave me a headache—it was massive.

However, the cafeteria, meeting rooms, and other recreational facilities were shared. While each wing was connected, the Magic Mark on the back of our hands acted as a card key for access.

Since our luggage had already been delivered to our rooms, we headed straight to the cafeteria to fill our stomachs.

Because it was so late, there were no upperclassmen in sight. We sat at one of the long rows of tables, and I flagged down one of the staff members to order some food. As expected of the Academy, every ingredient—from the bread to the meat—was top-shelf.

If I had to complain about one thing, I would've liked a bit more protein and a little less salt. I found myself missing Zebis's cooking, if only for a second.

"This is reasonably tasty," Cynthia noted. "Though it's a step below what my family's chef produces."

"I can't believe all of this is free! I'm so happy!" Lilith chimed in.

She was right; all facilities for registered students, including meals, were free of charge. Training halls and study rooms were also available whenever we wanted them.

The quiet didn't last long, as the rest of our classmates eventually trickled in. Most were the ones who had performed well on Chloe's test—they clearly had thick skin. Among them, I spotted Allen and Shari. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but I imagined it was something like, "You need to eat to keep your strength up."

Shari was the daughter of a Viscount. She was the "childhood friend" archetype who had met the commoner Allen by chance, became interested in him, and followed him all the way here.

"Are you really that interested in him? In Allen?"

Cynthia’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. I smiled, realizing I’d been staring. 

I guess I am paying attention to him.

I looked down at the back of my right hand. Including the points I’d snatched from the others, my display read: [2500]. In contrast, Allen was likely hovering right around [100].

I still hadn't decided what to do with him.

Just then, Lilith dropped a gold coin while reaching for a handkerchief. It was a significant amount of money in this world. As I picked it up, I remembered something she’d said to me before.

—This is perfect.

"Lilith, can I borrow this for a second?"

"Huh? I don't mind, but what for?"

"A test of luck."

If it landed on heads, I’d try to stay on Allen’s good side until graduation and avoid my own ruin through friendship. 

If it landed on tails, I’d crush him head-on and tear the whole story to pieces.

Either way, it was going to be fun.

I balanced the coin on my thumb and flicked it. It let out a sharp, satisfying ring as it soared toward the ceiling. The currency of this kingdom featured a castle on the heads side. The tails side featured a dragon—the ultimate symbol of power.

Maybe I was more nervous than I thought, because I botched the catch. The coin missed my palm, hit the floor, and rolled away. It wobbled past several tables before colliding with a man’s shoe, where it spun in circles for a moment before finally falling flat.

The man picked it up and approached me with a refreshing, breezy smile. He had such a carefree, friendly face that it made me feel an immediate, intense surge of irritation.

"Weiss, you dropped this."

"Thanks... Allen."

He handed me the coin. The dragon was facing up, glaring at me.
018 The Only Answer Is "Yes"

Naturally, this world wasn't limited to just one magic academy. There were plenty of facilities out there like Nobless Academy, but this place had one massive edge over the competition: pure, unadulterated scale.

The country practically tripped over itself to provide land for use as training grounds. Mountains, rivers, and even stretches of desert were swallowed up by the campus, allowing for the kind of reckless, high-stakes training that actually simulated a real battlefield.

It was all for the sake of filtering out the elite and preparing for the time to come.

Deep within a dense forest, we—clad in jet-black training uniforms—surged forward. I flooded my legs with mana, pushing my High-Speed Movement Magic to its limit.

"Cynthia, Lilith! Pincer them from the flanks and keep their eyes on you. I’m going for the flag."

"As you wish, Weiss."

"Roger that!"

At my command, the two of them vanished into the brush, splitting left and right. I skidded to a halt, closing my eyes to track their positions via Mana Sense while I mentally ticked down the seconds.

5... 4... 3... 2... 1.

The moment their massive mana signatures collided with the enemy's, I took off again. 

Up ahead, I spotted our objective—the Dragon Flag. But just as I reached for it, a prickle of intuition stopped me cold. Spun across the entire clearing was a dense web of Magic Thread.

...Shari.

The threads were coated in a specialized adhesive magic. One touch and I’d be stuck like a fly in a web.

—Well, anyone except me, anyway.

I spiked my mana, cloaking my entire body in a shroud of light and dark blessing magic. This was an original spell I’d cooked up myself; it nullified enemy mana while constantly pumping a stream of healing into my own body.

I charged through the traps like I was brushing aside cobwebs and reached for the flag.

But then—

"I don't think so, Weiss!"

Allen dropped from the canopy like a stone, swinging a sword at the crown of my head with absolutely zero hesitation. I threw myself to the side, and the impact of his strike gouged a crater into the earth, the roar of the collision echoing through the woods.

It was just a wooden training sword, but when you reinforced it with that much mana, it might as well have been a chainsaw. I almost had to laugh at how little he was holding back. Then again, I was the one he was trying to hit.

I could have easily ignored him and grabbed the flag, but...

"Bring it."

I drew a small utility knife and fed it a microscopic trickle of mana. Allen seemed to realize I was pulling my punches and looked appropriately insulted as he charged me head-on.

"Hah!"

"Is that the best you’ve got?"

He was slow. Painfully slow. Aren't protagonists supposed to be, I don't know, legendary?

But the moment I moved to clip his neck and knock him out, Allen suddenly moved three times faster than before.

There it is. How the hell does he have these kinds of reflexes when his stats are so low?

It was infuriating.

Even after that, Allen kept coming at me no matter how many times I swatted him down. The brat only managed to dodge when I threw a finishing blow. He was like a cockroach that had read the script.

However—

"It's over."

"Wait—wha—!?"

I buried a fist into his ribs. Leaving the agonizing Allen to roll in the dirt, I calmly walked over and plucked the flag from the ground.

Instantly, magical fireworks streaked into the sky.

[Match over. Victory: Weiss Team. All students, assemble in the schoolyard.]

A magical bird circling overhead shrieked the announcement of my victory.

"Huff... puff... As expected... of... Weiss..."

I didn't even look back at the collapsed, wheezing Allen as I walked away.



[First Place, Magic Concealment Training: Weiss Fancent]
[First Place, Magic Tracking Training: Weiss Fancent]
[First Place, Magic Defense Training: Weiss Fancent]

It wasn't enough. Not nearly enough.

"500 points awarded to Weiss Fancent," Professor Chloe announced, her voice as flat and dry as usual.

A month had passed since the entrance ceremony. Ten people had already been expelled, and I had personally delivered the "Your Fired" notice to seven of them. More than half of those casualties were characters who were supposed to graduate in the original game.

The system wasn't designed to zero everyone out immediately, though. It actually took "growth potential" into account. I glanced at the point counter on my right hand. It shifted to display 5,700.

"Weiss again? That guy is a literal monster."

"It's not fair. He’s just cruising on pure talent while we're struggling."

"There's no way he doesn't graduate..."

The small fry could bark all they wanted; I didn't care. Graduation was the bare minimum. I was aiming for something much higher.

My real target for expulsion was Allen. But every time he got backed into a corner, he’d tap into some bottomless well of "protagonist energy" and wiggle out of it. It didn't help that Shari and the rest of his canon friends were constantly propping him up. Plus, he was getting stronger every day. It was annoying, but... I’d be lying if I said it wasn't a little entertaining to watch.

Ugh, I'm getting soft.

"300 points to Cynthia and Lilith. Next: 150 to Allen, 100 to Shari, and 50 to Duke."

The school published the rankings once a week, so I didn't have to do the math myself. I was firmly in first place, but Allen was clawing his way up the ladder.

The point system was a classic "carrot and stick" setup. Your rank was determined by your total: S at the top, followed by A, B, C, D, and E. I was currently C-Rank. Once you hit C-Rank, you were granted the ultimate luxury: a private room. Anyone below that had to rot in the communal dorms.

It wasn't that Nobless Academy was broke; they just knew that making students miserable was the best way to keep them motivated. You earned points through exams and mock battles, but staying at the top of every category was a nightmare even for me. The academy didn't just want meatheads; they wanted "balanced" elites.

The fastest way to gain points was through Inter-Class Duels. You could steal points directly from others, and eventually, you could even challenge upperclassmen. Most people avoided them because the risk of expulsion was too high, but I wasn't most people. I’d kick as many people into the abyss as I had to if it meant climbing higher.

After all, if you hit S-Rank while still enrolled, you could skip grades and graduate early. No one in the history of the school had ever done it. 

But for me, it’s the only way to outrun my own doom.

"I'm so sorry... It's my fault we lost to Weiss again," Allen muttered, hanging his head in shame.

"Don't let it get to you, Allen! We’ll just win the next one!" Shari chirped, trying to comfort him. Watching them, I felt a brief pang of warmth. Ah, just like the game, I thought.

But a second later, a wave of pure, irrational loathing crashed over me.

Suddenly, a massive mountain of a man spotted me and started stomping over, looking like he was about to vibrate out of his skin. The ground practically shook with every step.

"Goddammit, Weiss! You bastard, you’re seriously playing on New Game Plus, aren't you!?"

"Has your brain finally been replaced by muscle, Duke?"

This was Duke, the eldest son of the House of Billian. He had short black hair and a physique that made him look less like a student and more like a refrigerator with a neck. His family specialized in body enhancement, making them elite knights. They were balanced in close quarters but historically sucked at long range.

Or at least, they used to.

The current Duke had mastered Creation Magic to forge magical projectile weapons. After I’d beaten him into a pulp once, he’d clearly realized that brawn alone wouldn't cut it. Yet another massive deviation from the original timeline.

He was a loud, annoying pest who picked a fight every time we breathed the same air, but he was honest. I liked him a hell of a lot more than Allen.

In the corner of my eye, I saw a tiny girl with white hair trembling while Chloe scolded her.

"Carta, you have immense talent. Your scores in written exams and Magic Theory are top-class. However, if you fail to score in the next practical exam, you will be expelled. Do you understand? If you do nothing but run away, your enrollment is meaningless."

"Y-Yes, ma'am..."

She had mastered Flight Magic, an incredibly rare affinity. Because it was non-attributed, it was notoriously difficult to control. Even I hadn't managed to learn it yet. But Carta was a coward. She never took the shot, even when the goal was wide open.

In the original game, she was supposed to be expelled in the next exam. Her best friend was then supposed to use that trauma as motivation to graduate—a classic side-story tear-jerker. Except... I had already expelled that best friend.

Looking at her now, it felt like a pathetic waste. She had the potential to reach heights no one else could, yet she couldn't find an ounce of Courage.

"Hey, Carta. Why don't you just lose all your points and leave already?"

"Huh...?"

A girl from Carta’s dorm was currently sneering at her. They were both D-Ranks. If Carta got the boot, the bully would temporarily get a private room.

I remember this. Standard-issue bullying scene from the game.

"You don't even want to be here, right? You're just here because your parents forced you. Now that your annoying little friend is gone, I can finally say it to your face."

"W-Why would you say that...?"

"Because I'm tired of watching two pathetic dropouts lick each other's wounds."

The girl’s cronies burst into laughter, mocking Carta.

I felt something stir in my chest. But "Weiss Fancent" didn't do "kindness." I couldn't afford to be soft. I had to play the part.

"By the way, Weiss, we're pairing up for the next exam, right?" Cynthia asked, leaning in.

"Lady Cynthia! I thought it was my turn!" Lilith interjected.

"Actually... I’ve already decided on my partner."

"WHAT!?" they both shrieked.

I ignored them and walked toward the source of the noise. I spoke quietly, my voice cutting through the laughter like a blade.

"There is truly nothing as hideous as a bunch of bottom-feeders squabbling in the mud."

The bullies froze. Carta looked up, her eyes wide and terrified.

"It's Weiss... crap, he's here."

"Let's get out of here. Seriously, move!"

The bullies scrambled away. Watching their retreating backs, I felt like I was looking at a version of myself from a future that hadn't happened yet.

"Why... why did you help me?" Carta stammered.

"I didn't help you. I just couldn't stand the sight of a coward who stays silent while being insulted. It was making me nauseous."

"How... how could you be so mean...?"

"Am I wrong? Those girls hate you. They spit on you. And you just stood there and took it. Do you have any idea how annoying that is to watch?"

"T-Then don't watch...!"

Okay, fair point.

"In the next exam, you are going to lose every point you have. Do you know why?"

Carta was silent for a long time. Finally, she whispered, "...Because it's a tag-team match."

"Exactly."

The next test had been announced: a two-man cell battle. Nobless Academy prioritized team tactics over individual glory. It made sense—no one follows a leader who can't work with others. Plus, the next match was the most important one yet for a very specific reason.

I knew I couldn't keep going the way I was. So...

"Partner with me."

"Wha... Eeh?! Why would... why would someone like you want to work with me...?"

The near-expellee and the top student. On paper, it was a joke. But I wasn't looking at the paper.

"Your Flight Magic is magnificent. It would be a crime to let it go to waste."

"But... I..."

She looked like she was either going to faint or bolt.

"Don't get the wrong idea. This isn't charity. I just decided that pairing with you is the most efficient way for me to win."

"Oh... I see."

"Good. Also... you're going to teach me how to fly. I’ve tried everything, and I still can't get off the ground."

"Wait... the Weiss Fancent is struggling with a spell?"

"I fall head-first every single time. I’ve almost died twice this week."

Carta actually let out a small, genuine giggle. I suppose the image of the "perfect" Weiss Fancent eating dirt was pretty funny.

"I’m the one who expelled your friend. I know that. It was a fair duel, but she’s gone because of me. If you drop out too, what was the point of her being here at all? Don't you want to shove your success in the faces of those girls who mocked you? Work with me, and I'll use your power to its fullest. In exchange, you can use mine."

I was officially shattering the original plot now. Carta's magic was a game-changer. It was a dangerous gamble, but I had already chosen my path.

Carta stopped trembling. She relaxed the white-knuckled grip she had on her staff and looked me in the eye.

"...Okay, Weiss. If you're sure about me... then please, let's do it."

"Good. But if you're on my team, we're taking first place. We don't have much time, so we’re training from now until dawn."

"Wait, WHAAAAT!?"

"The only answer is 'Yes.'"

"Y-Yes, sir!"

Wait... am I starting to sound like Teacher Milk?

Somewhere else on campus, rumor has it that Teacher Milk let out a very adorable sneeze. Probably.
019 Those Under His Spell

“These are the points for the month. The one leading the pack—by a terrifying margin—is Weiss Fancent. He is... he’s an anomaly.”

I stood in the Academy Director’s office, my usual stoic mask completely shattered. I could feel the fear creeping onto my face, and I couldn't stop it. I’ve evaluated countless students in my time, but the sheer, raw talent this boy radiated was unlike anything I'd ever seen. It was overwhelming.

“They certainly aren't the points you’d expect from an underclassman,” the Director mused. “And more than half the grade has been expelled... that has to be a new school record.”

“His Creation Magic of Darkness and Light has already surpassed the limits of what a student should be capable of,” I replied, my voice trembling slightly. “Even in swordsmanship, having been trained by that Milk, his skill is enough to make even my head spin. And to my utter shock, both Lilith and Cynthia are growing at a pace that would have been physically impossible when they first enrolled. Honestly... I don't understand it at all.”

Since I was a child, I’ve always been gifted—cursed, really—with the ability to see the true potential of others.

It’s a byproduct of my upbringing. I was born in a small, nameless nation, raised among the forced converts of a meritocratic cult. They taught me to trample over others, to discard even my closest friends without a second thought. By the time I reached adulthood, I was colder and more calculating than anyone I knew.

But then, a massive war wiped my country off the map. I lost everything. I survived by becoming a mercenary strategist, clawing my way up using nothing but my own pragmatism and experience, eventually earning a position as an instructor here at Nobless Academy.

Yet, despite everything I’ve seen on the battlefield, the growth of Lilith and Cynthia left me utterly baffled.

“Have you ever been charmed, Chloe?” the Director asked suddenly.

“...I’m not sure I follow.”

“Adoration, blind faith, devotion, fanaticism... or perhaps just pure trust. Every so often, a talent appears that is so overwhelming, it drags everyone else up along with it.”

“I understand the concept, of course,” I admitted. But aptitude is supposed to be innate. It’s the sum total of a person’s being. There are no exceptions... or so I’d always believed. “However...”

“Hmph. And what about Allen?”

The Director’s sudden question caught me off guard. Allen—the mediocre commoner. I didn't even understand how he’d avoided expulsion this long. Sure, he showed flashes of strange power occasionally, but from my perspective, he wasn't even worth my interest.

“I wouldn't call him the absolute bottom of the class, but he doesn't excel at anything. We have students with rare talents like Carta and Shari, but Allen doesn't even have a specialized magic type.”

“Hmph... You still have much to learn, Chloe. It isn't just those close to him who are being charmed. Mark my words, that boy is going to transform.”

I couldn't bring myself to believe it. Not the fact that Allen only passed his entrance exam because of the Director’s personal intervention, nor the fact that Darius—a man who never praises anyone—kept shouting about how the boy was going to become something "incredible."

At least, I couldn't believe it at this stage.



Meanwhile, Lady Cynthia and Lilith were sequestered in the depths of the school, throwing themselves into their training.

They were in the basement of Nobless Academy, inside an arena facility reserved for high-ranking underclassmen. The simple spectator stands were empty; the place was usually only used for exams. The center of the arena was wrapped in layers of soundproofing and anti-magic wards, making it the perfect place to train without being disturbed.

“Ice Lance!”

I fired the spell at Lilith without a hint of hesitation. The lances were transparent, nearly impossible to track with the naked eye, and packed enough punch to cause a life-threatening injury.

But Lilith didn't flinch. She charged straight at them.

At the very last second—the absolute limit of a heartbeat—the icy tips grazed her cheek as she dove past them, closing the distance between us instantly.

Our styles were total opposites. Lilith was talented enough to have earned the alias Silent Witch, and she excelled at lethal, close-quarters combat. I was the reverse; my strength lay in long-range magical bombardment. My ice was a rare evolution of the water element, one of the Four Great Elements.

I’d mastered it naturally as a child. Everyone called me a genius, and I believed them. Because of that, I never saw the point in trying. Everything was just... boring.

But meeting Weiss changed everything. Seeing him—never satisfied, always pushing himself toward some unreachable height—it did something to me. It struck a chord deep in my soul.

“Hah!”

Lilith lunged, driving a concealed knife toward my face with everything she had. I didn't move an inch. Instead, I deployed a partial Ice Shield to catch the blade.

Lilith didn't miss a beat. She used the opening to slam her left foot into my ribs, breaking my stance so she could follow up with another strike. Pain flared through my side, and I gritted my teeth to keep from screaming.

I let out a sharp breath, refining my mana with a no-chant casting. A blade of ice erupted from the ground, piercing straight through Lilith’s right shoulder.

This wasn't "training" anymore. It was dangerous. It was reckless. But we both knew that anything less than this was a waste of time.

If we wanted to catch up to Weiss, we had to go this far.

“Pant, pant... Not bad, Lilith.”

“...Hah... Neither are you, Lady Cynthia.”

We stayed like that for a long time, continuing our life-and-death struggle.

“Lilith, why do you work so hard?” I asked eventually.

We were taking a break, using Recovery Magic to mend each other's battered bodies. I knew the obvious answer was "for Weiss," but I still couldn't quite wrap my head around her intensity. I was his fiancée; if our engagement was broken, that was it for me. But Lilith was his maid. She could stay by his side regardless.

“...When I look at Lord Weiss, when I see his conviction and the way he never stops working... I realized I couldn't keep staying the way I was,” Lilith said softly. “At first, I just wanted to be near him. I was happy with just that. But now, it’s different. When danger finds him, I want to be someone he can actually rely on. I want to be strong.”

“I see... That’s very noble of you. But you’re wrong about one thing—you’re already strong, you know? Much stronger than me.”

“That isn't true. Your magic is... incredible, Lady Cynthia. Compared to you, I’m nothing...”

I shook my head slowly.

“I was just lucky. I had way too much confidence in that fake thing I called 'talent.' Now... I’m just grateful. Thanks to Weiss, I finally understand how to actually use my abilities. I want to see the world from his side. I want to see the scenery he sees. Not as some decorative accessory, but as someone he can be proud of.”

“Fufufu. Then let’s give it our all, Lady Cynthia. Someday, we’ll make Lord Weiss look at us and actually ask, ‘Won't you help me?’”

“Lilith, I like the sound of that. Fine then—as soon as we’re healed, let's go another round. We’re taking first place in the next tag match.”

“Yes! Let’s do it!”

Weiss Fancent. One single man was rewriting the very fabric of the world.
020 Carta Wiore

When people talk about Weiss of House Fanscent, they’re usually talking about the notorious eldest son that everyone loves to hate. 

Cruel, heartless, a man who treats violation like a hobby and looks down on people as if they were trash. At least, that’s what the rumors said. I honestly believed a timid little coward like me would live my entire life without ever crossing paths with a villain like him.

The first time I actually saw him was during the entrance exam.

The word on the street was that he was a lazy, power-tripping brat who did whatever he wanted, but his mana... it was so pure, so completely devoid of any stagnation. Just one look was enough for me to realize exactly how much grueling effort he must have put in. 

When his mock battle with Allen-kun started, he unleashed this absolutely terrifying level of magic without a single shred of hesitation. I wasn't even the one standing across from him, but I started shaking so hard I felt like I was going to bolt out of the room.

I never even wanted to go to Nobless Academy. 

I only showed up for the exam because my parents told me I had to. My best friend gave me the final push to go through with it, and while I was happy when we both passed, I was still a total nervous wreck. Then, during the entrance ceremony, Chloe-sensei explained the Point System, and my heart just... squeezed.

To graduate, you have to step over everyone else and kick them down. I could never do something like that. It’s just not in me.

And then—my best friend was expelled.

I just wanted to be done with it all; I absolutely hate conflict. But I guess my cowardice made me an easy target, because the girls in my dorm started picking on me constantly. I could handle them being mean to me, but hearing them trash-talk my friend was almost unbearable. 

Still, no matter how much it hurt, my body just wouldn't move. It was miserable. It was agonizing. 

"There is nothing as ugly as a struggle at the very bottom."

That’s when he—Weiss-kun—showed up. 

At first, I was sure he’d come to join in and make fun of us, but the second he arrived, the bullies scattered. Maybe he came to save me? I wondered for a split second, but I was wrong about that, too. 

He just barked at me, saying he didn't want to look at a coward and that if I was really that weak, I should just disappear from the Academy. I see. I was just an eyesore to him. 

But then, out of nowhere, he told me he wanted to pair up with me.

I had no idea what he was thinking. What could he possibly want with someone like me? 

But then... he praised my Flight Magic. 

People around me always say I’m "lucky to have talent," but it’s not like I haven't worked for it. I still remember the day I flew for the first time like it was yesterday. I had to save a cat that had fallen off a cliff, and I managed to construct a Flight Magic circle in a single instant. 

But after that day, the "miracle" never happened again. 

I wanted to see that view from the sky one more time; with that single-minded obsession, I started practicing. Day after day, even when people told me I was a liar and that I’d never really flown, I just kept at it. It took years, but eventually, that miracle became my specialty. That’s how I finally truly mastered it. 

And Weiss-kun... he saw all of that effort from the very beginning. 

He gave me the push I needed. He told me, flat out, that my magic was wonderful. He made me feel like I was his equal.

After that, I started training with him.

"Carta, is that really all you’ve got?"

Weiss-kun was... incredibly strict. He didn't go easy on me just because I was a girl. But honestly? That made me happy. 

I’m short, I’m a coward, and I don’t have much strength. Yet, he still carves out time for me, and at the end of it all, he tells me that I can definitely do it. He hits me with his honest feelings and praises my hard work. He told me it was okay to be a coward and okay to not have the strength to stand up yet—I just had to be proud of myself.

People have approached me before. 

"Hey, why don't you join my team?" they'd say. 

But behind those words, I could always see it. Everyone was looking down on me. They just wanted to use me. I can’t help but notice those things.

But then...

"Carta, you're amazing. Fight by my side."

Only Weiss-kun looks me straight in the eye. No hidden agenda, no flattery, just treating me as an equal.

"I can still... keep going!"

"Good. That’s the spirit. Now show up every single person who ever made fun of you."

Somewhere along the line, I started wanting to see the same view Weiss-kun sees. I want to be like him—feared by everyone, but so, so strong.

"Carta, what are you doing all by yourself?"

"Huh? Oh, um, I was just going to eat..."

"Then eat with us."

"Ah, but... Cynthia-san and Lilith-san are there too..."

"So what? Neither of them will mind."

"...Are you sure?"

People think he’s terrifying, but Weiss-kun actually has a lot of good points. He can be a bit of a klutz, and yeah, he’s still scary, but he’s also... kind of cute sometimes. I’ve realized that rumors really can't be trusted at all.

"...Flight Magic is hard."

"Weiss-kun, is that really all you've got?"

"...Again. One more time."

"Hehe, let's keep at it!"

Weiss-kun is hardworking, straightforward, cool, and incredibly diligent. So many people have asked me to teach them Flight Magic before, but not a single one of them was ever serious about learning it. They just wanted some easy tricks or shortcuts.

But he’s different. He’s always thinking. What should I do? How do I get stronger? He only ever looks toward the future. It’s amazing. Truly amazing.

I used to have no goals at all. I just wanted to drift through life and be "somewhat" happy. But the me of the future is going to be different.

"Carta, let's go. It’s time to show them the results of our training."

"Right!"

I won't whine anymore. Not until I graduate and can stand tall, looking Weiss-kun in the eye as a true equal.

"Now then—the three-grade joint tag match... begins!"

My name is Carta Wiore. 

And I’m going to make everyone acknowledge me, head-on!
021 Tag Tournament

The tag match was basically a debut event for underclassmen—a chance for us to test our mettle against the "middleclassmen" and "upperclassmen" for the first time.

That said, being a year or two older at this Academy wasn't just for show. Most of the seniors were survivors of the school’s cutthroat point wars; they were monsters who actually enjoyed the grind.

Essentially, this was a scripted defeat event. It was designed to make the freshmen get all excited about how cool and strong their seniors were while they were getting their faces kicked in. In any game, this would just be a routine filler match to show the power gap. But I wasn't about to submissively roll over and play my part.

I’m going to smash this worthless scenario to pieces.

"Weiss-kun, shouldn't we hurry? It looks like everyone’s already moving..."

"Let the small fry handle the landmine removal."

Carta and I were perched on a high cliff, looking down. We were on Mount Galial, a stone's throw from Nobless Academy. Below us stretched a dense forest; from this height, you couldn't hear a voice or even spot a silhouette. 

By the way, since Chloe had used her magic to blast everyone into the zone, I had no clue where anyone had actually ended up.

—Well, except for me.

I activated Dark Eye. Instantly, the figures in the forest appeared as glowing dots in my vision. I won't claim it was 100% accurate, but I could recognize anyone I was familiar with. Mana has its own distinct "scent," just like body odor.

Those two sprinting at the front were probably Lilith and Cynthia. I liked their spirit, but even they’d have a rough time against the older students. Further back were Allen and Shari. And Duke’s partner was... hah, interesting.

Even though they called it a three-grade deathmatch, the drop zones were somewhat predetermined by school year. It made it easier to create a three-way deadlock. Besides, the upperclassmen weren't stupid enough to start killing each other right away. They didn't get many points for taking us out, but hey, pennies make dollars.

We were in the same boat. Defeating fellow underclassmen didn't pay well. Naturally, that fostered a sense of "us vs. them" camaraderie. Let’s all band together and take down the seniors! or something like that.

[Underclassman No. 31, Arial: Incapacitated / Incapacitated]

A magic bird began circling overhead, screaming out the announcement. The party had officially started.

"So fast..." Carta murmured.

She white-knuckled her staff, which was about as tall as she was. You don't strictly need a staff to chant—Teacher Milk didn't use one, and while Cynthia probably owned one, I'd never seen her pull it out—but for delicate arts like Flight Magic, a staff boosted precision significantly.

Of course, the downside was losing the use of your hands—a pretty massive trade-off. Usually, staff-users fell into two camps: glass cannons who traded melee for raw power, or people like Carta who just hated getting close to the enemy. 

Well, she wasn't quite that type anymore.

"Time to move. We're sticking to the plan. —You ready?"

"Of course. I... I've made up my mind."

I felt my expression soften. I wasn't sure if I was just happy to see how much this timid girl had grown, or if I was seeing a reflection of my own struggle in her. 

The next second, we surrendered ourselves to gravity and leapt off the cliff without a hint of hesitation. The scenery blurred into a dizzying streak. Wind howled in my ears. The pressure was intense; if I hadn't used magic to buffer the resistance, I wouldn't have even been able to keep my eyes open.

In the end, I never did master Flight Magic to Carta's level. I wasn't so much "flying" as I was "gliding with style." Still, she had praised me for it, calling it a "terrifying talent."

Fighting while soaring high in the sky was the ideal, but even Carta would run dry on mana if she tried that for long. Flying was basically a constant drain on your reserves. What I needed wasn't true flight, but the subtle maneuverability required to toy with an enemy. 

Still, there was one thing I hadn't expected: being in the sky was way more fun than I thought it'd be.



[Underclassman No. 27, Vivid: Incapacitated / Incapacitated]

We landed in the deep heart of the Mount Galial forest.

"Haha! Underclassmen are such a joke," a voice mocked. "They can't even spot a simple trap, but they sure do have plenty of 'spirit'."

"The third-years won't start moving for a while, so let's just chill," a second voice replied. "By the way, wasn't there a rumor about some crazy freshman? Vis? Vees?"

"They say that every year. There's never anyone actually worth a damn. It's just that age where kids want to call themselves 'Enchanting' or 'Heroic' or whatever."

"Fair point. —Wait, Lidi? Where'd she go?"

[Middleclassman No. 10, Lidi: Incapacitated / Incapacitated]

"...Huh? —You bastard, where the hell did you come from?!"

"From the sky," I answered.

"What?! Dammit, don't screw with me!"

The guy wore a navy blue training uniform with a star on the shoulder—a mark of excellence. Even though I was just an underclassman, he didn't drop his guard. If anything, he flared his mana until it practically vibrated. As expected of a Nobless Academy second-year. His mana was refined, flowing without a single hitch. He was hiding it well, but his attribute was definitely Fire.

Jackpot.

Teacher Milk, look at me. I'm still following your lessons to the letter.

"Number two," I muttered.

I kept my breathing shallow as I closed the distance head-on. Seeing this, the senior's guard relaxed just a fraction. He probably thought I was just some meatheaded freshman charging in like a wild boar.

But I leapt into the air just before reaching him. I danced through the sky, using mid-air jumps to toy with his senses.

"W-What are you?! Dammit! Stop moving!"

Panicking, he began firing fireballs blindly without chanting. They were small but dense; if one hit me, I'd be in for a world of hurt. 

Assuming they hit me, of course.

I wanted to take his head off in one clean swing—but I really didn't want to get expelled. I cut him down with my wooden practice sword instead. A burst of mana flared from the impact, and he slumped over, unconscious.

I might not have mastered Flight Magic, but I’d developed a new trick in its place: a transparent wall created by mixing Darkness, Light, and Non-attribute magic. It only held its shape for a few seconds, but that was all I needed. To the current me, the air was no different from solid ground. 

That said, since I only manifested the platform the moment I needed to kick off it, I couldn't exactly stand on air. Between the mana cost and fighting gravity, the higher I went, the more it drained me.

"Got you—!"

Maybe it was because this was my first real battle, or maybe I was just riding the high of showing off my new move, but I was a split-second slow to notice the presence closing in from behind. I could have blocked it with a Barrier, but the mana cost would have put me at a huge disadvantage for the rest of the match.

The moment I sensed magic being gathered behind me, I prepared to dodge, but—

[Middleclassman No. 17, Mehit: Incapacitated / Incapacitated]

The one who hit the dirt wasn't me. It was the guy behind me.

"Phew. I'm relieved. Even Weiss-kun is human, after all. Letting your guard down just because you beat one guy..."

"Haha. You’ve certainly found your tongue, haven't you?"

"Well, I'm not a coward anymore."

It was Carta who had saved me. I’d intended for her to stay on rear-support, but it looked like she had other ideas. 

We weren't going to play it safe and scrape for pennies by fighting other freshmen. Our strategy was to strike first, hit the seniors from an angle they’d never expect, and walk away with a mountain of points. And that's why we’d flown straight into the middle of the upperclassmen’s territory using the magic Carta taught me.

"Let’s go, Carta. We’re going to rob these seniors blind while they're still napping."

"Right!"
022 The Commoner, Allen

My hometown was Karel Village, a place blessed with an abundance of nature. It was tucked away deep in the mountains; we had nothing there, yet in a way, we had everything.

My father, my mother, my younger sister, and me—the four of us lived together in peace. I would wake up rubbing my sleepy eyes, then toil in the fields until the sun went down. That was my life. On our days off, we played in the nearby rivers and mountains, and on special days, the village held festivals. It was the kind of ordinary, happy village you could find anywhere.

Some of my friends dreamed of leaving for a life of adventure once they grew up, but I never shared that ambition. I’d heard stories of terrifying monsters in the outside world and endless conflicts between people. For someone like me who only knew peace, the fear of the unknown was overwhelming.

Then came that day. It happened when I went out alone to check a trap I’d set.

I spotted a rare rabbit and followed it deep into the mountains, only to realize I’d lost my way. By the time I finally managed to find my way back, the village I knew was gone. 

Human remains were scattered everywhere.

I was paralyzed by a shock so great I couldn't even breathe. That was when the monsters—giant, ferocious beasts—attacked. I was beaten, and just when I thought it was all over, a man from the Kingdom saved me. I later learned that a nearby dungeon had suffered a collapse, and the monsters had spilled out into our valley.

After that, I was raised in an orphanage. The teacher there was kind. I made plenty of friends and eventually came to understand the reality of the outside world. But the wounds in my heart never showed any sign of healing.

"Poor Allen." 

That was the phrase I heard more than any other in my life. Eventually, the brunt of my hatred naturally shifted toward the monsters. I decided I would become strong and exterminate every last one of them.

But I wasn't strong. Even when I got into scuffles with my friends, I’d get beaten immediately. If I wanted to change, I had no choice but to change my entire way of thinking.

If you want to gain something, you have to sacrifice something else.

That was something my teacher at the orphanage used to say. He told me that righteousness alone couldn't save people. I eventually learned that there were countless dungeons in this world, and that other villages had suffered just like mine. I wanted to become strong—strong enough to ensure the same tragedy never happened again.

But I didn't even know where to start. Whenever I tried to learn martial arts, people treated me like a pariah because I was an orphaned commoner.

"No." "Get lost." "There’s no telling what a kid like you might do."

I had no choice but to teach myself. Every single day, I swung a stick, blindly desperate to grow stronger. By the time I finally reached the point where I could take down a minor monster, several years had already passed.

I’m not going to make it in time. At this rate, I’ll never be good enough. I won’t be able to save anyone. I’ll be useless.

In the midst of my despair, I had a chance encounter with the man who had saved me. He was the Knight Commander of the Kingdom.

"Please. I want to become strong!" 

Knowing full well how rude I was being, I pleaded with him over and over. I begged him to teach me the sword, magic, and the way to fight. At first, he refused—no, he refused me dozens of times. But I had nothing else to cling to. I had to keep asking.

On the twenty-fifth attempt, I finally secured a master. He was far too blunt and gruff to be a Knight Commander, but he taught me the meaning of true strength. He taught me what combat was supposed to be.

"Allen, doing the right thing in this world isn't some easy task," he told me. "If you want to brandish justice, you’ve gotta become strong enough to crush the very concept of absurdity. That’s what you’re after, isn’t it? Destroying dungeons, abolishing slavery, exterminating monsters... those aren't the kind of dreams a mere commoner gets to talk about."

"I know... but I... I don't want to compromise."

"Haha! You can't even use magic properly, yet you’ve got the ambition of a king. Fine. Then don't waste a single day. You don't have time to spare. Just know that after you've put in a hundred times more effort than everyone else, you'll finally be 'average.'"

For several years, my master watched over me every day. Thanks to him, I grew strong. I had no talent for magic, but a Gift eventually awakened within me. I never got the chance to tell him, though. My master suddenly resigned from the Knights and vanished.

Later, I saved a girl from a group of thugs and met Shari. She was the daughter of a viscount, and though she looked down on commoners at first, the more time we spent together, the more she began to realize that rank was meaningless. She was a wonderful, kind person who truly tried to understand others. It was Shari who told me about Nobless Academy.

"If I go there... can I get a peerage?"

"If you graduate, yes," she explained. "You'd be allowed to enter dungeons all over the world, and moving between countries would be easy. That's what you want, right? But the exam difficulty is—"

"I’ve decided. I’m taking the entrance exam for Nobless Academy."

Shari was strictly against it, but my mind was made up. It was a stroke of luck that, through her, I met my second mentor, Darius-sensei. Despite all that, my actual exam performance was a total disaster.

Weiss Fancent. 

He was terrifyingly powerful. I couldn't lay a finger on him. Every move I made was countered; it felt like he could see through my every thought. I was forced to realize what a true "genius" looked like.

"Why didn't you use your Gift?" Shari had asked me afterward.

"Because... it feels like cheating. I didn't want to use something like that at the Academy."

"Honestly, Allen, you're way too serious for your own good."

I was certain I’d failed, but somehow, I passed. The Point System was a shock, but I have no intention of giving up on graduation.

[Upperclassman No. 15, Gibit: Incapacitated. Underclassmen Weiss Fancent and Carta Wiore are currently the point leaders.]

"That's Weiss for you..." I muttered, looking at the notification. "Shari, what should we do? The upperclassmen are waiting for us further ahead."

"...We won't get enough points just fighting other freshmen. We have to aim for the top. I don't want to lose to Weiss... not again. From here on out, I'm using my Gift. I can't afford to worry about it being 'unfair' anymore. I... I want to win."

"I see... I understand. Then let's win this, no matter what. Allen, I'll be the one to protect you."

I'm done with a life where everything is stolen from me. I'm going to take it all back.

If you want to be righteous, you have to be strong. Isn't that right—Master Zebis?
Chapter 23: Match End

[Underclassman No. 24, Iole Torus: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Carta Wiore.]

[Underclassman No. 10, Lian Emard: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Carta Wiore.]

[Underclassman No. 08, Mifis Regret: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Carta Wiore.]

Things were going smoothly enough at the start, but leave it to the upperclassmen to actually start trying. Before long, they’d stopped showing their faces altogether.

What really threw me for a loop, though, was how Allen and Shari were absolutely tearing through the seniors—way more than I’d anticipated. In the original game, they were supposed to get swatted down immediately. I knew breaking the scenario would cause some ripples, but seeing it play out like this was actually pretty entertaining.

“Carta, how much time is left?” I asked.

“About twenty minutes. If we’re worried about survival points, we could honestly just call it a day here.”

The system for this Death Match Tag was brutal: you could rack up points all you wanted, but if someone took you out, you’d lose a massive chunk of your total haul. No wonder everyone was playing hide-and-seek now.

“You really think I’m the type to go into hiding?”

“Hehe, I know, I know.”

I could have used my [Dark Eye] to sniff them out, but the mana consumption was a total killer. With the heavy hitters still left on the field, I needed to hoard every drop of MP I had.

“Weiss-kun, I’ll watch from above,” Carta offered.

“...Alright, I’ll leave it to you then.”

With a soft smile, Carta straddled her staff and let her mana swell. Even though it was called Flight Magic, she wasn't flying like a bird using lift; it was more about a constant, high-output release of mana to fight gravity based on her altitude. Even the slightest tilt of the body required an absurd amount of mana manipulation. I could only manage to hover a few meters off the ground at best, but Carta...

“I’m off!”

In the next heartbeat, she soared into the sky. I knew how hard she practiced, but her raw magical talent was still overwhelming. They say he who rules the sky rules the battlefield, and that rule held firm in this world too. Firing magic over long distances killed your accuracy and power, and in a world without heavy artillery, the sky was the ultimate advantage.

Carta circled above, viewing the cowards in hiding. My [Dark Eye] sensed mana by picking up movement, but her eyes were on a completely different level of precision. She could sense a person’s mana even if they were standing perfectly still. She claimed it was a trick she’d picked up growing up in the mountains. Well, I already knew that, of course.

She eventually spotted someone, but after glancing down at me, she simply shook her head. Then, she mouthed a name. I couldn’t hear her from that height, but I read her lips perfectly. 

She was telling me to run.

I ignored her and sprinted straight ahead. 

Oh, this is going to be good.

After two minutes of high-speed movement, I came face-to-face with the most famous girl in the entire Academy. She wasn't even trying to hide; she was just standing there with a cool, composed expression, playing with a small bird. This forest was a literal war zone right now, yet she looked like she was out for an elegant stroll.

“Oh? You must be the rumored Weiss Fancent-kun. I knew it the moment I felt your mana.”

She had straight silver hair, skin as translucent as milk, and a face so refined she looked like a Western doll. This was the strongest student in the Academy—the one no one could beat in the original game. Every "scripted loss" needs a character that’s fundamentally broken. 

That was her. 

The True Last Boss. The Official Cheater. The Story-Breaker. The greatest bug in game history. According to the game’s programmers, she was the “Goddess Who Was, As Expected, Made a Bit Too Much.” 

Despite being only a middle-classman, she held a commanding lead at the top of the Nobless Academy rankings. She was so ridiculously powerful that the original story actually had to force her to leave the school of her own accord just to get her out of the way.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Eva Avery-senpai.”

“Ufufu. It makes me happy to hear that from someone as famous as you.”

Less than ten minutes remained. 

I wasn't holding back. I was going to give her everything I had.

[Barrier], [Dark Eye], [Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction]—

————

——

—

[Match End. Match End.]

It felt like time had skipped. The whole thing felt like it had lasted only a fraction of a second.

Ha. Haha. Hahaha! This is great. This is so great!

“You’re actually quite good,” Eva said. “I didn't think I'd be forced to use magic.”

“...You say that, but we both know you were holding back.”

“Well, it wouldn't be fair, would it? You’d already fought so many people before getting to me.”

“Is that so? Then let’s do it for real next time.”

“Fufu. Once you’ve climbed up to my level, perhaps.”

At that moment, Carta descended from the sky. She approached us timidly, looking at Eva with visible trepidation.

“Weiss-kun... are you okay?”

“Yeah. I am.”

I looked around at our surroundings. Trees had been leveled, and the ground was gouged out as if by a giant's hand. Fires were burning everywhere.

“...You know, I was getting bored of this Academy,” Eva remarked. “I was thinking of quitting. But—I’ve changed my mind. I think I’ll stay a little longer. I’ve taken a liking to you. See you later, Weiss-kun.”

With that, Eva Avery turned and departed as gallantly as she had arrived. Even though I was exhausted, I had given that fight everything I had. And even then, my blade hadn't reached her.

Unbelievable. This is fantastic.

I’d just caused a massive deviation from the plot. She was supposed to leave the school after this exam. But this was fine. This was better. I could still go further. I could still aim higher.

Then, the final announcement came.

[A point shift has occurred in the final seconds. Lilith Scarlet: Incapacitated. Cynthia Violetta: Incapacitated. Shari Elias: Incapacitated. Therefore, all points are awarded to Allen.]

The voice of the magical bird echoed through the forest. I nearly screamed in shock.

Lilith and Cynthia were both exponentially stronger than they were in the original game. Honestly, they were bordering on being too strong. Cynthia, specifically, had enough power to graduate right now if she wanted to. There was no way the current Allen should have been able to win.

And yet, Allen had beaten them both?

“Ha... hahaha... hahahahaha!”

What the hell was this? It was too good. I couldn't stop laughing. 

God, I really do love this game. No, I love this world. 

I knew it for certain now: I could get even stronger. By following a script that surpassed the original, I was going to conquer this world.

Weiss... you were enjoying that too, weren’t you?



Third-Year Tag Match Results

Weiss Fancent: 24 Kills (8 Upperclassmen, 7 Middle-classmen, 9 Underclassmen).
Carta Wiore: Same as above.

Cynthia Violetta: 16 Kills (2 Upperclassmen, 5 Middle-classmen, 9 Underclassmen), no survival points.
Lilith Scarlet: Same as above.

Allen: 20 Kills (4 Upperclassmen, 5 Middle-classmen, 11 Underclassmen).
Shari Elias: Same as above, no survival points.

Duke Billian: 10 Kills (1 Upperclassman, 3 Middle-classmen, 6 Underclassmen).
Cecil Antwerp: Same as above.

Eva Avery: 29 Kills (25 Upperclassmen, 0 Middle-classmen, 4 Underclassmen).
No tag partner.

───────────────────

[An Important Request]

I’m writing this in the gaps between my work shifts!
If you thought “That was fun!” or “I can’t wait for the next one!” then please support the story by following and leaving a [☆☆☆] rating! It really helps my motivation!
Thank you for reading!
024: Well, This Sort of Thing Isn't Half Bad Once in a While

"What’s the matter, Weiss?! You’re at the top of the class with only this much? You’ve clearly been rotting in a lukewarm environment!"

"Gah—[Original Magic: Unnatural Wall]!"

I leaped into the air, deploying the spell I’d finally mastered thanks to Carta’s help. Ignoring the laws of gravity, I kicked off the invisible surfaces, circling around Teacher Milk. Even for her, dealing with slashes coming from every conceivable angle should have been a—

"Your skill hasn’t caught up to your theatrics."

"Wh—?!"

But Teacher Milk didn't hesitate. She closed the distance instantly with Shunpo. Before I could even swing, she thrust her blade in a Gatotsu—aiming straight for my forehead without a hint of mercy.

I managed to dodge by a hair’s breadth, but my posture was shot. The wall collapsed beneath me, and she followed up with a brutal, full-force kick. I was slammed into the dirt, and she didn't even give me time to breathe before the next strike landed. She was absolutely ruthless.

"It seems I can still continue to be your master for a while longer. Weiss, you're strong. But you need to increase your own unique weapons."

As my consciousness faded, for some reason, I found myself smiling.



I woke up to a wonderful scent. A woman’s scent.

I opened my eyes to find myself on pure white silk sheets, a woman sleeping beside me with the face of an angel. She was breathing softly, smelling sweet, and looking entirely too defenseless with her skin exposed like that.

So this is the Ice Princess, Cynthia...

When I brushed my finger against her cheek, she let out a soft, sleepy mumble. At Nobless Academy, I’d never seen her open her heart to anyone besides me and Lilith. Her beauty was easily the best in the school—which was probably why so many guys tried to hit on her the moment they thought they saw an opening, even knowing she was my fiancée. Or maybe they saw how coldly I treated her and assumed they actually had a winning chance?

I really do trust her from the bottom of my heart, though.

"...Good morning, Weiss."

"Yeah. Morning."

Cynthia opened her eyes slowly, her voice clear and ethereal.

I’d been back at the mansion for a few days now. It was only a temporary visit, though. Vacation time was a reward granted only to those who had achieved high marks during the Presentation Ceremony and the Tag Tournament. The D-class students were all still stuck at the Academy. It was one of the perks of being C-class or higher.

That said, I hadn't come back just to slack off. I needed to check on the status of House Fanscent’s business ventures. I’d sparred with Teacher Milk before getting down to work, but I’d been soundly defeated. I might have fared better if we’d used a ruleset that allowed for more magic, but unless I reached a point where I could overwhelm Teacher Milk with pure swordsmanship... I’d never stand a chance against Eva Avery.

Plus, Allen was getting stronger by the day. I was definitely feeling a sense of impatience.

"You're making that scary face again."

"...I was just thinking."

"Then—for now, don't think about anything at all."

As she spoke, Cynthia slowly leaned in. Our lips met, our tongues entwined, and my mind went completely blank. 

I realized something in that moment: men are incredibly simple creatures.



After washing off the sweat in the bath, I stepped out to find Lilith waiting with a fresh set of clothes. Thanks to my Presence Detection, I knew she’d been hovering nearby since the morning. I mean, I knew she understood that Cynthia was my fiancée, but still...

"Please don't mind me. I am connected to Lord Weiss at the level of the soul, after all."

"R-Right..."

That sounded like an incredibly 'heavy' sentiment, but I decided it was better for my sanity not to dwell on it. She also added, "I'm ready for meat-beating whenever you wish," as a parting shot. Yeah, definitely not thinking about that.

"Come to think of it, I haven't seen Zebis around."

"He said he was going to see an old disciple. He looked happier than usual."

"A disciple? He had one of those?"

"Apparently. He didn't say who it was, though."

"Hmph," I grunted.

I knew he was a former Knight Commander, but I’d never heard of a side story like that. Then again, it wasn't unusual for this world to have hidden lore that the original game never bothered to write down. Still, for some reason, it nagged at me. 

Wait—

"What are you staring at?"

"Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about how delicious it looks."

I hadn't put my clothes on yet. Lilith’s gaze was fixed firmly on my lower abdomen. For the record, the 'original' Weiss was... well, gifted. I don't think I need to explain what she meant by "it." You can probably guess.

"May I... take a bite?"

"...If you get Cynthia’s permission."

"Yes, sir!"

Why is she always so high-energy?

After that, I spent the afternoon pouring over business documents. Since I’d left things alone for a few months, I found plenty of rough patches that needed smoothing out. It was clear I’d have to stay in touch more often. I also received a message from my father. Apparently, word had reached him that I was leading the pack among the underclassmen, and he was bursting with pride. He’d even sent flowers. Honestly, if he's that happy, he could just come visit in person.

Once I finished my errands, I spent time on my daily magic training, my mind wandering again. Teacher Milk had told me to 'increase my weapons.' I’d been chewing on that advice all day, but the answer eluded me. I already had the four basic elements, plus Light and Dark, and the swordsmanship Milk had hammered into me. Was I supposed to find something even beyond that?

I just don't get it.

Before I knew it, night had fallen. Zebis still wasn't back, and I felt strangely lonely. When I returned to my room, however, I found Cynthia and... Lilith. Both of them were wearing clothes so sheer they were practically transparent. Every smooth curve of their waists and their toned-yet-feminine figures were on full display.

"............"

"Good work today, Weiss."

"I thought you were supposed to head home today?" I asked, looking at Cynthia.

"It is my duty as your fiancée to soothe your fatigue."

"...And why is Lilith here?"

"I received permission, sir!"

"Wait, what?"

"Lilith-san is an important partner to us," Cynthia explained. "Whatever makes Weiss happy makes me happy. Besides, I'm quite fond of Lilith-san myself."

I gave a blunt "Hmph" in response, but my heart was thumping against my ribs. I’d meant the "permission" thing as a joke, but it turned out Cynthia really did love me that much. People are usually selfish by nature; I knew I’d hate it if another man touched her. But the reverse...

"Weiss, you don't have to think about a single thing... okay?"

The two of them took my arms and guided me toward the bed. Two different scents, so similar yet distinct, enveloped me. As soon as I lay down, Cynthia leaned over me. Her sweet fragrance, her soft lips, and the wet tip of her tongue enticed me. At the same time, Lilith moved below me, whispering a polite, "Excuse me."

The philosophy of Nobless Academy was the "carrot and the stick." Right now, I felt like I was getting way too much candy. 

But in that moment, I suddenly remembered that.

I had one, didn't I? A weapon.

"Weiss, no thinking allowed."

Well... I guess this sort of thing isn't half bad once in a while.
025 The Surprise

In the mornings, I endured special training with Teacher Milk. In the afternoons, I managed House Fanscent’s business affairs. In the evenings, I threw myself into independent practice. And at night... well, I decided that indulging in that kind of thing once in a while was perfectly fine before heading to bed.

It was a precious vacation, but I couldn't sit still whenever I thought about Eva and Allen. Even if her mana had been running on empty during our fight, I wouldn't be able to beat that girl—Eva—as I was now. The Programmer themselves had explicitly stated that they’d gone too far with her. I knew it was presumptuous of me to even think about winning, but I just couldn't bring myself to give up.

Then there was Allen. He possessed a power I knew nothing about. He’d likely found something that hadn't existed in the original game. Whether it was the result of effort, a new technique, or a different kind of magic, I had no idea. I’d tried asking Cynthia and Lilith about it, but they simply said they’d been beaten fair and square.

On one hand, it was exciting, but on the other, it was terrifying. I couldn't shake the feeling that my fate was hurtling toward ruin.

Oh, and Zebis finally came back. Apparently, he’d met an old disciple of his. He seemed deeply moved by how much stronger they’d become. A pang of something stirred in my chest—maybe it was jealousy? It was a bit complicated to feel that way about a middle-aged guy, but still...

Then there were Teacher Milk’s words.

“Weiss, you need more weapons.”

I pulled up my status and checked the Skill. It was still there. I absolutely detested it, but...

"I can't afford to be picky," I muttered.

While wearing an expression of pure, unadulterated disgust, I reached onto the shelf and pulled out the one thing I’d missed every opportunity to throw away.



By the time the sun began to set, I was a battered wreck. I’d been training like a man possessed for over four hours without even realizing it. But, perhaps thanks to the skill, the object felt natural in my hands.

What really caught me off guard was its versatility. It was surprisingly adaptable, and it had incredible compatibility with my "Darkness." My feelings on the matter were still complicated, to say the least.

Just then, a carriage pulled up to the front gate. Teacher Milk and Cynthia should have already left for the day. If it wasn't a carriage sent to pick someone up, did that mean we had a visitor?

The person who stepped out was the last person I expected to see.

"It’s been a while, Weiss."

"...Huh? Father?! What happened to your work?"

I felt a sudden, sharp pang of embarrassment and instinctively whipped the weapon behind my back. I don’t know why, but I guess there are just some things you never want your parents to see you with.

"Never mind that," he said. "More importantly, your business proposal was magnificent. Profits have doubled compared to last year. But tell me, where on earth did you learn business administration?"

I certainly couldn't tell him I learned it in school and from the internet in my past life.

"I just learned by watching you work, Father."

"Haha! Listen to this boy!"

It was strange. I didn't actually have many personal memories of my father, Agate. I knew of him from the original game, and if I dug deep into my heart, I could find traces of memories of things we’d done together. Yet, for some reason, I felt a surge of warmth toward him, as if he really were my biological father.

I guess I really am 'Weiss' after all.

Since it was almost time for dinner, I invited him to join me, but he asked me to wait just a moment. That was fine by me, since I had something I wanted to hide anyway. I headed back to my room, washed off the sweat, and prepared to meet everyone in the dining hall.

When I finished getting ready and pushed the doors open, I was met with the most shocking sight I’d seen since coming to this world.

"Congratulations, Weiss!"

"Congratulations, Lord Weiss!"

The table was overflowing with all of my favorite foods. There was Cynthia, who was supposed to have gone home, and Lilith, who I realized I hadn't seen all day.

"Congratulations, Weiss. I decided to drop by."

"Congratulations, Lord Weiss."

Beside them stood Teacher Milk. She wasn't in her usual combat gear; she was wearing normal, girl-like clothes. I didn't even know she owned anything like that. Zebis was there too, dressed in his usual black suit.

And finally—

"Congratulations, my son. Happy birthday, Weiss."

My father, Agate.

In that instant, it all clicked. That's right... today is my birthday.

Suddenly, something spilled from my eyes. Tears.

Wait, why? I only wanted to avoid my own destruction... that was supposed to be it...

So why... why am I so happy?

"Weiss?! What’s wrong?" Cynthia cried out, rushing over to wipe my eyes with a handkerchief.

"No... I'm just happy," I managed to choke out. "That everyone... that you all came here for me..."

"...Weiss, it’s because everyone loves you," she whispered.

"I don't dislike you either," Milk added. "Not just as a student, but as a person."

"I think you could stand to be a bit more honest than that, Milk," Zebis teased. "Lord Weiss, I feel the same."

"Lord Weiss," Lilith said, "I wish to continue serving by your side as your maid for a long time to come."

Ah... I see. It’s not just about avoiding ruin anymore.

I wanted to protect this life.

"My son, I’ve prepared a feast! Tonight, we celebrate! Everyone is staying the night! The rooms are ready, and the wine is flowing!"

"Hoh? Zebis, I challenge you to a drinking contest."

"...I accept, Milk."

I was happy. Truly happy. But that was exactly why... I had to get stronger. 

Even if it meant using my new weapon, the [Whip], and that ridiculous skill: [Master of Shibari Play Boneless Ham].



At the same hour, in an inn within the Kingdom of Ostrava...

A group of men sat in a room, poring over a floor plan of a noble's mansion.

"How did you get your hands on this?"

"I got it from the firm that built the place. I’ve got plans for House Libiton and House Arlist, too."

"Haha! The world really is full of nothing but scum."

The men were filthy, dressed in grimy black clothes. They were unshaven and scarred, but the swords at their waists gleamed with a lethal polish.

"Tonight's target is House Fanscent. Specifically, the eldest son, Weiss. He recently enrolled in Nobless Academy, but he’s been back at the mansion for a few days."

"...Hey, wait. I didn't hear about this. Nobless Academy is full of dangerous brats, isn't it? I thought this was supposed to be an easy job."

"Relax. Word is he’s just a lazy, trashy noble. Probably just another silver-spoon idiot who got in through connections. But don't get sloppy. It’s a noble’s estate, so there will be guards."

"Haha, fine. I appreciate an easy payday. Noble guards usually aren't worth the effort, so I hope there’s at least someone who can put up a fight. By the way, can we kill everyone?"

The leader paused. "...I don't care. But keep it to a minimum. Don't go getting carried away with the slaughter like last time, Black Wolf."

"Yeah, yeah, I get it. I can't wait! Tormenting the weak is always a blast, but it’s even better when they’re powerful bastards."

"It’s almost time. we’ll rendezvous with the other squad on-site. What do you say? A little contest to see who gets to kill Weiss?"

"Ha! See? You’re enjoying this as much as I am."

The men grinned and slipped out of the inn into the night.
026 Unwanted Visitors

The House Fanscent mansion sat isolated, a lonely dot deep within the mountain suburbs.

The grounds were vast and surrounded by peaks on all sides; any visitor would undoubtedly require a carriage to reach us. Because of that seclusion, Father was often away from home. There was only one reason he refused to let go of the estate despite its total lack of convenience: my late mother had loved this land. 

He never said it out loud, but I—or rather, the original Weiss—understood.

Once spring passed, the roses would bloom beautifully. I was already looking forward to seeing them. Zebis was usually the one tending to the flowers, and just watching him work always made me feel a strange sense of peace.

But getting back to the point, people rarely visited a mansion like this. Unannounced visitors were especially rare.

I woke up the moment I sensed a faint trace of mana. Even without activating [Dark Eye], my dual affinity for light and dark magic allowed me to sense human malice with skin-crawling intensity. It felt like needles pricking my bare skin.

I slipped out of bed, moving carefully so as not to wake the soundly sleeping Cynthia, and stepped out into the hallway. To my surprise, Zebis was already there, standing in wait. Teacher Milk had been making him drink like a fish at the party, yet his complexion looked perfectly normal. 

Well, I suppose there's no point in pointing that out right now.

"Zebis," I whispered.

"Master Weiss, you noticed as well?"

"Twelve of them. Their mana is faint; they're suppressing it on purpose."

Zebis’s eyes widened at my words.

"What is it?" I asked.

"No, it is just... I knew there were more than ten, but I could not discern the exact number. Might I ask how you knew? For my future reference, of course."

"I just felt it. I don't have a better answer than that. More importantly, where is Father?"

"I see... Teacher Milk is already on standby in front of Lord Agate's room. He seemed quite exhausted, so he is likely still asleep."

"Right. Then we don't need to worry about him."

Even though the probability of a mysterious raid was skyrocketing, Zebis’s tone was as casual as ever. To him, this might as well have been a mid-afternoon tea break. A former Knight Commander really does have nerves of steel.

Just then, Lilith arrived, looking panicked.

"I am so sorry... I was late in noticing them."

"Don't worry about it. You probably haven't slept off the alcohol yet. Lilith, stay by Cynthia’s side. She was the one who welcomed me most warmly yesterday."

Cynthia had pushed herself to drink unfamiliar wine just to celebrate my birthday. She had handled everything—the decorations, contacting Teacher Milk, even arranging Father’s carriage. I didn't know who these attackers were, but I wanted her to sleep through the whole thing.

"Understood," Lilith said, her expression hardening. "In that case, I will protect Lady Cynthia even at the cost of my life."

"I'm counting on you. A mansion this big is a real pain at times like this. There are way too many entry points."

Lilith quickly ducked into the room and ran to Cynthia’s side. That left just me and Zebis.

"In that case, I shall take the east side," Zebis said. "Milk is on the north, so that should be secure. As for the west—"

"I'll go there. I'll see you later."

"Master Weiss, wait! Where are you going?! We should be the ones taking the dangerous roles—"

"Don't be stupid. I'm just following my master's teachings."



The backyard was silent, save for the low whistle of the night wind. Two men were crouched in the shadows.

"Man, what a beautiful sky. Maybe when I retire, I'll build a big-ass mansion in the sticks like this and live the slow life."

"Shut up. The job isn't done yet."

"My bad, my bad. But you gotta have job satisfaction, right? The last noble brat I slaughtered was crying while pulling gold coins out of his pockets. I hope this one’s at least that entertaining."

"...Keep your mouth shut. I acknowledge your skill, [Black Wolf], but your tendency to get careless is your greatest flaw. Thirty seconds."

"Haha, thanks. Alright, time to actually get motivated—"

You want job satisfaction? Then go fight the Great King Enma in the afterlife.

"GYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!"

A scream tore through the dark night. 

Tch. His defensive resistance was higher than I expected. I had intended to take his head in one clean swipe, but I had only managed to sever his carotid artery.

"I-It hurts... Wh-What the hell?! Hey, HEY! Help me! The blood—the blood won't stop!"

"......"

Oh? He can stay calm even while his partner is gurgling to death right next to him? 

This one was a seasoned pro. I didn't know who they were, but they had come all the way to the countryside with mana absolutely drenched in malice. They couldn't exactly complain about getting killed, could they?

"...Are you Weiss Fanscent?" the man asked.

Hmm. The fact that he knows my name means they didn't just wander in here by mistake. There’s a mastermind behind this.

"Yeah, that's right. And you?"

Perhaps sensing the mana overflowing from my body, the man leveled his sword and began to gauge the distance between us. Beside him, the man whose throat I’d opened finally collapsed to his knees. He was approaching the end, making pathetic, wheezing sounds with every breath.

He was dying. He was actually going to die. 

The moment I realized that, a smile spread across my face. I felt a surge of genuine joy and amusement. A person’s life could be snuffed out so easily—and I didn't even know his name.

Hey, original Weiss... this counts as self-defense, right?

Suddenly, something enveloped the mansion. I felt a jarring sensation, as if the strength was being drained from my limbs.

Is this... mana interference?

There hadn't been anything like this in the original game. To think a tool like this actually exists in this world...

"...I know it's cowardly, but a job is a job," the man said.

He leveled his sword at me. In the next instant, the blade surged with mana. The pressure was intense—one hit would be fatal. Looking closer, I saw he was wearing gloves engraved with [Magic Marks]. Somehow, his hands were still channeling power.

I see. So it's a field that only lets the user cast magic. Between this and the layers of traps, this clearly wasn't their first rodeo.

Naturally, if you can't knead mana, you can't use magic. But it went deeper than that. The passive physical defense provided by mana dropped significantly, and high-speed movement became impossible. In short, my combat power had been gutted.

But—

I let the [Whip] wound around my left arm like a snake slide down to the grass.

"—So? What of it?"

"Don't act tough, you noble brat!"

Before the man could even take a step, I closed the distance. Without giving him time to blink, I lashed out, binding his limbs with the cord.

[Challenge Play]. It’s a garbage skill, but it felt right at home in my hands.

Haha. I could have done something way more interesting if I still had my magic.

With the man immobilized, I didn't hesitate. I systematically cut off both of his hands, one after the other.

A few dozen minutes later, I noticed the mana interference suddenly vanish. I was curious about the mechanics behind it, but that could wait.

"Hey. You still alive?"

"Ugh... gaah... haaa..."

"Good enough."

I dragged the man behind me like a sack of grain as I headed back into the mansion. Zebis, Teacher Milk, and Lilith were already standing in the hallway. A small mountain of men lay scattered across the floor. I guess I’d found the rest of them.

The hallway was covered in blood—no, it was splattered with things I shouldn't put into words. Not even a groan escaped the pile. They were either dead or very close to it.

Lilith noticed me and ran over. "Master Weiss! You're safe!"

"Yeah. I managed to take this one alive."

"Teacher Milk handled most of the ones over here," Lilith explained. "She went a little too far, and they all died... wait, is that... the boneless ha—I mean, the rope from before?"

"Ah, yeah. Something like that."

I glanced at Teacher Milk. She was drenched from head to toe in spray. It looked like she was wearing a suit of bright red clothes. She probably used this as an excuse to test out a new technique. She was always complaining about wanting some "fresh meat" to practice on. 

Well, I can't judge. I did the same thing.

Milk turned her gaze toward me. "Weiss. Is that one alive?"

"For now."

"Good work. Give him here."

I threw the man at her. Having no hands, he couldn't break his fall and went tumbling across the floor. When he finally looked up, he was staring into Milk's eyes. She reached down, grabbed him by the hair, and hauled him up.

She's heartless. Again, not that I can talk.

"Who's the client?" she asked.

"......"

The next moment, without a single word of warning, Milk drove her index finger into the man’s right eye and gouged it out.

"っっっっ――っっっ! GAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH! AGGGH! AAAAAAAAGHHHHHH!"

It was a scream unlike anything I’d ever heard—a shriek so violent I thought his vocal cords would snap. Yet, as they watched, Zebis and Lilith didn't even flinch.

"The client. Who is it?"

"Gugh... hah... hah... I won't... say a word..."

"I see."

Just as Milk was about to go for the other eye, Father suddenly appeared. He stared at the absolute carnage decorating his hallway, his mouth falling open.

"Wh-What in the world is thiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiis?!"

...Hm? Oh, wait. That’s actually the normal reaction. 

Crap. I think I've been spending too much time around these people. I’m losing my sense of reality. 

As it turned out, my father possessed a much more normal set of sensibilities than I expected. I hadn't realized that until now. He began hopping toward me, skipping over the gore like a cat avoiding puddles. Before I could ask what he was doing, he pulled me—Weiss—into a crushing hug.

"Weiss! Are you okay?! Are you hurt?!"

"—Uh, n-no. I'm fine."

"Thank goodness... if anything had happened to you... I would have... truly... oh, thank God..."

Father actually started crying.

Ah... I really am loved, aren't I? Weiss, I finally understand why you only cared about your father. I’m starting to like him, too.

Father wiped his eyes and turned toward the man Milk was torturing.

"Leave the rest to me."

His expression shifted into something truly terrifying. Yep, definitely my father. He was clearly going to beat the mastermind's name out of him. 

Agate Fansent. Let's see what he can do.

"I... I'm not... talking—"

"You little bastard! You've got some nerve, putting my son in danger! Take this! And this!"

Suddenly, Father started kicking the man. Specifically, he was stomping on the fresh stumps where the man's hands used to be. Ouch. That’s gotta hurt.

"S-Stop... Gugh...!"

"Ora-ora! How's that?! And that!"

"Stop... please stop... Aagh! Stop! I'll talk! I'll tell you everything! AAAAAAAAAAGHHH!"

"What was that, you piece of crap?! Speak up!"

The man who had acted like a tough guy even after losing an eye was now sobbing in agony. Just a second ago, he looked like he’d take his secrets to the grave...

"What the hell were you thinking, touching my precious son, you moron?! You think this is a joke?! I'll shave you down to the elbows next, you hear me?!"

Father was relentlessly attacking the man's literal weak points. Zebis, Milk, and Lilith watched the display without changing their expressions. 

Seriously? Not even a little bit? Someone react!

"You damn idiot! To my son! What were you thinking?! And look at the walls! They're covered in blood! I just had this wallpaper redone! THE WALLS! MY WALLS!!!"

...Well. I guess I like this version of Father, too.
027 After the Vacation

Several days had passed since the attack on the House Fanscent estate.

At the moment, we were inside a carriage, where Cynthia and Lilith were busy styling each other’s hair. While they occupied themselves, I went over the details my father had uncovered regarding the mysterious assailants.

The leader of the raid had been a man named Jeff Miano. I believe his age was thirty-two. Apparently, he was originally a mage from a small eastern nation called the Kingdom of Ringa, but he had vanished from the public record after his country lost a war.

According to the man’s own testimony—extracted later—he had eventually drifted into the underworld to become a mercenary. Well, "glorified assassin" was probably a more accurate description. I heard he had a family and some sort of tragic sob story to justify his actions, but honestly, I didn't care.

The rest of the attackers were just adventurers and soldiers Jeff had rounded up. For what it was worth, they were supposedly a "highly skilled" bunch.

The man I’d decapitated was known as the Black Wolf, a figure who had apparently gained a decent amount of notoriety. It was almost laughable how little of a fight he’d put up, but it was a relief to know that my skills were effective against professionals in the "outside" world.

Jeff had been hired specifically to target nobility; his contract stipulated that he wouldn't be paid until he delivered a head. A child like me, in particular, would have fetched a high price.

As for the mastermind behind the whole thing... that was where things got truly troublesome.

I’ve said it before, but this world was a game. One of the reasons it was so popular was the sheer volume of side stories—content completely unrelated to the main plot. It was the kind of game where you could spend dozens of hours just enjoying the fluff. You could take a thousand detours, or you could stick strictly to the Main Story.

Usually, that freedom was part of the charm, but now it was coming back to bite me.

The culprit wasn't an individual, but an organization. Every member was a radical who harbored a deep-seated hatred for authority. Their goal was to eradicate the concept of peerage by assassinating not just royalty, but every prominent noble they could find.

Their name was Equality.

Naturally, I had cleared most of the side stories in my past life, yet I had never heard of this group. Most likely, some action of mine had acted like a butterfly effect, altering the scenario and bringing them out of the woodwork early.

Still, my father was incredible for uncovering all of this in such a short amount of time. His interrogation methods had been... impressive, in a terrifying sort of way.

He told me that from here on out, he would be taking personal charge of dismantling the organization. I had tried to volunteer my help—after all, I couldn't exactly sit back and watch after they’d tried to kill me—but he had resolutely refused.

"Weiss, I acknowledge your strength," he’d said. "But I am afraid. Afraid of losing you..."

His words had pierced right through my defenses. Besides, I was technically still a student. For the time being, I decided to keep my head down until there was a major move.

We still didn't know how they’d managed to nullify magic. Jeff had apparently committed suicide before we could get the technical details out of him. However, magic was just another form of technology; every country was constantly refining it to outsmart their neighbors.

Still, seeing a story unfold that I don’t recognize is actually kind of exciting.

You certainly won’t get bored in this life, Weiss.

While I was lost in thought, the carriage came to a halt. When Cynthia, Lilith, and I stepped out, the stern, imposing gates of Nobless Academy were there to welcome us back. It hadn’t been a long enough vacation to truly say "it’s been a while," but for some reason, I felt a wave of nostalgia. It almost felt like coming home.

"Weiss, shall we? I believe there is a Magical Pharmacy test today," Cynthia remarked.

"Ah..."

I completely forgot.

It was my absolute weakest subject. I had zero interest in memorizing the names of weeds found on some random mountain in the middle of nowhere. But well, I suppose that’s just part of being a student.

At that moment, Lilith tilted her head. "Weiss-sama, did you bring that rope with you?"

"Yeah. I figured it would be useful from now on."

"Fufu, that brings back memories. Let’s... use it again sometime soon."

That reminds me of the night we first met... Well, I guess that kind of thing is fine every once in a while.



At this Academy, interesting things happened whether you wanted them to or not.

For some reason, I found myself breezing through that hated Magical Pharmacy test. While I was away, Allen had apparently been racking up points by defeating upperclassmen in unsanctioned duels. The idiots who had been bullying Carta had all been expelled.

...And the school had hired a new temporary instructor.

"I am Milk Abitus. As of today, I will be in charge of combat training for the underclassmen. Any questions?"

No... why!? This definitely wasn't in the original game!

It was true that Teacher Milk held a teaching license. I was the one who had practically begged her to become my private tutor. But even so! Even so!

I was the type of student who never raised his hand, but right now, I wanted to thrust my arm into the air with every ounce of strength I possessed. I wanted to scream, What are you doing here?! No, seriously, why did you come?!

But I couldn't. There was no way I could actually do that—

"I have a question!"

A massive arm, bulging with overdeveloped muscles, shot into the air. Duke—or "Muscles," as I called him—asked the very question I was dying to know: "Why did you decide to take a temporary position here?"

Muscles... as of today, I'm upgrading your nickname to 'Protein.' That was a top-tier question.

"Silence. Do not waste my time with pointless questions," Milk snapped.

The students began to murmur. Yeah, I got it. I really did. She asked for questions, he asked one, and she shut him down. It was completely irrational. Duke looked absolutely crushed, his shoulders slumped as he wore a face that said, Wait, did I do something wrong?

You did nothing wrong, Protein. Just for today, I’m on your side. (Not that I’ll ever say that out loud.)

Eventually, Chloe arrived to explain the situation. Apparently, since the Tag Tournament, there had been a massive surge in upperclassmen demanding extra combat training outside of normal hours. This had left the regular faculty completely overwhelmed. The seniors were desperate not to be looked down upon by the younger students.

...Whose fault is that? Allen's? Or maybe Cynthia and the others?

Good grief. I welcomed the competitive spirit, but this kind of deviation from the script was—

At that moment, Teacher Milk glared at me. "Weiss. You’re thinking about something unnecessary."

"N-No, ma'am. I was just spacing out."

"Is that so? Then start doing push-ups."

That wasn't even a logical response to what I’d said, but Teacher Milk looked pleased. (Since she was expressionless, I was probably the only one who could tell.) Come to think of it, she’d seemed happy when I returned to the mansion for vacation, too. Does she just enjoy bullying me?

"Hey, Weiss. Hurry up."

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

By pure conditioned reflex, my spine snapped straight and I dropped to the floor, counting out "One! Two! Three!" in front of the entire class. The other students started whispering, some finding it hilarious and others looking on in pure shock.

"H-Hey, Weiss is actually listening to her?!"

"He used formal speech... Who the hell is this new teacher?"

"She looks like someone you definitely don't want to piss off... but honestly, a polite Weiss is actually kind of cute."

Everyone was just saying whatever they wanted. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Carta hiding in the shadows, laughing at my expense.

...Next time I see his shoes, I'm stuffing them with cherry tomatoes.

However, the surprises didn't end there.

"I intended for today to be nothing more than a greeting, but it seems some of you have grown soft over the break," Milk announced. "Everyone, we’re going mountain climbing. We won't stop until the date changes."

It was currently 7:00 AM. If we were going until the date changed... that was seventeen hours.

One of the students actually let out a chuckle. They probably thought she was joking. Listen, kid. Do you have any idea? The last time I saw this woman, she was silently gouging out a man's eyeballs. You want your eyeballs to go 'pop' too?

Slowly, the rest of the class looked at Teacher Milk’s face and realized the truth. She was dead serious.

"Weiss, your push-ups are slowing down."

"M-My apologies!"

So, I’m going to be seeing a lot more of Teacher Milk from now on, huh? Am I going to survive this?

Still, despite the impending torture, I was honestly happy that we’d be spending more time together.

"Weiss. Why don't you try climbing the mountain while maintaining your push-up form?"

"That is impossible."

Never mind. I take back what I just said.
Boing Boing

I was stunned.

As we underclassmen watched from the sidelines, two adults were engaged in a serious, no-holds-barred duel.

"Unbelievable... You're telling me they're doing that without magic?"

"There’s no physical reinforcement either... How the heck are they moving like that?"

"Are we... actually going to be able to graduate?"

I couldn't blame the students for the anxious whispers leaking out. Right now, we were being treated to a front-row seat of Teacher Milk versus Darius.

"Red-hair, you’ve polished those skills of yours quite a bit," Milk remarked.

"I haven’t been a teacher just for show, you know," Darius grunted back.

I already knew they were old acquaintances. If I recalled correctly, they were comrades back when Teacher Milk was still a knight. Darius was a regular instructor here, primarily teaching tactics, combat, and survival. 

This battle served a specific purpose: to demonstrate Teacher Milk’s prowess as a temporary instructor. To shut up a bunch of arrogant noble brats, there’s no better method than a raw display of power. 

The strategy was a massive success. I doubted anyone would dare talk back to Teacher Milk now—not that anyone should have been able to in the first place.

"Hah! This is great! Fighting someone who actually knows what they're doing is the best!" Darius shouted.

"Stop... using... that... tone... in front of... the students!" Milk punctuated her words with strikes.

Teacher Milk’s attacks were terrifying, a perfect marriage of speed and power. She hammered him from every direction—up, down, left, right—without a second's pause, weaving in kicks and strikes the moment she saw an opening. She always held back during our private training sessions, and the realization of what she’d be like if she added magic to the mix sent a shiver down my spine.

In contrast, Darius focused on heavy, physical strikes powered by his massive, muscular frame. Between his sheer bulk and his shock of red hair that looked like it was perpetually standing on end from rage, he was the embodiment of "macho." In the original game, his strength stat was absolutely monstrous.

Even I, with my meta-knowledge of this world, was captivated by the battle. For the underclassmen seeing it for the first time, the shock must have been immeasurable.

I also noticed an alteration from the original plot: Darius and Allen seemed to be on good terms. They shouldn't have had any connection in the game, but according to Cynthia’s intel, Darius had actually mentored Allen before he enrolled. Is that the secret behind Allen’s freakish strength?

Finally, the match reached its conclusion. Teacher Milk landed a final blow to Darius’s face, ending the bout.

In the end, the gap in power was hammered into us until it hurt. However, despite the intimidation factor, the male students looked strangely... satisfied.

The reason was simple: this entire exercise was being held on top of a swimming pool.

"That concludes the demonstration. Now, for today’s lesson—the matches begin. You'll face off one-on-one. If you fall in the water, you lose. If you win, you stay on for the next challenger."

"""Yes, Teacher Milk!"""

The boys responded in perfect, military-grade unison, even as the girls pelted them with icy glares. 

We were at the pool. And Teacher Milk had been in a bikini this entire time.

"Weiss, step forward."

Boing, boing. I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore, but... boing, boing. 

Teacher Milk’s sun-kissed skin. That red bikini. Boing, boing.

Oh, gods... the jiggle...

As if she could hear the perverted screams of my inner soul—

"I’ll kill you."

She threw a dead-on, verbal preemptive strike. 

I'm sorry. But... boing, boing.

Now, you might wonder why Nobless Academy—the most prestigious school in the land—was conducting a lesson like this. The answer is simple: because this is a game. The original "game" was incredibly popular, which meant a mandatory pool fanservice event was practically a law of nature. 

A noble academy? Gentlemen and ladies? Forget all that refined garbage. 

The students had all changed into swimwear, but for some reason, the girls' outfits lacked any uniformity—ranging from bikinis to school-issue one-pieces. If I let my guard down for even a second, I felt like I’d blurt out, "Why?!"

But here was the beauty of it: nobody questioned it. And as for me, I wasn't about to say anything so unrefined. My reason was purely professional: messing with the scenario’s flow is just asking for trouble later. That’s it. Truly. I had absolutely no ulterior motives. None whatsoever.

"Weiss, I’m gonna have to knock you off!"

"Just try it, Duke—or should I call you Protein?"

A mountain of a man stood before me. Instead of a sword, he held a mysterious, soft foam cylinder. We were standing on small boards floating in the water; just balancing was enough to make me feel like I was going to tip over.

"ORAAAAAA!"

"Begone."

"NOT YET, ORA!"

"You damn muscle-brain."

"ORA ORA ORAAAAAAA!"

He was tenacious. Roughly five times more tenacious than usual. In this lesson, the more you won, the longer you stayed out there. Which meant more time to play with the girls later.

This guy... he’s a true man among men.

I decided to mentally upgrade his nickname from "Protein" to "Chicken Breast."

Despite his stubbornness, I managed to shove him into the water. My next opponent was Carta. She was wearing a navy-blue school swimsuit, likely trying to minimize skin exposure. I didn't mind her shy, timid demeanor. In terms of volume, she was about a "four-boing" on the scale. She had the kind of physique that made me think, Maybe this style isn't so bad once in a while.

"W-Weiss-kun... I won't lose!"

She bit her lower lip, her cheeks flushing crimson. If you're that embarrassed, why aren't you questioning the curriculum?

I expected her to fall immediately, but Carta swung her foam stick with desperate fervor. Boing, boing. I could hear the cheers from the boys' gallery.

"Weiss, you legend..."

"Look at him... he’s shifting his center of gravity to make her move left and right... Keep it up, Weiss!"

For some reason, my reputation among the guys was skyrocketing. Not that I cared. I mercilessly sent Carta into the drink. I wasn't going to apologize—this was a "lesson," after all.

Next was Cynthia. She wore a black bikini. Her figure was voluptuous, her waistline perfectly sculpted. As expected of my fiancée.

"I don't care if it's you, Weiss. I'm not holding back."

"Good."

But, of course, I won. She was a solid "three-boing."

"Lord Weiss, I won't lose either!"

"Right."

Lilith came out in pink, fluffy ruffles. It was anachronistic as hell, but I still took the win. One boing.

I figured Allen would be the final boss, but for some reason, Teacher Milk stepped onto the board in front of me instead.

"I’m the last one."

"Just as I hoped... Boi—I mean, Teacher Milk."

That was close. I almost called her Teacher Boing to her face.

The battle was a stalemate. Even I didn't want to lose this one. For some reason, we actually got "points" for this lesson. That said, I was no match for Teacher Boing-Boing. I stood no chance.

Once the lesson ended and we were back in the classroom changing, guys who usually ignored me started striking up conversations.

"Weiss, that was incredible! I've totally misjudged you!"

"Seriously. I had you all wrong, man."

"I knew it! Making them bounce up and down really is the best way to do it!"

...Having low popularity is a problem, but having this kind of popularity is also a bit concerning.

Just then, a girl's scream echoed from the classroom next door. The door clattered open, and Allen stumbled back in with a red handprint on his cheek.

"I forgot they moved the changing rooms..." he muttered.

As expected of the protagonist—ending the day with a "Lucky Lecher" trope.

...Damn it. I'm so jealous.

Unsurprisingly, this "lesson" was the first and last of its kind.
029 I Hate You

“I’m disappointed in you, Weiss.”

“I was only stating the common sense of this world,” I countered.

It all started during a history lecture. 

The topic was the treatment of slaves and demi-humans in this country. Within the House Fanscent, we’d had slaves as well, though we had since liberated them and kept them on as paid servants. Personally, I didn't think slavery was inherently an absolute, inexplicable evil—at least not in the context of this world’s harsh reality. 

Sure, I’d freed our slaves because the original Weiss’s treatment of them had been beyond atrocious, but the reality was that most slaves were the children of the impoverished. They were born to parents who couldn't afford them, denied an education, and then tossed out into the street. Their only options were a life of crime or a cold death in a gutter. 

Being a slave might be a nightmare, but those with enough wit could eventually buy their own freedom. Isn’t ignorance a sin in every era? I wondered. Values shifted depending on the time and the borders you stood within. To me, arguing based on purely personal, modern subjectivity felt like nonsense.

But Allen? Allen didn't do nuance. He declared that all slavery was evil, period. He went even further, asserting that the nobility itself shouldn’t exist. 

He was usually so stoic, yet there he was, dropping that bombshell in a room packed with high-ranking nobles. I wasn't the only one who nearly choked on my own breath. 

However, his naive, pampered tone really rubbed me the wrong way. He reminded me of those people who stood on soapboxes shouting that "war is bad" without ever offering a single solution. He was spouting high-minded ideals while refusing to acknowledge the mess of the real world. 

Even if slavery were abolished tomorrow, this world would still be drowning in war. When I asked him what he planned to do with the "brats" who lost their parents to those wars, he had the nerve to say that "those with means should just help them."

Ha! What a load of idealistic garbage.

Humans are creatures of desire. We live for sleep, for appetite, for lust—and in this world, there was even a distinct desire for combat. You can’t just stand there and preach empty ideals at the top of your lungs.

“But I want to make that ideal a reality someday!” Allen insisted.

“Then quit the Academy right now,” I snapped. “If you want to play hero on your own time, be my guest. But this Academy isn’t some charity. Do you have any idea how much exploitation is required to provide the room you sleep in, the food you eat, and the very training clothes on your back?”

“...I know that. But I’m serious about changing the world. I don't want to create any more suffering.”

“You’re a hopeless, idealistic moron.”

“I can live with that.”

I knew Allen’s past. I knew he’d lost his family and his home, and that he’d grown up in an orphanage. If I were the "old me," maybe I would have agreed with him. But becoming Weiss had opened my eyes. In this world, the masses were actually happier when those with the wisdom to lead stood at the top. Fools were a constant, no matter the era or the world.

While I was looking into my family's businesses, I’d found plenty of nobles committing crimes. Naturally, I’d seen to it that they were ruined, but I knew that was just a drop in the ocean. If everyone were suddenly forced into the same social standing, the world would just rot.

Teacher Milk and Zebis were perfect examples. They were wise, and they were strong. They didn't go around flaunting their power for the sake of it, but they understood that sometimes, fools needed a proper leash.

Allen just didn't get it. 

God, I really can’t bring myself to like this guy.

“Weiss... I hate you,” Allen said, his voice trembling with conviction.

“Don’t worry,” I replied, my voice cold. “The feeling is mutual.”

This is fine. We were always meant to be enemies, after all.



After school, I was alone in the training arena, swinging my sword to vent my frustrations. This was the same stadium used for inter-school matches. The spectator stands were vast and empty, hauntingly quiet.

For some reason, I couldn't get Allen out of my head. The guy was wrong. I knew I wasn't wrong. So... why did I feel so restless?

“You’re really putting in the work, Weiss.”

I spun around to see Teacher Milk. I’d heard she had started staying in the faculty dormitory at Nobless Academy recently. The Dragon Emblem—the mark of a teacher—was pinned to her shoulder. It was still a bit of a shock to see it there, but I had to admit, it suited her perfectly.

“...I just couldn’t shake these distracting thoughts,” I muttered.

“Is it about Allen?”

I nearly dropped my wooden sword. She’d hit the nail on the head so accurately it felt like she’d read my mind. I’d never even mentioned Allen’s name to her. How did she—?

“I heard from Darius,” she added, noticing my shock. “It sounds like you two aren't exactly best friends.”

Ah. That explained it.

“The guy is just... naive. It pisses me off.”

“Clashing opinions isn't a bad thing. Once you’re an adult, you’ll find that even having the luxury to argue is taken away from you. Now—Weiss, take your stance.”

Teacher Milk stepped onto the arena floor and leveled a wooden training sword at me. I followed suit, settling into my usual form. We both took the same high-guard stance. In the world of Kendo, it would have been called Kasumi-no-Kamae.

Taking her previous lessons to heart, I moved first. 

I lunged with a relentless Gatotsu. Teacher Milk avoided the point of my blade with the slightest tilt of her head, spinning in the same motion to drive her sword toward my gut. I barely managed to leap back using every ounce of my leg strength, but the jump was too wide, leaving a massive opening. She closed the distance instantly.

“Keep your movements to a minimum—”

“I’m trying!” I barked back.

She was strong. Ridiculously, impossibly strong. 

We kept at it for hours. By the time we stopped, I was drenched in sweat, leaning on my wooden sword like a cane just to keep from collapsing. As I fought to get my breath back, Teacher Milk actually let out a small, soft laugh. 

Well, that’s a rare sight.

“What’s so funny?” I panted.

“Nothing. It’s just... nostalgic.”

“Nostalgic?”

“Yeah...”

I tilted my head, confused. We’d sparred during the holidays, sure, but she sounded like she was looking back on something much further away. Wait... no, that’s impossible. But...

“Teacher... were you a student here at Nobless?”

“I was. I clashed with plenty of people back then, too. It’s the kind of place that forces you to, whether you want to or not.”

No way. I never heard about this 'setting' in the game! Teacher Milk was a fan-favorite character who appeared toward the end of the story. I’d pored over her official profile dozens of times. There was never a single mention of her attending Nobless Academy.

“It was more cutthroat back then,” she continued nonchalantly. “The Point System wasn't as refined, and there were no 'carrots' to encourage us. We spent every waking moment thinking about who we had to kick down to climb higher.”

I was so deep in thought that I forgot to even nod. Then, the realization hit me like a physical blow. Wait, if she was here but she isn't in the alumni records...

“Yeah, it’s exactly what you’re thinking,” she said, catching my expression. “I was expelled. People said I lacked talent, but the truth was simply that nobody recognized me. I was isolated. Maybe I was just too overconfident in my own power. After I was kicked out, I became desperate. I did a lot of things I’m not proud of—things I can’t even tell you, my own disciple.”

“...But I think you’re a wonderful person now, Teacher.”

She shook her head sadly. “People don't really change, Weiss. That’s my personal philosophy. We just get better at suppressing our true natures. But... you’re different. I’ve talked to Zebis, Lilith, and even your father. I can tell, Weiss—you have changed. Be proud of that. It’s okay to be lost sometimes. It’s okay to clash with others. But whatever you do, hold onto your convictions. You have a natural pull—people want to follow you. Unlike me, I think you actually know the right path.”

Conviction? A natural pull?

No, you’ve got it all wrong. I’m just... desperately trying to keep myself from being destroyed.

I wasn't nearly as noble as she thought I was. I was a selfish, bottom-tier human who only thought about his own survival. But Allen... he was different. He was always thinking about other people.

I see. I was jealous of that purity... and that’s why I was so angry.

“Teacher... I...”

“You don't need to give me an answer yet,” she said, looking me straight in the eye. Her gaze never wavered. “You have talent, Weiss. Do you have any idea how many students I’ve seen? Out of all of them, you’re the best. And I’m not just talking about combat. I mean everything. —I like you, Weiss.”

“...Thank you. Truly.”

I really was... incredibly blessed.

“Sometimes I get the weird feeling that you’re looking at a future I can't see,” she added. “But even if that’s true, the future from here on out depends on you. For better or worse. Also—try to enjoy yourself a bit more. Being a student is a gift. It’s a waste to only realize how much fun youth is after it’s already gone.”

“Haha... I didn't expect to hear a 'youth is fleeting' speech from you, Teacher.”

“I’m a woman, too. I’ve had my share of experiences. I’ll tell you the stories once you get a little stronger.”

“In that case, can we go another round? I want to hear those stories as soon as possible.”

“Very well. I hope you’re ready to hear them by graduation.”

Allen, I still hate your guts.

But in a weird way, maybe we’re the same. We’re both trying to turn the impossible into the possible. I guess I can at least acknowledge that much.

Hey, Weiss. 

Am I living up to your ideal?

Don't just sit there in silence; give me an answer once in a while. I know you’re in there.

Good grief.

You'd better watch me until the very end. I am going to avoid my ruin, no matter what.

That is a promise.
030 Main Heroine

Nobless Academy had produced so many legendary graduates that their names practically filled the history books.

There were two main reasons for this. First, every bit of combat training and field work was geared toward actual combat. There was zero hand-holding. Being a noble didn't buy you any slack here; the school didn't hesitate to push us, and seeing students get hauled off with injuries was a common sight.

The second reason—which was the polar opposite of the school's no-holds-barred policy—lay in the special combat suits we wore for training. We’d all worn them during the Tag Tournament, but things got interesting when you took damage inside a pre-set magic circle. The system instantly calculated the projected lethality of an attack, drained a massive chunk of mana, and knocked the wearer unconscious.

Don't get me wrong, though—it didn't do a damn thing to dull the pain. It was just a special material designed to let us fight with "safe" lethality. Thanks to that tech, it was an undeniable fact that the school produced a level of talent that overwhelmed every other institution.

But this was another world. We weren't just training to fight people. Oh no, there were monsters to worry about too.

"I believe you’ve all been briefed, but tomorrow’s exercise is training... yet, at the same time, it isn't," Darius said, looking genuinely apologetic as he stood before the class. "Your usual combat suits will be useless. You have the right to withdraw, but keep in mind that these types of sessions will only become more frequent. You can sit this one out, but I have to warn you—it will affect your grades."

Darius looked like a grizzled veteran, sporting a massive, intimidating physique, but he was actually the kindest soul in the room. At least, I always liked him in the original game. He was the classic 'hero' type—helping the weak and refusing to suck up to the powerful.

Naturally, not a single person stepped down. These were nobles, and their pride was everything. Besides, any cowards had already been weeded out of the program. Darius knew that as well, which only seemed to make him feel more distressed.

"I see..." he sighed. "Then I'll need your signatures. Weiss Fancent, you first."

I stood up without a word and walked over. I scanned the document, spotting the same terms I’d seen a dozen times back in the game. Back then, it was just a bit of flavor text. Now, it was reality.

To put it bluntly: If you die, don't come crying to us.

Most of the students were the pampered children of high-ranking nobles, and the world wasn't short on helicopter parents. The Academy used these detailed pledges as a shield to avoid messy political fallout. Good old risk hedging. It was a massive pain, but Darius still gave me a quiet "Thank you" as I signed. 

That line wasn't in the original game. It actually kind of touched me.

Before heading back to my desk, I stopped by Allen and Shari. "Why don't you two just sit this one out?" I asked.

They’d been warned when they enrolled that they’d eventually have to put their lives on the line, but hearing the actual terms of the exercise was a different beast entirely. They hadn't fully processed it yet. I could see the internal struggle on their faces as they tried to find their resolve.

"I'm not backing down," Allen said.

"Neither am I," Shari added. "Where is this coming from all of a sudden?"

Yeah, I figured as much. I already knew what you'd say.

A lot had changed since I'd taken over Weiss's life, but this particular event left me with a messy knot of emotions. Memories of my past life started resurfacing. God... what am I even trying to do here?



The next day found us several hours north of Mount Galial, in a desolate region that most people avoided like the plague. We hiked along the side of a sheer cliff before emerging onto a small, open plateau.

It was a picturesque scene of forests, rivers, and cliffs, but we weren't here for a summer camp or a scenic field trip. For starters, the ground was buried under a thick blanket of snow. The weather in this area was notoriously bipolar; one day it could be midsummer, and the next it could be the dead of winter. That was because the sky was crawling with "Mana Clouds" that completely ignored the seasons.

This meant the local ecosystem was a total disaster. It was a constant cycle of "eat or be eaten," resulting in a forest crawling with mutated subspecies. As far as game maps went, it was top-tier. As a place to actually be? Absolute garbage.

It must have dumped snow last night, which was clearly not part of Darius's plan. He looked more anxious than I’d ever seen him. But hey, weather was a random variable; in the game, the difficulty shifted with every playthrough. This was officially the "Worst-Case Scenario" pattern, but complaining wasn't going to fix it.

"You don't need to keep track of your own kills," Darius announced. "The Magic Mark on the back of your hand will tally them automatically. More importantly, your priority is to survive in this forest for three days. ...Good luck."

I’ll say it once and I’ll say it again: this world was a game, and it didn't do "soft" field trips. The difficulty was cranked up to eleven. Death Game. That was the nickname players had for Noblesse Oblige.

The pairs had already been announced. This wasn't going to be a group effort, either. We were going to be warped into random locations across the vast forest. Points varied by monster, but only the pair that landed the finishing blow got the credit. Sure, there were benefits to teaming up with other pairs for safety, but no one in this class was going to do that. They were all gunning for first place through sheer, individual dominance. That was the core philosophy of Nobless Academy, after all.

While the others looked like they were about to vomit from nerves, my eyes were fixed on one specific girl. This event was burned into my brain. Why? Because this was the first time in my life I’d ever experienced true, crushing grief. In the real world, players had quit the game in droves after this event. They just couldn't handle the emotional fallout.

"Shari Elias, Number 15. Lilith Scarlet, Number 17. Good luck out there for the next three days," Darius said.

"You got it, Instructor Darius!" Shari chirped.

"Understood," Lilith replied.

Shari gave a high-energy response and even flashed a wink at Allen. Her relentless, bottomless optimism was her best quality. I hadn't expected her to be paired with Lilith, but the script probably wouldn't change.

"Man, Shari and Allen are so close."

"They’re basically a couple already. No one’s ever going to get between them."

The students were right; they were a package deal. Shari was the first person Allen’s age he’d met after leaving his village and arriving in this country. They’d shared everything since then. Joy, sadness, pain, fear. Their bond was thicker than blood.

And yet, the main heroine of the game was Cynthia. When you put it like that, it sounds crazy, right? Why choose Cynthia—who he'd just met at school—over Shari, the girl who had been his rock from day one? It should have been plain as day who the better fit was.

But the fact that Cynthia was the "True Heroine" was set in stone. And there was one very big, very grim reason for that.

"Cynthia Violetta, Allen. Step forward."

Chloe was there too, apparently helping speed things up by warping two pairs at a time. She looked as indifferent as ever. Well, that was her charm, I guess.

"Weiss... my heart belongs only to you," Cynthia whispered.

"Yeah, I know. I believe you," I said, seeing her off. They were paired up just like in the original story.

Shari was busy chatting with Allen. I could remember their exact lines, word for word.

"I’m totally going to win this, okay?"

"I’m not gonna lose to you, Shari!"

What a sweet, wholesome moment. They’d supported each other through everything since coming here. They’d cheered each other on and talked about their dreams for the future. About how they’d graduate, travel the world together, and help people in need...

"And now, let the training begin."

As the two pairs vanished in a flash of teleportation magic, my eyes were still glued to Shari. Once this event ended, Allen’s life was going to become a living hell. The only way he’d survive it was by leaning on Cynthia, bringing them closer than ever.

The greatest trigger for the two to deepen their bond—the reason they became inseparable—was simple.

Shari Elias was going to die during this training.
031 Shari Elias

Shari of House Elias. A viscount’s daughter. A girl from a noble family. Elias’s child. Those were the labels the world gave me.

By all societal standards, my parents were a roaring success. They had married young, their careers were flourishing, and they were adored by everyone they met.

"We have a diplomatic gala to attend today, Shari."

"I’ve given the maid her instructions, so make sure you eat your dinner, Shari."

To me, however, they were simply parents who were far too busy for their daughter.

"Are you the Elias girl?"

"As expected of Elias’s daughter."

"Ah, so you’re the Elias child."

No one actually looked at me. No one ever bothered to see "Shari."

From the time I was small, my parents hammered the same lesson into my head: how precious it was to be born a daughter of the nobility. I had a life where I lacked for nothing, a secure home, and a guaranteed future.

Is it wrong to feel dissatisfied with all that?

I was grateful, truly. But... I just wanted memories with my father and mother. No matter how many times I look back at my past, I only see myself alone in that mansion. Even the simple act of eating brings back the image of that cavernous dining hall, where the only sound was the cold, rhythmic clink-clink of my silverware against the porcelain.

Butlers and maids stood at attention behind me. If I dropped a spoon, they would retrieve it instantly. They never raised their voices. They never scolded me.

...I knew I was being selfish. I was asking for the moon.

"Shari, your magic technique is wonderful. However, let’s try to suppress your mana a bit more."

"Yes! Thank you very much!"

In the midst of that hollow life, the only time I didn't have to think about unnecessary things was during my thrice-weekly magic training. Because it required such delicate technique, I could lose myself in the work. 

In those moments, I wasn't the daughter of House Elias. I was Shari. Even when the teacher scolded me, it made me happy.

Yet, even that joy was tainted. I only had access to such training because I was a noble. That reality made my heart a tangled mess of contradictions.

Then, one day, I was kidnapped. All because I was a "noble's daughter."

"Haha! Ten million Pel for a brat like this? God, I love the nobility. You should be glad you're an Elias, kid, huh?"

"Hey... she's actually pretty cute, isn't she? Maybe we should have a little taste before we send her back?"

"Heh, you always were a pig. Fine—one hour."

I glared at the criminals as they discussed the ransom and reached out to touch me. So this is it, I thought. This is what it means to be 'glad' I was born a noble—

"—What the? You brat! GUGAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

"Tch, what are you—"

That was the moment I met Allen. 

Like a prince on a white horse, he reached out his hand to me.

"Wh-who... are you?"

"I’m Allen. Shari, I’ve come to save you."

At the time, I had been volunteering at an orphanage soup kitchen whenever I could find a spare moment. It wasn't entirely out of the goodness of my heart; I simply hated the idea of being another arrogant noble sitting on a high horse. I had been kidnapped on my way home from the slums.

When Allen found out, he came looking for me.

A commoner. An orphan. Allen had absolutely nothing to his name, yet his convictions were stronger than anyone’s. Before I knew it, I was hopelessly drawn to him.

"I want to make this world equal."

Those words pierced me to the core. It was the very thing I had been thinking about since I was a child. 

But I knew it was a pipe dream. It was impossible. 

At first, I snapped at him. Even though he had saved my life, I was a total fool. But he never gave up. He met a mentor named Mr. Zebis and grew stronger with every passing day. 

That’s when I realized the truth. 

I was just weak.

I was all talk. I had never actually tried to change anything. 

But he was different. Allen knew he was chasing an impossible ideal, yet he refused to let it end with just words. He was always moving forward. Always pushing his limits. Reaching out to grab hold of the future. 

Eventually, I realized I wanted to be just like him.

"Here you go, it's your turn. Eat as much as you like!"

"Thank you, Shari-oneechan!"

"Hehe, you're a good boy."

I started lying to my parents. After the kidnapping, I spent my time with Allen, visiting orphanages and shelters for war orphans to run soup kitchens. It wasn't a facade anymore; I genuinely wanted to help people. It was hard work, but being thanked made my heart swell with genuine joy.

"Hey, do you think I could become like you, Shari-oneechan?"

"...Of course. You can become anything you want to be."

"Yay! Then I want to grow up and give food to everyone, too!"

One day, during that period of my life, I happened to mention Nobless Academy to him. The entrance requirements were incredibly steep and the student body was almost entirely noble, but its graduates were all legends who had shaped history.

I knew this world was far from equal. If Allen wanted to achieve his ideals, he needed authority that no one could question. 

I never actually thought a commoner like Allen would try to enter an Academy full of stuck-up nobles. I had suggested it lightheartedly, but he decided to take the entrance exam on the spot.

I decided to enroll as well—partly to follow him, but also for myself. My parents were thrilled, though not because they cared about my education. It was simply because Nobless Academy was so prestigious that even applying was considered a mark of pride for the family. 

When my acceptance letter arrived, the entire household went into an uproar. Strangely enough, I was truly happy that my parents were celebrating for me.

Allen was the catalyst, but this was the first time I had chosen my own path.

My perspective on the world had shifted entirely, and it was all thanks to Allen.

Then, after entering the Academy, I immediately found someone to loathe.

Weiss Fancent.

He was a notoriously vile noble, famous for all the wrong reasons. He never put in an ounce of effort, using his innate talent and family influence to do whatever he pleased. During the entrance exam, he had beaten Allen far more than necessary. Even during the Tag Tournament, he had used Carta-san and her Flight Magic just to snatch the top spot for himself.

And yet... I was a noble just like him. To an outsider, there was probably no difference between us.

I couldn't forgive that.

Allen clashed with him often, but he was the only one who told me his true thoughts on the man.

"He's amazing, Shari. Weiss is really something else."

"You think so? Isn't he just a spoiled brat doing whatever he wants?"

"We definitely don't get along, but Weiss has conviction. I can feel it."

No, Allen. You’re wrong.

Allen just didn't know how ugly the nobility could be. I had heard the rumors. Weiss treated slaves like trash and resorted to violence the moment something didn't go his way. He had no idea what it was like for a hungry child in the slums. 

He was the lowest of the low. The absolute worst—

"Shari."

The day before the Monster Survival Training began, Weiss suddenly showed up at my room. I was baffled. We had barely ever spoken.

"Withdraw from tomorrow's training."

"...Excuse me? Why on earth would you say that to me?"

"...Because it's dangerous. I've seen what you can do, and I don't think you're cut out for this. You have enough points to spare, don't you?"

Something is wrong here.

My magic was perfectly suited for fighting monsters. Then it hit me. He was pretending to be worried to catch me off guard—trying to eliminate a rival. 

Allen, see? He isn't the person you think he is.

"I’m not withdrawing. I don’t care who tells me otherwise."

"...Is it still a 'no,' even if I'm the one asking?"

Asking? The great Weiss Fancent is 'asking' me for a favor?

It made no sense. I was done talking to him.

"You’re wasting your breath."

"...I see. Understood."

It was a cowardly tactic—trying to appeal to my emotions after his arrogant posturing failed. He was exactly what the rumors said he was. If I weren't a noble myself, I’m sure he would have tried to use force or political pressure.

Before I met Allen, I was just a selfish, spoiled girl who was all talk. But I’ve changed. I have things I want to do, and dreams I need to fulfill. I want to create a world where every child has a safe place to call home. I want to see as many smiles as possible.

I am Shari Elias. 

And no matter what anyone says, I will never let my convictions bend.
032: The Survival Training Begins

Hours had already ticked by since the start of the survival exercise.

In my left hand, I gripped the sturdy new whip Zebis had fashioned for me; in my right, I held the masterwork blade passed down through the House Fanscent for generations. Using both in tandem, I spent my time exterminating monsters I’d never laid eyes on before.

The first to appear had been a small rabbit. It looked pathetic and weak, but a wicked horn protruded from its forehead, and it aimed for my throat the second it saw an opening. To make matters worse, it could blend into the scenery like a chameleon. At the moment, its fur was pure white, making it nearly invisible against the snow.

If I didn’t have Dark Eye, this would have been a lot more of a pain.

One, two, three of them—I snared them with the whip before finishing them off with the sword. It was a simple combo, but a deadly one.

From behind me, a boisterous, deep voice roared.

"Raaaah! Hup! Take that, you bastards!"

Duke caught a monster’s horn with his mana-reinforced body and obliterated it with a counter-punch. 

...He’s basically a wild man.

『Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Duke Billian.』

Thanks to the magic cast on us beforehand, a voice resonated directly into my brain. The point total displayed on the back of my hand shifted.

"Next one. Let’s move."

"Wait a sec, Weiss! Let’s take a breather already..." Duke huffed. "This training lasts three days. It’s supposed to include finding food and shelter, not to mention clothes. I mean, every other pair starts with the 'survival' part of survival training. Why are we just slaughtering monsters like maniacs? You’ve got the order backward!"

For some reason, I’d been paired up with Sasami. 

It wasn’t like this in the original story. It was most likely a result of our grades. I didn't know the exact criteria the academy used, but as far as partners went, he was a solid choice. In a survival situation where physical stamina was everything, having more muscle was an objective advantage. I just wished he’d shut up once in a while.

"What, you can't manage three days without sleep?"

"...Are you for real?" 

His jaw dropped. 

Ah, Duke really is a riot. His lack of a filter is his best quality.

"The weaker a monster is, the more cautious it is," I explained. "This forest is already crawling with underclassmen. As time passes, the small fry will hide, and only the formidable ones will be left. If we want to rack up points, we have to move now. Do you still want to nap?"

"I... No, you're right! I’m in! Why didn’t you just say so, Weiss?! You gotta keep me in the loop, buddy!"

He threw a thick, heavy arm around my neck. Why was he being so damn overfamiliar? I was trying my best to project an intimidating aura specifically to keep people at a distance. Mingling only hindered point efficiency.

Apparently, it didn't work on him.

"Don’t touch me. Don’t brush against me. Don’t even get close to me."

"Aw, why not? We’re buddies who've got each other's backs!"

"...Heh."

"Ah! Weiss laughed! Dammit, I should’ve had a magic camera ready. Hey, wait! Don't leave me behind!"

What a cheerful idiot.

However, that explanation I gave him was just a spur-of-the-moment fabrication. I had no intention of telling him the truth.

I was... conflicted.



Early morning, day two of the survival training.

I never imagined the blizzard would get this bad. I knew how terrifying magic clouds could be, but this was beyond my worst expectations. We had been forced to dig a snow cave to shield ourselves from the elements.

I wonder if Allen is doing okay...

"Shari-san, I’ve melted some fresh snow and warmed it for you. Please be careful not to drink too much, or you’ll upset your stomach."

"Thank you, Lilith-san."

My partner was the maid of that infamous Weiss Fancent. 

To be honest, I was stunned. I’d expected her to be as awful as her master, but her movements were refined, her bearing polite, and most of all... she was terrifyingly strong. Even though the snow was deep enough to swallow one's legs, she moved through it as if it were nothing, slaying monsters with incredible speed.

She’s amazing.

"Even so, your magic is quite impressive, Shari-san. It’s only thanks to your enchantments that we’re able to rest safely like this."

"No, I’m the type who has to wait for an opening, so I’m just glad I was paired with a vanguard like you."

Right then, the magic trap I’d set outside flashed. Lilith-san and I hurried out to find a pure white deer monster struggling on the ground, its legs bound. 

The spell I’d applied to the terrain was Magic Rest. My affinity allowed me to bestow magic onto objects and people. The effects varied, but it was incredibly effective against monsters. Unlike humans, they lacked the intuition to see through the traps and walked right into them.

Lilith-san silently stepped forward and took the monster’s head.

"Hehe. Food secured."

"...Ah."

She really was a professional; her survival skills were top-notch. I assumed we were eating venison tonight.

By the morning of the third day, Lilith-san and I were racking up points at a steady pace. Between my traps and the enchantments I placed on her, we were taking down monsters with zero risk. We made a great team, but more than that, I appreciated that she didn’t treat me like a sheltered noble.

No... that’s a bad way to think. I’m only thinking that because I’m being arrogant.

With about five hours left in the exercise, we were on track for a high score. But then, a casual remark of mine caused Lilith-san to snap.

"...There are some things that are unforgivable, even if they're just suggestions."

"Wait, no, I just meant the rumors said—"

"Master Weiss is a wonderful man. I am here by my own choice, not because I am being used as a convenient tool."

"I... I see."

I had suggested that she might be better off leaving Weiss Fancent’s service. In response, she had glared at me with eyes so cold they sent a shiver down my spine. Seeing her like that, I finally realized just how much she adored him.

I really have become a stuck-up noble without even realizing it.

I claimed to despise the aristocracy, yet somewhere deep down, I had been looking down on Lilith-san as "just a maid." That was why I’d overstepped.

And in that moment of reflection... I let my guard down.

My magic isn't suited for sudden ambushes. That’s why I rely on traps. I am at my most vulnerable when I am in the middle of enchanting something, as I have to focus every nerve in my body on the task. I can’t pay attention to my surroundings.

I knew that, which was why I usually coordinated with Lilith-san. But because I’d made things awkward between us, I had tried to finish the spell quickly on my own—

"GRRRR-AWWWWR!"

We must have stumbled into a nesting ground. Dozens of massive magic wolves emerged, baring their fangs to intimidate us. And they were strong—their mana was on a completely different level than the enemies we’d faced so far. These were the eyes of predators that reigned at the top of the forest's food chain.

"Kuh—!"

I scrambled to draw my sword and applied a reinforcement spell to the blade. The wolves circled us slowly, waiting for the perfect moment.

They’re smart.

The moment a wolf behind me let out a howl, my body flinched. I instinctively started to turn, and the wolves on my left and right lunged the moment I showed my back. 

A feint! Which one do I hit first?!

That split-second of indecision slowed my brain. Dammit!

"Shari-san!"

Lilith-san threw herself in front of me. She took a bite to the right arm to shield me, but she didn't flinch, driving her knife into the monster's throat and killing it instantly.

"I’m so sorry! I—"

"Don't apologize! Just focus on killing them!"

"Right!"

From there, we took down two, three, four of them. I thought we might actually win—until the pack leader howled. 

In an instant, more wolves came pouring out of the forest depths. One, two, three... the numbers kept growing. Lilith-san and I were covered in bite marks. We were losing too much blood. Their saliva must have contained an anti-coagulant. 

My vision blurred. My knees shook. The thought of death flashed through my mind.

Allen...

"I won't lose! I... I will not die here!" Lilith-san screamed, trying to rouse her failing spirits.

It’s my fault. I can't let this happen. If we die here... it’s all over!

But the wolves surged forward with a momentum that crushed our hopes. If they all lunged at once, there was no way we could stop them. And yet—

"GAWOOO!"

"—Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction."

A voice rang out. It was low, steady, and overflowing with absolute confidence. 

A figure stepped in front of me, shielding me from the pack. In that instant, a wave of warmth washed over my body. I could feel the wounds from my blood loss mending. The agonizing pain began to fade.

"Master Weiss!"

"Lilith, stay down. Shari, you too."

"Wei...ss...?"

Why? How are you here? 

In this exercise, helping other pairs didn't grant any points. No, he’s here for Lilith... right? No, that’s not it.

Weiss had been worried about me. I knew it deep down, but I’d refused to admit it. I wanted to believe the rumors. I wanted to believe all nobles were evil. I’d realized he was actually a kind person a long time ago, and yet...

"You mutts really think you can take me just because you have the numbers?"

A magic circle expanded across the ground, eroding our enemies while simultaneously knitting our flesh back together. This was the same magic Weiss had used against Allen—no, it was even more powerful now. 

He’s been working so hard.

Despite the spell, the wolves continued to multiply. One of them lunged at Weiss’s blind spot—

"ORA-RA-RA! Honestly, Weiss, you love acting like a cool guy, don't you?"

"Shut up, Sasami. You watch the rear. I’ll handle the front."

"Yeah, yeah, I got it."

Duke. My childhood friend. Everyone thought of him as a paragon of justice who got along with everyone, but Duke never truly opened his heart to people he disliked. And yet, here he was, bickering familiarly with Weiss.

I was so wrong.



"...Okay, that was actually a lot of them."

"Yeah! No kidding! And 'a lot' isn't the problem! Fighting back-to-back without sleep is brutal, man!"

"Shut up, or I’m demoting your nickname to Protein."

Duke slumped to the ground, gasping for air. He came from the Billian family, famous for their physical reinforcement; he had monstrous stamina. It was my first time ever seeing him look exhausted. Just what had they been through to get here?

"Master Weiss, thank you so much!"

"I did it for the points. It’s not like I was trying to save you."

"Hehe, of course you weren't."

For the points, huh?

"Well, Weiss was right! We got a ton of points for that!" Duke cheered. "It was worth pulling an all-nighter!"

"If you have enough breath to flap your gums, go kill a monster by yourself."

"Give me a break, seriously..."

I slowly approached Weiss. I had to say it. I had to.

"Weiss."

"..."

"What is it?"

"About everything before... I’m really... sorr—"

"GAWOOOOO!"

At that exact moment, one of the dying wolves used the last of its strength to tackle me. My balance broke. Right beside me was a sheer, jagged cliff.

I tipped backward—and fell.

Ah...

So this is how it ends.

In the end... I couldn't even apologize.

"SHARI!"

Weiss lunged after me. In mid-air, he reached out his hand.

Why? Why would you...?

Ah, you really are—

I instinctively reached out and grabbed his hand. In the next heartbeat, my body felt weightless. 

Did he... did he just cast Flight Magic on me?!

Using the momentum, he threw me back toward the top of the cliff, where Duke caught me. I scrambled to my feet and ran to the edge. Duke and Lilith-san were right behind me.

But—

"Master Weiss!"

"WEISS!"

Far below, Weiss was plummeting toward the abyss. 

No. No, no, no! This can't be happening! Because of me, he’s...

"NO!"

Then, I heard footsteps behind me.

"—I'll save him."

A blur of motion dashed past me and leapt off the cliff. It was Allen.
033 Conflict

The scenery blurred in a dizzying whirl, and the wind pressure was crushing.

It seemed the Magic Resistance covering my body had finally given out. I couldn’t even twitch a finger against the sheer force of the gale. I had managed to cast Flight Magic on Shari at the very last second, but that had drained the absolute last of my mana.

The only thing I could hear was the howling wind. Even keeping my eyes open was a struggle.

Even if I’d had an ounce of magic left, not even Carta could have pulled off a spell to handle the buoyancy needed at this terminal velocity.

In other words—I was dead.

Ah... why did I save Shari? I was supposed to be focused on avoiding my own ruin, so why couldn't I protect the most basic thing? My own life?

...I didn't know.

Memories and thoughts flooded my mind like a revolving lantern, flickering before vanishing into the dark.

In the original story, when Shari Elias died, I had actually shed tears even though I knew she was just a fictional character. It was painful and heart-wrenching. I’d felt so frustrated by my own helplessness. Some readers had written her off, saying a naive girl like her deserved to die.

But I never thought that. Not for a second.

She was lonely. I knew that particular brand of pain all too well. Despite everything, she had started to believe in the future. She had come to believe in equality. She had truly sworn to change the world.

But... I couldn't save her.

Why? Why is this the only route available? I was filled with a crushing sense of helplessness.

That was why I had been so happy when I first saw the two of them together. At the same time, as Weiss, I’d felt a tangle of complex emotions. I had been so conflicted. When I first heard about this trial, Shari’s fate had stayed stuck in the back of my mind like a burr. 

I’d decided to defeat everyone head-on, yet I had been the one to break my own rules.

This was my punishment.

Hey, Weiss.

Trying to snatch everything for myself... that was a bit too much to ask for, wasn't it?

But this was probably for the best. Weiss would die, and Shari would survive. Could there be a better happy ending than that? It was the ultimate development—the one I had wished for back then.

"—iss—"

Huh?

"We—i—"

...Ha. Haha. What the hell is this guy doing?

"Weiss!"

Allen was there, hovering in the sky above me. He was desperately reaching out his hand, chasing after me as I plummeted.

Ha. What are you even doing? You protagonist bastard.

"Grab my hand, Weiss!"

God, he was noisy. 

Why did he come here? What did he think he could do? Why... why did he come to save someone like me?

"Hurry up, Weiss!!!!"

Ah, that was right. I was Weiss. A villain, a piece of trash, a lazy, irredeemable scumbag. The Degenerate Noble.

"You want to live, don't you!!!!!!!!!!!!"

...Ah, damn it all.

I slowly reached out my hand.

You’re way too cool, protagonist.



I heard a crackling sound. It was warm. My heart felt strangely at peace.

"Sha... ri..."

I forced my upper body up, snapping awake. Looking around, I realized I was in a cave. The air was heavy and gloomy, but the bonfire made the atmosphere feel pleasant. 

Then I looked down at myself. I was naked from the waist up.

...Wait, why?!

"Good morning, Weiss."

Allen appeared at the cave entrance, holding something that looked like a snake in one hand. He wore an innocent, boyish smile. Strangely, I didn't feel my usual irritation.

At that moment, my memories came rushing back. That was right—I’d saved Shari... and then...!

"You! What did you do—"

"I saw you falling and went after you. It turned out okay because there was a river at the bottom."

As he spoke, Allen skewered the snake on a wooden stick and started roasting it over the crackling flames.

But something was wrong.

"...Don't lie to me. There’s no river at the bottom of that cliff. Tell me the truth."

It was impossible. From that height, how could he have... wait, did this guy really...?

"Allen, you... when did you learn to do that?"

"...Learn what?" He sat down by the fire. It felt like a bizarre dream.

"Don't play dumb. Flight Magic."

"What are you talking about?"

"It’s the only logical explanation."

Allen tossed another branch onto the fire and then spoke quietly.

"Weiss... what are you hiding?"

"...Hiding?"

"The day before the exercise, I heard you telling Shari to withdraw. She said you were just pressuring her because she was in the way of you earning points, but I don't think that’s it. Weiss, I can't imagine you doing something so cowardly."

Ha... he acts like he’s clueless, but he actually thinks things through, doesn't he?

Still, it was weird. Even if he’d sensed something was off, how could he have found us at that exact moment?

"No... it’s exactly like Shari said. I pressured her so I could earn points more efficiently. If she succeeded, my relative score would drop."

"I see... Well, then I have nothing to tell you either. We just got swept away by the river after we fell."

"...Hmph."

I didn't like it. I didn't like it one bit, but...

"...For now, do you want to eat?"

Allen handed me the fragrant-smelling snake. The scent of the roasted meat was savory, even if the appearance was grotesque.

Grumble.

"Give it here."

"I'm not giving it to you unless you say you want it."

...What was with this guy? He was surprisingly high-maintenance.

But—.

"You’re too full of openings!"

"Ah!"

I snatched it away and bit into the head, munching down. I didn't want to show this guy any more weakness. I couldn't afford to.

"...Allen."

"What? Is it gross? I didn't have any seasoning, so—"

"Thanks."

"...Haha. You're welcome."

I had offered my gratitude—the one and only tradition of House Fanscent. It was a troublesome rule to live by.

Once I finished eating, I realized I hadn't heard any mental announcements. The exercise should have been over by now. 

And wait... why had I been so hungry? Hungry enough to snatch food like a wild animal?

"Allen, how long was I out?"

"About half a day. It’ll be morning soon. Your clothes should be dry any minute now."

"Damn it, so that’s it..."

The announcement of the end must have played while I was unconscious. But that made things even weirder. Why were we still here? Or rather, why hadn't help arrived? It was unthinkable for the school to just abandon us, even if they assumed we were dead.

Leaving aside my own reputation, people like Lilith and Cynthia would have been searching for me frantically.

Allen spoke up again. "At first, I tried to move while carrying you. But I couldn't."

"Couldn't?"

"Yeah. Haven't you noticed? Look over that way."

I looked in the direction Allen was pointing. Sensing my mana had recovered, I activated Dark Eye.

My heart skipped a beat.

...What the hell is that monster?

"Unbelievable, right? Its magic power is likely interfering with everything. That’s probably why no one can pinpoint our location."

The sheer volume of mana was enough to make a man's entire body seize up with tremors. It was a monster, without a doubt, but the pressure it gave off was overwhelming. If we moved carelessly and got attacked... and I had been unconscious... I would have been a goner.

So that was it... Geez. You really are a protagonist.

"My strength and mana have recovered a bit. I should be fine now. Let’s head back."

"Normally I’d say you should rest more, but... well, if it’s you, Weiss, you’ll probably be fine." Allen laughed. It was a carefree, friendly laugh.

...Hmph.

"So, how did you really save me?"

"What?"

"Don't play dumb. I said my thanks. I have the right to know, don't I?"

Allen let out a long sigh. ...Is he actually going to tell me? This protagonist guy really is a good person.

"I have a Gift—"

At that moment, goosebumps erupted across my skin.

A scream unlike any I’d ever heard echoed all the way into the cave. It was an indescribable sensation of pure terror; my spine tingled, and my brain screamed a danger signal: RUN.

Allen and I locked eyes. The monster had woken up.

But something felt off. Because I was using Dark Eye, I noticed a faint trace of magic power moving. Allen noticed it too; I could see it in his expression.

Almost simultaneously, we bolted outside.

"GUOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!"

A roar ripped through the air, sounding like it was being wrung from the very depths of the earth. The vibrations made my body shake uncontrollably.

Ahead of us, a monster covered in scales was literally howling at the sky. Whether it was enraged because its sleep had been disturbed or some other emotion entirely, it didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was the overwhelming bloodlust. I could feel through its mana that it possessed the power to level the entire region.

No, it was more than that. I knew this monster. I knew its stats, its level, and its terror.

"A dragon..." Allen muttered, his voice trembling. It was the first time I’d ever seen him look so frightened.

My own hands and feet were shaking. This dragon was effectively a boss that was supposed to appear only in the final stages of the story. It had astronomical magic and physical resistance, insane attack power, and a massive mana pool. Most terrifying of all was its ferocious nature—it viewed everything other than itself as literal trash.

There was no way we could win as we were now. In the game, you had to grind and polish your skills to the limit before finally facing this thing at the very end of the plot.

But—.

"Ky—Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaa!"

"Damn it! Wh-what is this thing?!"

I recognized those voices. They were underclassmen—a boy and a girl.

Damn it... were they stranded too?

The dragon’s bloodlust was fixed squarely on them. Once it finished its roar, it would attack. Their bodies would be torn to pieces, and they would be wiped from the face of the earth.

It was inevitable. They were just unlucky.

—However.

"...Allen, what are you doing?"

"I'm going to save them."

The protagonist was quietly flooding his body with mana, hand hovering over his sword. 

The idiot. He doesn't understand a thing. No... he does understand. He understands perfectly, and he’s going to stand his ground anyway.

"You can't win. You can feel it, can't you?"

"...Nothing is impossible. Not in this world."

"You’re going to die. We can't beat that thing as we are now."

I knew the truth. We lacked the levels. We lacked the mana. We lacked the technique. We lacked everything. We were going to die.

"Even so, I won't run away."

...Ah. I know. I know you better than anyone else does.

A stupid, naive, do-gooder protagonist who only knows how to look forward.

"...Weiss."

"—I'm returning the favor. That’s the rule of House Fanscent."

Before I knew it, I was standing right beside Allen. It was strange, even to me. I knew for a fact we couldn't win. But everyone has thought about it at least once, right? What it would be like to stake your life while standing next to the protagonist.

"We move the second it stops roaring. We’ll create an opening and let them escape."

"Yeah—got it."

Ah... I finally get it now.

Weiss, you weren't just jealous. You admired the protagonist, Allen. You wanted to be like him. That was why you couldn't forgive yourself.

Maybe I finally understood how he felt. I felt the same way. You could struggle all you wanted, but you could never beat a protagonist this straightforward. Of course I was envious.

"Weiss—now!"

The moment the dragon's roar faded, Allen and I lunged forward together.
034: You’re Fine as You Are

The most terrifying thing about a dragon is its sheer, natural size.

It’s the same with humans, really. A massive weight advantage allows you to exert power far beyond your actual skill level. No matter how much you polish your craft, overcoming a gap like that is no ordinary feat.

Monsters are the worst offenders in this regard. In their world, "big" almost always equals "strong." The idea that they’re slow just because they’re huge is nothing more than a convenient lie found in fiction.

Unlike us, a monster’s total mana capacity increases in proportion to its body mass. Magic Resistance, physical defense, magical attacks—for a dragon, just swinging a limb or flicking its tail is an attack of the highest tier. On top of that, they can breathe fire capable of reducing an entire village to ash. 

They are highly intelligent, long-lived, experts at crisis management, and above all else, incredibly arrogant. That is why they are called the strongest.

Allen and I sprinted in opposite directions, circling behind the dragon. It wasn't some strategic pincer maneuver; it was a desperate gamble. If one of us is going to die instantly, maybe it only needs to be one. I knew the Protagonist understood that as well as I did.

We both surged our mana to the absolute limit.

The dragon wasn't enough of a moron to miss that. No matter how tough its hide was, it was bound to feel some pain if it took a full-power hit to its defenseless rear. It was only natural for it to prioritize swatting the flies behind it over the snack right in front of its nose.

"GUOOOOOOHHHH!"

The beast whipped around, opening its massive maw as it locked its gaze onto Allen. He could probably see the red flames stoking deep inside its throat, yet he didn't slow down. He ran straight forward without a hint of fear.

That Protagonist bastard... he never looks back, does he?

God, you really are the best.

I wasn't worried. It wasn't that I thought he was invincible, but rather that worry was a useless emotion at this very moment. Even if the brunt of the attack had been aimed at me, Allen would have been thinking the exact same thing.

There was only one thing to do: deliver a blow with every ounce of my strength.

I wasn't thinking about what came after. I just did what had to be done, leaving the next move for my future self to figure out. This was the kind of opponent that didn't leave you any room to plan ahead.

I caught the eyes of the two underclassmen trembling on the ground. They were Nobless Academy students, for better or worse. Mustering their Courage, they scrambled to their feet and fled the area.

Don't look back, I thought. No matter what happens.

"GUOOOOOHHHHH!"

As I circled to the rear and used [Unnatural Wall] to vault high into the air, the dragon unleashed its flames at Allen.

Along with a roar like a low-frequency growl, waves of high-density mana fire rained down on him. I could tell just by looking—that power wouldn't even leave bones behind. The sound of the heat scorching the air was unlike anything I’d ever heard.

But my heart didn't waver. [Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction] was already active.

The mana I was siphoning from the dragon flooded my system, making me feel like I was about to burst. It was like trying to fill a tiny teacup with a high-pressure fire hose. Right now, I was probably even stronger than Teacher Milk.

But it wouldn't last. If I kept this up, my body would literally scatter into pieces. The blood vessels all over my body were bulging, but I forced every drop of that mana into my sword.

"—You overgrown lizard!"

I swung with everything I had from an overhead position, abandoning all petty technique. A dragon's scales are incredibly hard; any ordinary attack would just bounce off. But this strike wasn't ordinary. 

It was a fusion of Darkness, light, and the dragon’s own stolen mana, all condensed into a pitch-black aura. I drove every bit of it into the tip of my blade.

It punched through the scales, tore through the skin, and bit deep into the bone. I could feel the dragon's flesh squelching and clinging to the steel, but I didn't care. I just ripped through it.

That finally seemed to do some real damage.

The beast let out an ear-piercing shriek and whipped its razor-sharp tail around with a violent vwoom. It leveled dozens of massive trees, the arc of the swing heading straight for me without losing a bit of momentum.

However... I triggered [Unnatural Wall] again, leaping off thin air to evade.

If Carta hadn't been here to teach me that, I’d be dead already. If I actually made it back alive, I’d have to remember to thank that guy.

Suddenly, the dragon deployed a [Barrier] in every direction. These high-level monsters are born with the ability to use magic. Just as a newborn spider knows how to spin a web by instinct, these things just know how to cast.

Dammit.

The mana I’d absorbed was beginning to exceed my body's physical capacity. My consciousness turned hazy, and my vision began to dim like a curtain was being pulled shut. Even as my nerves sharpened to a razor edge, I felt the looming shadow of death and instinctively deactivated the skill.

The resistance within my body vanished instantly, and the excess mana bled away. If I couldn't dodge the next attack on my own, I was going to die.

Well, I guess a quick death is better than being blown into meat-confetti.

"—GUOOOOOHHHHH!"

The damage I’d dealt was far from fatal. In a life-or-death struggle, losing the equivalent of a fingernail doesn't change much. Still, I’d definitely left a mark. At my current level, with my current mana, I had done everything I possibly could.

Helping someone at the very end... that's not a bad way to go.

And at least I got to see Allen's finale too...

Sorry, Teacher Milk. I’m a pretty pathetic disciple.

"—Weiss!"

Just as the dragon's talons were about to shred me, I heard Allen's voice. I couldn't see where he was, but there was no way I could mishear it. 

How did he dodge those flames? It should have been impossible. But none of that mattered right now. 

If he hadn't given up, then I couldn't afford to either.

I instantly re-cast [Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction]. It was the fastest activation I’d ever managed. I’d probably never be able to do it that quickly again. 

But I had long since passed my limit. The newly replenished mana tore through my skin, and blood began to leak from my limbs. I was basically a Berserker now. 

Hah. If I’m gonna die fighting, then let's make it count.

"Don't you dare look down on humanity!"

I rolled under the claws at the very last second. If that Protagonist bastard hadn't called my name, I probably would have just accepted the "Game Over" screen. 

I twisted my body, ignoring the sound of my bones creaking under the strain, and lunged with a Gatotsu—aiming straight for the dragon's brain. I put everything I had into this single moment.

I still couldn't see Allen, but I knew he was thinking exactly what I was. I knew it. I’d spent my life admiring him, so I just knew.

A deafening ringing filled my head, pressing against my skull. It hurt. It felt like my brain was being microwaved.

But my sword... my sword sank into the dragon's forehead.

At the same instant, Allen plummeted from the sky above. He drove his own sword into the beast's skull in tandem with mine. The two blades sank deep with a sickening, wet squelch until they reached the brain.

"GUOOOOOOOOOHHHNNN!!"

Yet, even then, it didn't die instantly. Despite its brain being turned to mush and its higher functions failing, it still thrashed around, searching for its enemies. Its base instincts were screaming to exterminate everything that wasn't itself.

But a dragon is still a biological creature. It couldn't survive with its brain destroyed. After a final, violent tantrum that leveled the surrounding clearing, it finally went still.

Allen and I... we had actually pulled off the impossible.

"I can't... move another inch..."

Allen collapsed where he stood. I still didn't understand how he’d survived that fire. We only won because of him.

Heh. You really are something else, Protagonist.

I slumped down onto the dirt as well. I was at my absolute limit; every cell in my body screamed in agony. But... we had won.

Allen turned his head toward me and gave me that familiar smile. That annoying, dazzling smile.

"Weiss... you really are the strongest."

"Hah. Look who's talking."

Our ideologies were never going to align. That was a fundamental truth. But in that moment, I acknowledged him. I still hated his guts, but...

You're fine just the way you are.

He had enough righteous conviction to actually back up his flowery ideals.

I thought it was finally over. But then—

"GUUUUUUUOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHNNNN"

The moment I looked up, my heart stopped.

How had I missed it? Why hadn't I sensed it? Was it masking its mana? No, that was impossible. We had won. We killed the dragon. So why was this thing here?

Think. Remember. Think back to the game.

Right. Of course.

There was no way there was only one dragon. Even in the original story, dragons appeared in various regions. And these two...

"GUOOOOOOOHHHNNN"

An identical dragon descended from the clouds, landing right in front of us. It was a carbon copy.

They were a mated pair.

The dragon that had just lost its other half glared down at us with pure, murderous intent. A monster burning with a desire for revenge... there was no way we could win.

"...Weiss."

"...Yeah."

Even Allen realized it. We didn't have a shred of mana left between us. We couldn't even lift our swords, let alone stand up.

The dragon unhinged its jaw, mana surging in its throat. I could see the red glow of the fire building up. 

Ah, so that’s what he ran toward earlier.

He really is incredible.

There wasn't a trace of fear in Allen's eyes.

"...Weiss. After we talked, I thought a lot about what you said. About how I’m always just talking about ideals."

Yeah, I know. 

I get it. 

But—

"I was wro—"

"Don't say it."

"...Eh?"

"You're fine as you are."

Well, this is one hell of an Ending.

See ya—

"—A mere lizard, acting like it’s a tragic avenger. How presumptuous."

In the next heartbeat, the dragon’s mouth was forced shut.

Descending gallantly from above, a figure slashed downward as if placing a lid on the beast's maw. It was the flaming red-haired Teacher, Milk Abitus.

"What do you think you're doing to my students, you piece of crap!?"

Before the dragon could react, Darius burst from the forest and slammed his greatsword into the beast's abdomen. Unlike our attacks, the sheer destructive force was terrifying. It didn't just cut flesh; I could hear the sound of the dragon's ribs being pulverized.

Even so, the dragon tried to twist away and soar back into the sky. It knew the air was its domain. If it could just get high enough, it could burn the entire forest down or simply vanish. That was the nature of dragons—cunning, cowardly, and immensely powerful.

"Running away isn't very nice, is it?"

But someone was already waiting for it in the sky. A woman with straight, silver hair—the strongest goddess, Eva Avery.

"Hah... haha..."

I found myself laughing. I thought I’d gotten strong, and I had, but I was still nowhere near these monsters. 

But I can get stronger. I have to. 

The perfect role models were standing right in front of me.

"Goodbye to the bad little lizard who bullied my juniors."

The moment Eva Avery gently touched the dragon's head, she unleashed a spell—or something like it. It was quiet, a mere ripple of mana. Without even a final cry, the dragon lost its buoyancy and slammed into the earth with a thunderous crash. 

I didn't even see what she did. She had just snuffed out a dragon's life in a single touch.

"Weiss!"

"Lord Weiss!"

"Weiss-kun!"

My consciousness was finally fading. I could hear the voices of Cynthia, Lilith, and Carta. It really is true that you get sleepy the moment the adrenaline wears off.

"Allen!"

"Allen!!!"

Duke and Shari ran toward Allen. Ah, that's good. That was the sight I’d wanted to see. 

It was perfect. The perfect scene.

"Weiss... I love you from the bottom of my heart. So please, don't die..."

"Yeah... me too..."

Cynthia was cradling my head in her lap. 

Sorry, Protagonist. 

No matter what happens from here on out, I’m not giving her to you. 

I'm the villain, after all. 

I should be allowed to steal the heroine, shouldn't I?

"—Weiss. You did well to survive."

At the sound of Teacher Milk's voice, I finally let go and lost consciousness.
035 I’ve Got to Get Even Stronger

"Weiss, here you go."

"Ah."

"Lord Weiss, here you go."

"A-Ah."

"Weiss, here you go."

"Calm down! I’ve still got some in my mouth!"

"In that case, shall I feed you... mouth-to-mouth?"

"That is very much not what I meant!"

Nobless Academy, my private room.

Between the massive point increase and my achievements in the Tag Tournament, my living quarters were now fairly palatial. High-end furniture, a bed positioned under a skylight—hell, I even had ornamental plants.

Despite the luxury, I was currently horizontal, looking every bit the invalid.

Cynthia and Lilith were taking turns shoving Berry Berry Fruit—renowned for its healing properties—into my face. The taste wasn't bad, but the sheer pace of the delivery was relentless.

Besides, my body still felt like it had been run over by a carriage. Repeatedly. The dragon’s mana apparently possessed a potency equivalent to a curse; I’d pushed myself well past my physical breaking point. 

However, thanks to the dual protection of my Dark Magic and Light Magic, I was regaining my strength by the day. According to the doctor, my recovery speed was "utterly impossible." 

Once I could finally speak without choking on fruit, I asked about the one thing that had been gnawing at me.

Cynthia and Allen had been paired together. Even in that vast, sprawling forest, he had managed to find me and swoop in for the rescue without a second’s delay. 

Could a coincidence like that actually happen?

"—He just suddenly started running?" I asked.

"Yes. It was as if he’d been struck by some terrible premonition," Cynthia replied. "I thought for sure he’d sensed a monster... I’m so sorry, Weiss. I was the one by his side, yet I failed to notice the danger you were in."

"Don't worry about it. It's fine."

Hmm... I remember Allen mentioned something about Shari consulting him after I told her to withdraw. So, he had a bad feeling and followed his gut?

Even so, the timing was just too perfect. It felt like there was something more going on behind the scenes, but I decided to let it slide for now.

"Also..."

"What is it, Weiss?"

I had one more question. No, actually, this was the big one. Now, don't get me wrong—I was thrilled that Cynthia was my fiancée. But she’d just spent three days alone with Allen. 

I needed to know... what she thought of him.

Sure, she’d told me she loved me at the climax of the battle, but now that my head had cooled, the anxiety was creeping back in. I knew the original story of those two far too well, and it was messing with my head.

"...Nothing... happened between you and Allen... right?"

"What do you mean?" Cynthia tilted her head, looking genuinely confused.

"...You know. Just wondering if anything, uh, unusual occurred."

"I don't follow. Allen and I are merely classmates. Nothing more, and certainly nothing less."

"I-I see. Right."

Good grief, I’m being pathetic. I should have just asked her straight out.

But this was proof: the future was changing. My actions were forging a new path. It was exactly as Teacher Milk had said.

"Lady Cynthia, Lord Weiss is acting jeal—"

"Hey, Lilith! Don't finish that sentence!"

"Y-Yes! It was nothing! Mochi-mochi!"

"Eh? What’s a 'Mochi-mochi'?"

At times like this, Cynthia’s natural airheadedness was a total lifesaver.

Knock, knock, knock.

A visitor? 

"Enter."

The door opened to reveal Shari. Her usual bright, bubbly expression was nowhere to be found. She looked worried, and more than a little guilty. 

Back then, right before the chaos, she’d been trying to tell me something.

"Cynthia, Lilith. Could you give us the room?"

"...Understood. Let us go, Lilith-san."

The two of them left without a word of protest. They really were too kind.

I’d been told that after I lost consciousness, I’d been brought back to Nobless Academy. Apparently, Teacher Milk had carried me back on her shoulders. I really wish I’d been awake for that—talk about a missed experience.

In the aftermath, it seemed my father had lodged a direct appeal with the Academy Director. Not that the old man was an idiot; he’d signed a waiver saying he wouldn't complain about the training, so he couldn't use the cliff-fall against them. The real issue was the dragon.

Apparently, there was a war brewing in the north, and that particular dragon pair had fled a forest caught in the crossfire. Now that I thought about it, I vaguely recalled an event like that in the game, but I’d had no idea they were roosting in that particular forest. 

My father’s argument was perfectly reasonable: the Academy needed to be ten times—no, twenty times—more careful in the future. Though, from what I heard, his "reasonable argument" involved a lot more shouting and intimidation than he’d admit to.

I kind of wish I could’ve seen him go off.

"So, Shari. What’s on your mind?"

"Um... well... Weiss, I’m sorry. I’ve been misunderstanding you this entire time. I just believed the rumors and... everything. Truly... I was wrong about you."

No, you weren't wrong. I’m the one who changed. The rumors were actually 100% true.

"I wondered what you were going to say, and it turns out to be such a worthless apology?" I scoffed.

"Eh...?"

"The only reason I saved you is because you’re useful. You know as well as I do that monsters are becoming more active across the globe. Unlike Allen, I’m not interested in some 'equal society' pipe dream. What do you think happens when monsters destroy a nation and a tidal wave of refugees comes flooding over the borders? War. Inevitable war. When that happens, your enchantment magic will be vital. Consider this a debt. One day, I’ll come to collect."

In the original game, Allen was the catalyst for Weiss Fancent’s ruin, but the one who actually dealt the killing blow was the Demon King. Eventually, a Calamity would strike this world. When that time came, Shari would be an indispensable asset.

Noblesse Oblige had many branching paths, but the ending was always the same. That fact felt almost immutable. That’s exactly why I was fighting so desperately to resist it. 

Right now, this was just another milestone.

Shari let out a soft laugh, looking as though a massive weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

Yeah, that look suits you way better than the moping.

"I understand. Thank you, Weiss."

"Hmph. Anyway... how’s Allen?"

"Oh? Are you curious about him?"

"Hah?"

She giggled. Good grief, what was so funny?

"If you mean 'is he alive,' then yes. But he’s basically a zombie right now. Just like you, he overused his power. Duke is currently looking after him."

"Two guys comforting each other, huh?"

"That’s right. ...Are you jealous?"

"Don't be stupid. I don't swing that way. If you’ve got time to talk, do you want to sit here and feed me fruit, too?"

"I’ll pass."

"Figures."

I had no idea how Shari would act moving forward. This was the biggest plot divergence I’d caused yet. Whether it would turn out for better or worse, I didn't care. Seeing "unreleased scenes" like this was the ultimate fan privilege.

Speaking of which...

"Hey, Carta. How long are you going to lurk out there?"

"Hi-Hiee?! I-I’m so sorry!"

I’d known she was behind the door for a while. She’d probably come to visit me, realized I was talking to Shari, and got stuck in social limbo.

"If you have business, come in. Shari, tell Allen this: I’m going to expose the truth behind his Gift."

"...I’ll tell him. Honestly, you two really do acknowledge each other, don't you?"

"What? Acknowledge him?"

"Never mind. See you later, Weiss. I really am grateful. But if we ever have to fight again, don't expect me to hold back."

"I’d expect nothing less."

Allen had been about to say it—Gift. I’d never heard of such a thing in the game. Rescuing me from a cliff, dodging dragon fire... his feats were beyond human. But that was fine. I’d save the mystery for later.

"E-Excuse me!"

Carta scurried in, looking like a startled rabbit. In her hands, she clutched a massive... wait, is that a Melo-Melon?!

If I recalled correctly, it was an incredibly rare, high-value fruit. The original game's lore described it as the pinnacle of flavor. It had been a legendary topic on fan forums—everyone wondered what it actually tasted like. I’d always wanted to try one.

Is this girl a literal goddess?

"I-I’m sorry. I just wanted to see how you were feeling, Weiss-kun."

"I’m getting there. By the way, your Flight Magic really saved my neck. But I can tell it’s a nightmare to master. Teach me how to do it once I’m back on my feet."

"Eh? Ah, u-un! Oh, wait... I mean, yes! Sir!"

"Whatever works for you."

"I-I understand! Well then, see you later, Weiss-kun!"

Carta turned to flee, still clutching the Melo-Melon to her chest.

"Hey! Where are you going with that?"

"Eh? W-Well, I thought I should head back."

"...And... what about the, uh... the fruit? Is that not for me?"

"The fru...it? Oh! This?! R-Right... I’m so sorry! Teacher Milk said she wanted some, so I had my family send one over."

"Is your family a farm? A Melo-Melon farm?"

"Eh? Well, not exactly a farm, but it is one of our businesses."

Damn it... the game never mentioned that. And why is she flaunting it in front of me?! You don't show a rare fruit to a sick person unless you plan on sharing!

If I acted like my usual spoiled self, would she give it to me? But it was Teacher Milk’s snack. She’d kill me. She’d literally end my life.

I can see it now. "Hey, Weiss. There are lines you don't cross. Die."

A devil whispered in my ear. I don't want to die. But I really, really want that melon.

"...If we cut it in half, she probably won't even notice, right? It’s so big she’d never know the difference."

"Eh? Weiss-kun, do you want to eat it?"

"...No. I simply wish to... perform a quality check."

"Hmm. But Teacher Milk will be so angry..."

"That’s why I said half! We just have to not get caught!"

"So, you do want to eat it? If Weiss-kun says, 'I want to eat it!' then I might consider it..."

Is she an airhead? Or is she playing me? I couldn't read her face at all. Of course I want to eat it! Can't she tell from my vibe? God, dealing with insensitive people is such a chore.

"I... I want to ea—"

"Weiss, how’s the recovery coming?"

The door was kicked open—literally—by Teacher Milk. This was my private room, but apparently, she didn't believe in doorknobs. More importantly... did she hear me?

"H-Hi-Hiee?! I-I’m doing great, ma’am!" 

My voice cracked, sounding like a startled flute. Carta gave a polite bow and then turned to me.

"Okay, Weiss-kun. I’ll cut it in half for you."

"H-Huh?"

"You said you wanted to eat the Melo-Melon, right?"

"What’s this, Weiss? Isn't that the melon I ordered?" Teacher Milk asked, her eyes narrowing.

"Ah, well, yes, but Weiss-kun said he really wanted to eat half of it."

"Wait, no! I didn't—!"

Carta! Why would you throw me under the carriage like that?!

"Fufu, I’m joking," Carta chirped. "This was for Weiss-kun from the start."

"Eh? What?"

"I set the whole thing up," Teacher Milk added with a smirk. "I’ve watched you eat enough times to know you have a massive weakness for fruit. I figured you’d try to wheedle some out of her eventually."

"...That’s cruel."

Cruel. Heartless. Cold-blooded.

"Call it my way of cheering you on. Carta, let me handle the knife. Give it here. Weiss, I’ll even give you an 'aaahn.'"

"Eh? Ah, yes! Teacher, how bold!"

Wait, seriously? THE Teacher Milk? Like a scene from a drama where someone peels apples in a hospital room?

"Now then, I suppose pulverized is the easiest way for you to digest it."

Teacher Milk produced a club from nowhere. She looked ready to smash the melon like a piñata—but she stopped the swing a hair’s breadth from the rind. The sheer wind pressure from the strike split the fruit perfectly in half. 

Airy Slash—Teacher Milk’s signature move.

"Weiss, open up."

"Eh? Ah, yes."

"It’s delicious, Weiss-kun!"

"Ah... ahh... mmm."

I accepted the fruit into my mouth, half-convinced I was being filmed for a prank show. Teacher Milk was giving me an "aaahn." This definitely wasn't in the original game. 

The greatest alteration. The ultimate unreleased scene. If this were in a fan disk, sales would triple, guaranteed.

And most importantly... the Melo-Melon was incredible.

"This is the best..."

The philosophy of Nobless Academy was the carrot and the stick. This had to be the world’s corrective force at work. Good things follow the bad. It was an immutable law of the universe. 

Honestly... thank God for the carrot.

"Can... can I have another bite?"

"Sure. Try not to spill it."

"Ba-bus-kun, look at you eating like a big boy!"

Just for today, I’ll accept being 'Ba-bus' instead of Weiss. 

Still, Carta was definitely making fun of me. And I wasn't "eating like a big boy." 

As soon as I was healed, I was going back to the grind. I was going to get stronger. I’d learn more magic, and eventually, I’d surpass Teacher Milk’s swordsmanship. I wanted to reach a level where I could actually hold my own against someone like Eva Avery.

To prepare for the coming Demon King, I had to keep my eyes fixed forward.



Second-year dormitory, Eva Avery’s private suite.

Her room was three times the size of Weiss’s and cluttered with expensive paintings. Any art collector would have killed for a single piece from her walls, but to Eva, these were just remnants of a hobby she’d already grown bored with. Once she committed to something, she pursued it with terrifying focus.

Eva Avery had become the strongest simply because she’d aimed for the top of the world. Nobless Academy was just a pit stop—and a tedious one at that. Fighting, monsters, dragons... it was all just child’s play to her.

Boring. Boring. Boring.

—Until Weiss appeared.

"Fufufu... fufufu."

Lying on her bed in a silk negligee, Eva was staring intensely at a magic photograph. It captured Weiss and Allen, battered and unconscious after their battle with the dragon. Both were shirtless, covered in blood, and—most importantly to her—perfectly framed.

Looking at the photo, Eva was visibly flushed.

"Ah, it’s wonderful. Truly magnificent. To think the Academy was hiding such a delicious combination..."

Eva Avery held the highest point total in the history of Nobless Academy. Yet, right before being promoted to S-rank, she’d started skipping classes to intentionally tank her score. Her reason was simple: she wanted to stay in this comfortable dormitory as long as possible. 

She was likely the only person in history capable of such a feat. But even so, she’d been getting bored. She’d been considering dropping out to go on a vacation in the south when she met Weiss.

Weiss: overflowing with ambition, noble, and more greedy than anyone she’d ever met.

And Allen: overflowing with passion, straightforward, and a paragon of justice.

The pairing of these two—who seemed like polar opposites yet felt so similar—had become her ultimate source of "inspiration."

"Ah... it’s so goooood."

Eva had zero interest in the opposite sex. Her only interest lay in the "intimate entanglement" of men. She’d almost left the school because there weren't any good pairings to watch.

But Allen and Weiss changed everything. If even one of them had been missing, she wouldn't have been this excited. If Weiss had remained the lazy degenerate he was in the "original" timeline, she never would have reached this point. 

It was Weiss’s effort—his unyielding conviction—that had captured her heart.

Currently, she was agonizing over the most important question: Weiss x Allen? Or Allen x Weiss? Who was the "attacker" and who was the "receiver"? 

Every desire Eva had ever had had eventually come true, even things that others deemed impossible. Life was finally fun again.

But...

"Hmm... being too friendly isn't really my taste."

She wanted to see them feud. She wanted them to hurl insults, for their mutual loathing to reach a fever pitch—and then for them to be forced together.

Eva Avery was, to put it bluntly, a high-tier pervert.

"What should I do? Maybe I’ll stir the pot a little. I really do want to see them fight..."

The fact that this was the single greatest "plot alteration" of all was something that Allen—and certainly Weiss—didn't know yet.
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036 A Step Toward the Most Evil

Traba Town sat in the Fanscent Territory, even further north than Ligbelt Town.

If I had to describe this place in a single word, it was "shit."

In a major kingdom, a single death would be the talk of the town, but here, a corpse wasn't even worth using as a conversation starter over drinks.

That wasn't to say that villains were running rampant in the streets. There were tourist spots, the food wasn't half bad, soldiers patrolled the area, and there was even an Adventurer's Guild.

But still, it was shit.

Deep into the night was when Traba was at its liveliest. While young children slept and dreamed of leaving the town for the Royal Capital to join the Magic Knight Order, those dreams almost never came true so long as they stayed here.

"Gwahaha! Don't talk such rot!"

The first floor of a public tavern was packed. Most establishments in this town stayed open until the early hours of the morning. Villains loved the night. Whether it was in fiction, another world, or reality, that much stayed the same.

This was the town the protagonist, Allen, was supposed to visit during the mid-game. Anyone with a bit of intuition could figure out why. What happens when a young adventurer overflowing with a sense of justice lands in a literal toilet of a town like this?

It’s basically a playground, I thought.

You could purge the human trash without holding back. You could reap their heads without a second thought and be praised for it. Ah, as expected of the Protagonist-sama.

"That Billy guy... he got so obsessed with that woman that when she said she wouldn't pay him back, he cut her arm off and she kicked the bucket."

"Haha! He lost his cash cow, then. I told him before—being excessive is fine, but you have to know the limits."

"It’s tricky. Humans are just too fragile. Still, I never get tired of watching the look on their faces while they bleed out. It’s hilarious."

Ah, good. Very good.

Scum like you really puts my mind at ease.

"Hey, get me a beer! —Hm? Who the hell are you?"

"Don't come into a tavern in the middle of the night, kid. What’s with that pitch-black hood?"

"Haha! I used to be like that, too. Dreamed of roaming the streets at night and mowing down bad guys, didn’t I? Gwahaha!"

Is that so? Well, at least you’re quick on the uptake.

The three men before me were bearded, hairy-armed, and possessed physiques that were as unnecessarily large as their egos. It took a lot of effort to act high and mighty in a town like this. When dregs with no lineage or talent wanted to rise to the top, they had to either project overwhelming power or display pure madness.

Hesitation was a death sentence in Traba. But these men were capable of it—firing magic at point-blank range into the faces of people begging for their lives.

Corson Focus. 
Medium Bills. 
Beebee Fire.

Their list of crimes was too long to bother reading. For my first step, I just needed them to die.

"Hey! How long are you gonna stand there, brat? Show us your face!"

"What’s this? You’ve got a pretty cute face for a—GYAHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA... ah... ah..."

I delivered a single strike to the carotid artery. Reaping a head was a pain, even for me; bones were hard, and they tended to chip the blade.

You said it yourself, didn't you? That it was "hilarious." Well? Are you having fun now?

"You little shit!"

"—Lilith."

"Yes, Weiss-sama."

Lilith, who had already circled behind them, drove a concealed knife into the side of the man’s neck. His breathing stopped instantly, and he collapsed in an agonizing heap.

That left two: a small-fry lackey, and... what was it again? Ah, right. Bills.

"Shit! Hey, you!"

"Y-Yes, sir!"

Bills shoved the lackey toward us and made a break for the exit. Nice. I didn't hate that kind of trashy move.

"You bastard! Guheh—GYAHAAAAAAAAA!"

I made short work of the lackey. As for the one running... I decided to leave him to my fiancée.

"I won't let you escape."

Cynthia, who had been waiting by the entrance, pierced the man’s arms with an Ice Lance. As the transparent icicles impaled him, blood seeped out, staining the ice a brilliant, vivid red. It was as beautiful as a gemstone.

"GYAHAAAAAAAA! W-Who are you people?! What is this?! Why are you targeting us?!"

I approached him slowly, crouched down, and grabbed a handful of his hair. Was this supposed to be pleasant? This guy really did have terrible taste.

"Just killing time... I guess."

"...Huh? GYAHAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

I kicked him with everything I had, snapping both his arms. He writhed on the floor like a worm. If I remembered correctly, I wouldn't get the bounty if this one didn't stay alive. This should keep him pinned until morning.

Cynthia, however, wore a sorrowful expression. She was a heroine at heart; her instincts weren't built for this kind of brutality.

"Cynthia, don't push yourself."

"...No. These men killed children, killed slaves, and tormented innocent people. There was no need to show mercy."

"That’s fine. Besides, these guys are just small-fry. Save those feelings for the real villains."

"Yes..."

"Weiss-sama, you were so cool!"

In contrast, Lilith walked over with a dazzling, radiant smile. The blood spattered across her cheek looked almost like makeup.

"Let’s just drink until morning. We can't turn them in for the reward until the Guild opens anyway."

"Great idea! Lady Cynthia, what would you like?"

"...Well, I suppose you're right. No point in brooding over it."

I sat at the counter and signaled the barkeep. He had clearly seen the whole thing, but he just kept wiping a glass with a completely blank expression. Now there’s a guy with some real guts.

"...The mess in the shop—"

"I know. I'll pay for the cleanup. Just give me some water and fruit. What about you two?"

"Orange juice, please!"

"Blueberry juice for me."

"Coming up."

After the survival test ended, we had entered the Estarm period. To put it simply: summer break. Most people headed back to their hometowns during this time to honor their ancestors. Since many students at Nobless Academy came from the countryside, the campus emptied out.

By chance—though "plot convenience" was probably the better term—I didn't need to go anywhere. The original Weiss would have spent the holiday wallowing in lazy indulgence at home, but I wasn't about to do that.

That said, I did go to visit my mother’s grave with my father. I would never forget the look of profound sadness on his face when he offered the flowers. And even though I had never met her, I felt a strange, inexplicable pang of grief. Ah, I guess Weiss is still in here somewhere. That realization hit me pretty hard.

"By the way, I heard that Allen has become an adventurer," Cynthia remarked.

"That guy? ...Already?"

That’s weird. In the original story, that wasn't supposed to happen yet... no, wait, this is definitely my fault. With Shari alive, the timeline had shifted. Those guys were obsessed with helping the weak and smiting evil, so I guess it made sense they’d spend their vacation adventuring.

"Already? I don't know the specifics, but apparently, he’s clearing requests at a terrifying pace."

"Haha. I bet he’s just diligently picking medicinal herbs."

"I wonder. He might even show up in this town."

We had arrived in Traba just last night. In other words, that skirmish just now was our glorious debut. I’d been a bit excited because those guys were somewhat famous in the original work, but they turned out to be a total letdown.

Incidentally, Teacher Milk was also back in her hometown. She loved her roots and wouldn't be back for a while. I could have trained alone, but I wanted to catch up to the "strongest" tier as fast as possible. There is no training that surpasses real combat. That was a lesson from Teacher Milk herself.

"Weiss-sama, what's our next move?"

"We'll use this place as a base for now. There are mountains of idiots here to deal with."

"Understood! I'll start gathering intel tomorrow!"

There was one more major reason I had come to Traba. I was Weiss Fansent, the notoriously "evil" noble. That reputation was still going strong, even after I entered the Academy. Since the Academy’s internal affairs were kept secret, it couldn't be helped, but I wanted to start chipping away at that image.

Not that I wanted people to think I was "actually kind." There was no merit in that—if anything, it was a disadvantage. What I wanted was to be seen as a force of overwhelming power. Someone so strong it was terrifying, yet who only slaughtered villains. 

Doesn't that sound way cooler?

This town was crawling with people who deserved to die. If I killed a bounty head like the trash currently groveling on the floor, I got paid, and the townsfolk would thank me for it. Killing three birds with one stone—is there anything better?

Just then, a poster on the wall caught my eye. It was a wanted notice.

Heh... so this event has already started?

"Cynthia, memorize that face. Lilith, you too."

"...Billford Tucker? A bounty of... ten million Pence?!"

"A kingslayer...? To think someone could do that and still be at large..."

"He’s probably just good at running away."

He was also known as "Flash Tucker." If you ever faced him, blinking was strictly forbidden. The logic was simple: that single split-second was the difference between life and death. In the original story, he was a boss so powerful that even Allen suffered a crushing defeat against him.

Normally, this event was much further in the future. I wasn't sure if I could actually encounter him yet, but if I did, he’d be the perfect sparring partner. I figured I'd hunt some small-fry while digging for info on him.

And also...

"Old man, this fruit is amazing. Give me another round."

"You got it."

"Honestly, Weiss, you really do love your fruit."

"Weiss-sama, look! They have Melo-Melon too!"

"Old man... give me one of those, too."

"Coming right up."

I’d come up with plenty of noble excuses for this trip, but honestly? Being able to go on a fruit-tasting tour was a massive bonus.
037 Competition

Rumors have a funny way of growing legs of their own.

If one person says a guy is trouble, the next person says he’s a total nightmare. It’s an endless cycle of escalation.

The final product built from that mountain of tall tales was me—Weiss Fancent.

Well, in my specific case, I actually was a villainous noble who lived up to every nasty word, so I couldn't exactly complain.

"Cynthia, not done yet?"

"I’m still… contemplating…"

"In that case—could I get two of these?"

"Oh, you’re a generous one, young man! I’ll give ‘em a good polish before I hand ‘em over. Just you wait a moment."

A week had passed since we first arrived in this town.

Currently, we were at a street stall where Cynthia was agonizing over which glittering accessory to pick. 

Up until now, she had spent her life tucked away in a mansion, raised to be the very picture of upright conduct. And yet, here she was, spending her days with the likes of me. I couldn’t begin to imagine how much mental exhaustion she was suppressed, but if a trinket made her even a little bit happy, it was a small price to pay.

"They suit you very well."

"Fufu, thank you so much! Ah… um, I’m so happy to receive a gift, but would it be alright if I gave one of these to Lilith?"

"Yeah, of course. I’m sure Lilith will be thrilled."

"Yes!"

Cynthia was truly kind-hearted. Even now that they were in the same school year, Lilith’s official title was still 'maid,' yet Cynthia treated her without a hint of discrimination. 

I feel like I’m staining the main heroine with my own brand of evil, but I don’t regret it. I’ve already decided I’m never handing her over to that protagonist, Allen.

Just then, Lilith arrived.

Her bag was stuffed with all my favorite fruits. It looked like she had made a trip to the morning market.

"Sorry to keep you waiting! I found so many good ones! Look, look at how glossy this is!"

"Yeah, looks delicious. Let's all dig in once we get back to the inn."

"Are you going to eat me too? Just kidding!"

"That might not be a bad idea."

"Eh, really!?"

As usual, Lilith was a bundle of energy. Since her presence always brought a smile to Cynthia’s face, I was personally grateful for her.

Come to think of it, whenever the three of us walked through the streets, the town seemed to get awfully noisy.

"Look at those brats, flirting since the crack of dawn. Maybe I’ll go mess with—"

"You idiot! What are you thinking?! Oh, right, you just got back yesterday, so you don’t know about Weiss?"

"Weiss?"

"Dumbass, don't look! Ever since he showed up, the Colson Family was annihilated. Same for the Euphia Group and Miston’s crew. Right now, this town is the most dangerous it's ever been. Those kids are merciless. I don't know what they’re here for, but for now, keep your head down and stay quiet. You’ll seriously die."

"No way… a kid like that?"

Every time we passed by, adults would cower or whisper behind our backs. 

Well, I could hear pretty much all of it.

However, I’d come to realize that this town was far more boring than I had anticipated. The "well-known villains" here didn’t even reach Teacher Milk’s feet. Someone like Eva Avery could probably wipe them out with her pinky finger.

The problem was there was still no information on Flash Tucker.

Is he just that desperate to escape his pursuers, or is the timeline not ready for us to meet yet?

We eventually made our way back to the inn, but a familiar, obnoxious voice drifted out from the dining room on the first floor. It was a loud, boisterous voice that sounded like it was produced by a brain made entirely of muscle.

"And then, get this! The medicinal herbs were right behind me the whole time! Hey, Allen! Allen? Where are you looking? Ah, wait, Weiss!?"

Yo, Sasami-guy.

"Ah, Weiss… why are you here?"

Shari.

"I knew it."

And finally, the protagonist-bastard.

...Wait, what do you mean you "knew it"?

"What are you three idiots doing here?"

"Aah?! Who are you calling Sasami!?"

"I didn't say it out loud. Besides, do you even know what 'Sasami' means?"

"I know enough to know I’m being mocked!"

"I was praising you. In honor of that surprising spark of intellect, I’ll promote you to a vitamin—one that the human body can’t produce on its own."

Lilith let out a happy cry and ran over to Shari. 

It seemed they had become quite close during that survival training. Apparently, they’d had a bit of a spat at the very end, but I suppose once the heat passes the throat, you forget the burn.

Cynthia and Allen exchanged polite greetings, but even so, they seemed to be on better terms than before. 

It leaves a bit of a sour taste in my mouth.

"Allen, what did you mean by 'I knew it'? Why are you here?"

"Estarm doesn't have much to do with me right now. I was planning on training alone so I could eventually beat you, but these two decided to tag along."

"Hah, how touching. So you’re adventurers now?"

"How did you know?"

Crap. If I revealed that I’d gotten info from Cynthia, it would look like I was obsessively keeping tabs on him. 

Dammit… I really don't want to show any weakness to this guy.

"…I can tell just by looking at those outfits. Shari, Vitamin, you two are nobles. Buy Allen some decent equipment for once."

"Allen said he didn't want any! But more importantly, I have something to say to you!"

Shari pointed her index finger straight at me, glaring. She’d been quite dejected a while back, but she seemed to have regained her spirit. It was much better than her moping around out of guilt. 

That was more like her.

"Weiss, you are go-ing too far!"

"Huh?"

"She’s right, Weiss. Just by walking through this town, people are avoiding us like the plague. They’re all whispering, 'Is that the Weiss kid?'"

"Ah—..."

I see. From an adult's perspective, all us "brats" looked the same. 

Still, I wasn't happy about the comparison. I was definitely more handsome than this protagonist-wannabe.

"This town must be rough for a trio of goodie-two-shoes. Why don't you do yourselves a favor and move to a different base?"

"Sorry to disappoint, but we aren't leaving."

As Shari spoke, Duke pulled something out from his vest. 

...That’s a bounty poster.

"What, since when did you become bounty hunters?"

"It’s not really like that, but we heard a target fled to this area, so we figured we’d start looking."

Fled? Tucker? 

It was too perfect to be a coincidence… but with Allen involved, it was entirely possible. I could practically feel the narrative force of the world at work, but whatever.

More importantly—.

"Flash Tucker is way out of your league. Are you all looking to get yourselves killed?"

"Weiss, do you know something?"

Allen asked, his gaze fixed straight on me. This guy was really as straightforward as they come.

"Yeah. But the news that he fled to this town is a good lead. Leave the rest to us. You guys should go back to picking herbs. Want me to recommend some F-rank requests?"

"We’re staying. There are a lot of bad people here, and that means there’s work for us to do."

"Hah, is this that 'equality' nonsense again?"

"One step at a time. You’re doing the same thing, aren't you? The villains in this town are being wiped out one after another by you."

"…I’m different. It just so happens that most of the people who piss me off are villains. Besides, isn't it the greatest feeling to kill people without it being a crime?"

"…You really are the worst."

Ah, Shari, you’re fine just the way you are. You lot should just keep following your own paths.

"By the way, Weiss, what’s in the bag?"

Duke noticed the fruit I was holding. Lilith had just given them to me. 

Grapes, Melo-Melon, Bananan, Mangon—all things I had planned to stuff into my face the moment I got to our room.

...I don't want them to see this. 

Actually, it wasn't a big deal if they saw, but I hated the idea of them having any kind of "leverage" over me.

"Fruit."

A perfect, minimalist answer. I didn't say anything unnecessary.

"…Oh. Okay."

Thank God this guy is an idiot. That was a close call.

I decided to disappear before they could probe any further.

"Later."

"Weiss. We’re going to find Tucker. If you learn anything, I want you to tell us. It’ll be safer if we fight him together."

"…Not a chance. I’m taking that guy’s head myself."

"Everyone just wants peace, Weiss. I think you understand that too."

Still spouting those naive platitudes, I see. 

I wouldn't deny his sentiment, but I wasn't about to let him push his ideals on me.

"Fine, then it’s a competition. Let's see who kills Tucker first. The loser has to do one thing the winner says. If I win, Duke and Shari will give me a formal kowtow—and Allen, you’ll have to explain your Gift to me."

"…Fine. Then if I win, I want to know the truth about you."

Haha, so this guy has noticed something after all. 

…Fine. I’ll play along.

"I’ll tell you now: if you die, you lose."

"That won't happen. Thanks for the warning."

"Hmph… Lilith, Cynthia. Let's go. Once we’ve eaten, we’re hunting Tucker for real. Let's make these guys regret ever challenging us."

Allen, there is absolutely no way you can beat Flash Tucker. That is an unshakeable fact of this world.

That’s why I’ll play the protagonist in your place. 

Even if it is a massive pain in the ass.

Now then, let the match begin.
Billford Tucker

Author’s Note: This is quite a long chapter. I considered splitting it up, but since it’s all one sequence, I thought it would be easier to follow as a single update. (Sweat) I hope you enjoy it.

───────────────────

Billford Tucker was one of the most memorable characters in Noblesse Oblige.

He was a man in his twenties. Originally born into an Earl’s house, he was brilliant, virtuous, and had a future that was basically guaranteed even if he just sat around doing nothing. However, driven to utilize his peerless magical techniques to their absolute limit, he had aimed for the knighthood and eventually rose to the rank of Commander.

He had achieved legendary status on the battlefield. His alias: [Flash].

This didn't actually refer to his physical speed. Rather, it came from a magic buff that allowed him to perceive the flow of time in slow motion for brief, instantaneous bursts. During those moments, Tucker was world-class in both offense and defense. From an opponent’s perspective, it was a nightmare; you couldn't understand how he was dodging everything, nor why his attacks seemed impossible to parry.

Then, one day, he committed a grand sin.

Kingslaying.

In aristocratic society, it was the one act that could never be forgiven. He didn't just kill the King; he slaughtered his fellow soldiers who had been present at the scene.

Midway through the game’s story, the protagonist, Allen, was forced to confront him. A battle against a legendary traitor—it was enough to make any player’s blood pump. But the difficulty was absurd. In a "death game" like Noblesse, dying ten times to a boss was standard procedure. For Tucker, the average death count was closer to a hundred.

It was a total crap game, yet it was the best game ever made. And this was supposed to be the start of the Tucker arc...

◇

"Cynthia, Lilith. Even if you find him, don't you dare lay a finger on him."

After we finished our meal, I gave the two of them a stern warning. Naturally, they tried to protest, telling me they couldn't just stand by. I had to snap back at them repeatedly until I finally forced them into a reluctant agreement.

As long as they don't make the first move, he probably won't try to kill them.

"If Weiss-sama is going this far, does it mean he’s really that strong?" Lilith asked.

"Yeah. If we’re talking about a single instant of combat, he might even be on par with Eva."

"...Will you be okay?" Cynthia looked at me with a worried expression. She looked terribly pained, which only made her look more beautiful.

"Yeah. Besides, someone like him makes for the perfect practice partner."

I wasn't lying. There was no point in hunting small fry forever. Lilith tilted her head curiously.

"But how do you know so much about him? I thought you only heard his name for the first time the other day?"

"...I have my ways. I’m good at gathering intel, remember?"

It’s basically cheating, but it’s not like I can tell them that. Still, if it makes me look like some sort of mastermind, I guess I’ll take the win? Wow, I really am a small-timer.

"If I decide Weiss’s life is in danger, I will stop you—even if I have to use force," Cynthia declared.

"...Yeah. I’d appreciate that."

Actually, hearing her say that makes me pretty happy.

"Alright, let's head out and see if we can find where Tucker is hiding."



"Don't know him."
"No idea."
"Who knows?"

I spent the entire day walking until my feet hurt, but I couldn't find a single lead on Tucker’s location. But he was human. He had to eat, and he had to sleep. The reason he had come to a town like this was likely because there were fewer snitches here. In a place crawling with villains, people tended to keep their mouths shut. If there wasn't a profit in it, nobody said a word. That was the secret to longevity in this dump.

"When you think about it, is he even in the city?" Lilith mused. "He’s a wanted kingslayer. If it were me, I’d hide out in the woods until the heat died down."

She was right, normally. But Tucker was a special case. He had a specific reason for being here. He was looking for a ship.

"That would be true if he were just running away, but he’s not."

"He’s not?"

I figured I could share at least this much. "Yeah. He’s—"

In that moment, I felt a massive collision of mana nearby.

Dammit, did someone beat me to the punch? As expected of the protagonist. His luck is ten times better than mine.

"...Weiss, isn't that Allen?" Cynthia asked.

"Yeah."

"What should we do?"

It seemed they had noticed it, too.

"Let's go!" I shouted, breaking into a run toward the source of the mana.

We arrived at an old, crumbling, abandoned inn. The front door had been smashed off its hinges. Did they find him and corner him inside?

"Cynthia, Lilith, go wait in the northern woods. About five hundred meters in, there’s an open clearing. Wait for me there."

"What? Why there of all places—"

"Just go! I’m going to lure him out. If Tucker shows up, stall him. Cynthia, I’m counting on you."

"...Understood."

Cynthia was quick on the uptake, thank God. The two of them shared a look and sprinted off without demanding an explanation. Even though this plan sounds insane, they still trust me. I really don't deserve them.

But I had to focus. I looked up and leaped into the air.

[Unnatural Wall]

I manifested several invisible platforms in mid-air and ran up toward the second floor from the outside. I smashed through the boarded-up window, wood splinters flying everywhere, and found Allen and Tucker locked in a tense standoff. Both were bleeding, but Allen was clearly in worse shape—he was covered in gashes.

Aah, you can’t win this, Allen. No, wait, this is one of those 'scripted loss' events. You’re actually not supposed to win here.

Duke and Shari were nowhere to be seen. Either they were separated, or... they’d been taken out.

"Hope I’m not too late for the climax?" I drawled.

"...Another brat?" Tucker muttered.

Did he say 'another'? That means those two really did get... Good grief, this is why small fry shouldn't form parties.

Now, how should I play this?

"Pursuers are coming up the stairs, Tucker."

"...What?"

"Weiss, stay out of this!" Allen barked. "I found him first!"

"Ha! This is a competition, remember? What happened to your two idiots?"

"They’re safe! But they’re hurt."

I see. Well, at least they’re alive. So that’s why you’re so pissed, Allen. You really are an open book.

"So, Tucker, what’s it going to be?" I asked. He had no way of knowing if I was lying about the reinforcements. He had a goal. He couldn't afford to get caught here.

"...Hmph." Tucker’s expression shifted.

I let my mana surge to pressure him further. Still, I had to hand it to Allen; he’d actually managed to wound Tucker. Impressive. But I’d take it from here.

"...See ya."

In the blink of an eye, Tucker kicked through the wall and vanished. He’d clearly decided that fighting me and Allen at the same time—with more guards on the way—was a losing move. Even so, his magic was incredible. The wall was old, sure, but the way he instantaneously focused mana into his feet to maximize destructive power was a work of art.

I liked it.

"Dammit! Tucker, wait!"

"Allen, stay put. You’re bleeding too much."

"Shut up! He hurt Duke and Shari! I’m stopping him!"

Just then, Duke and Shari appeared at the top of the stairs. They were banged up, but they’d clearly received first aid. I see, so Shari finally learned Recovery Magic. Everyone’s working so hard, it makes me feel guilty.

"Weiss?! Why are you here?" Duke yelled.

"Duke, Shari, grab Allen. He can't beat the Flash right now. He’ll die."

"You don't know that!" Allen screamed.

Actually, I do. Trust me on this one.

"Allen..." Shari started, looking at him pleadingly.

"If you follow me, I’ll kill you. I’m serious." I let my killing intent flare, chilling the air instantly.

You guys aren't supposed to fight him yet.

"Goodbye. Go home and lick your wounds."

Leaving the stunned trio behind, I chased after Tucker. I activated [Dark Eye] to track his trail, and sure enough, he was heading straight for the forest.

And then...

"Yo, Flash."

Cynthia and Lilith were standing in his way, exactly where I’d told them to be. I’d been a little worried, but my fiancée and maid were as reliable as ever.

"Cynthia, Lilith, stay back."

Following my earlier order not to interfere, they both took a step away. Good. Stay there.

Tucker glared at me while healing his own wounds with magic. Short brown hair, sharp eyes—he looked exactly like his character art.

"Who the hell are you people? You want the bounty on my head that badly?"

"Something like that. Tucker, fight me. If you win, I’ll let you go."

"Ha! You’ve got guts, kid. Fine, I won’t hold back."

"I expect nothing less. After all, you’ve got things you still need to do, right?"

Tucker’s cheek twitched. I knew everything about him. What he’d done, and what he was trying to achieve.

"...Don't lie to me."

"It’s no lie. Tucker, you’re trying to get to Gurujutsu, aren't you?"

"...How did you find that out?"

"I know everything. But I’ll give you some good news. Your sister is alive."

"Wha... what?! What did you say?!"

Ah, there it is. That’s the reaction I wanted. You really are a good guy at heart, aren't you?

"Beat me, and I’ll tell you everything. I’ll even give you a ship. I don't think you’re going to get a better offer than that."

"...I don't know what your angle is, but if that’s the deal, be prepared to lose an arm or two."

"Yeah. It wouldn't be worth it otherwise."

I loved it—this suffocating tension, the stench of death in the air. This was real combat. This was how I’d get stronger. I wasn't going to play nice.

Take it from me—if you want it that badly. Show me a fight worthy of the 'Flash' name.

A heavy silence fell over the clearing. I slowly drew my whip with my left hand and readied my sword with my right. I flooded the blade with mana until it was coated in a black aura. Conversely, the whip began to glow with a brilliant light. It was a combination of Darkness and Light—my own customized version of the enchantment magic I’d seen Shari use.

"Time for a little presentation ceremony for my new move."

"——Forgive me."

The Flash moved. It looked leisurely, almost slow, but there wasn't a single wasted motion. The man was a genius. Unlike Allen or me, he was born with a natural, divine talent. It wasn't that his physical speed was high; it was that his mana flow was too beautiful.

He aimed for my arm. I could see it coming, I understood the trajectory, but the moment I tried to move, he used his eyes to drag the world into slow motion. From an opponent's perspective, he was the ultimate predator. You felt like you were moving through molasses while he picked you apart. Once he landed a couple of hits, it was over; you’d never be able to touch him again.

But he wasn't perfect. If he ran out of mana, his ability died. And even in slow motion, he wasn't invincible.

Just before his blade reached me, I flicked the whip. He didn't bother dodging it; he figured a little graze from a whip wouldn't do much damage. He was being careless.

But my whip wasn't that forgiving.

The moment his sword was about to bite into my arm, I boosted the mana of my [Barrier] to its absolute limit. It was a convenient defense, but blocking a direct hit from a master like him drained a massive amount of mana. It was a double-edged sword, but if I could just stop this one hit, I’d win.

"——What?!"

"Ha! Too bad for you."

The [Barrier] held. His sword was repelled by the magic wall with a sound like shattering glass. But that wasn't why he was shocked.

"What is this... my mana... I can’t use it?!"

After my pathetic loss to the dragon, I’d been thinking desperately. A dragon’s greatest strength was its mana. So, I just had to find a way to sever the source. Right now, I could only cause a brief disturbance, but I’d figured out how to disrupt a target’s mana through my whip.

I coiled the whip tightly around Tucker’s left arm to keep the flow of interference going.

"How do you like that? Where’s all that boastful mana gone?"

Tucker tried to force his mana to surge, but it just sputtered and died.

"...Dammit."

I think I’ll call it [Mana Turbulence (Unroute)].

The binding wasn't that strong; if someone used raw physical strength like Darius, they could break it. But I had a sword in my right hand. Unless you were a muscle-brained freak, I could kill you before you could resist.

"...How pathetic. Is this how it ends for me?"

"No. We’re just getting started. That was just a test run for the new move."

I slackened the whip and let him go. Tucker leaped back, putting distance between us, his eyes wide with shock. I needed to fight strong people, accumulate experience, and gain power that no one could match. I was going to use him for everything he was worth.

"...What a terrifying brat. You’re actually using me as a training dummy."

"Less talking, more fighting. If you keep losing to me, you’re never leaving this forest."

"——Don't regret your arrogance, kid!"

After that, Tucker came at me again and again. His attacks were razor-sharp, and even without his mana, his swordsmanship was terrifying. My body was carved up; my cheek was slashed open.

Hours passed. I was covered in blood, the bone of my arm visible through a deep gash, but I kept fighting. Cynthia tried to intervene several times, but I waved her off. Lilith just waited silently.

I’m sorry for being such a selfish guy.

But the moment a few of my fingers were sent flying into the grass, Cynthia finally snapped.

"Weiss-sama!"
"Weiss!"

Tucker was also at his limit. Any further and one of us was going to die.

"Enough..." Tucker wheezed. "Just kill me."

"No, we’re done. That was a great lesson. I’m glad I got to see your Flash up close."

Magic was a world of imagery. Fire and water were easy to visualize, but unique abilities were different. It was way more complex than I’d imagined, but thanks to him, I’d finally managed to study the mechanics of his skill.

"Weiss-sama, give me your hand."

Lilith picked up my severed fingers and began chanting Recovery Magic. She’d gotten a lot better when I wasn't looking. I could feel the nerves reknitting—a disgusting sensation, like having my throat slowly stitched back together.

"In the end... what was the point of this?" Tucker asked.

"I just want to get stronger. And you were the best teacher I could ask for."

"...What a kid. I never did get your name."

"Weiss Fancent. Ever heard of it?"

"...The infamous villain noble?"

"That’s the one. It’s an honor."

Seriously, how far have these rumors spread? Whatever. Once my fingers were back on, I turned to him.

"Tucker, I’m letting you go."

"...What? Are you serious?"

"Tucker the Kingslayer... or should I say, Tucker the Sister-Lover?"

"Why do you keep...?"

"Your sister really is alive in Gurujutsu. I’m not going to tell you how I know, but it’s a fact. If I tell you that her aide, Millie, was the one who saved her, you’ll believe me, right?"

Millie was the one friend Tucker truly trusted. He’d probably spent all this time thinking she’d betrayed him, but the truth was the opposite. Cynthia and Lilith looked totally lost, but that was fine.

"...I don't know what to believe anymore."

"What do I gain by lying to you?"

Tucker fell silent. He couldn't find an answer because there wasn't one. He had no choice but to trust me. Finally, a small smile escaped his lips.

"...Fine. What do I do?"

"I’ll prepare a ship and give you some gold. Go see your sister."

"Why go this far for me? We’ve never even met."

"Yeah, you’re right."

Honestly, I’m wondering that myself. But I guess it’s only fair to pay your tuition fees.

Just then, Allen burst into the clearing. Man, protagonists really are terrible at following directions.

"Weiss!"

"You’re late. And you brought the extras, too."

Shari and Duke were right behind him.

"Allen, I’ve caught him. But I’m not killing him here. I’ve decided to hand him over to his own country's authorities."

"...You? Following the law?"

"Hey, I want that reward money."

I gave Tucker a quick wink and signaled Lilith.

"Lilith, take him away. You heard the plan, right?"

"...Yes."

"Tucker, go with her. Don't cause trouble."

"...Yeah. Thank you, Weiss."

Tucker walked away unsteadily, led by Lilith. He thanked me in a whisper, but I didn't need his gratitude. Lilith would finish healing him on the way. Allen watched them go, his expression solemn. I couldn't tell what he was thinking.

"...I don't really get it, but does this mean we lost?" Duke suddenly yelled. "Does that mean I have to kowtow?! Me?! To Weiss?!"

This guy really was a riot.

"I’ll call it a draw this time since you found him first."

"...Weiss, I truly don't understand you," Allen said.

"Yeah, well, you aren't supposed to."

This was fine. He was probably frustrated about losing to a 'villain,' but it couldn't be helped. The plot demanded a scripted loss here.

"Cynthia, let’s go. Lilith will catch up later."

"Yes."

See ya, Protagonist. You might not be happy about it, but this is a happy ending. I got what I wanted, too.

It was time to go home.

▽

"...Tucker is dead?"

"Yes."

It had been a few days since we returned to the mansion. My injuries were gone, but my mana was still recovering. I was trying to meditate when Zebis dropped the bombshell.

After our encounter, Tucker had successfully reached Gurujutsu. I’d heard he’d even reunited with his sister. And now he was dead? Goddammit.

"Who did it? Pursuers?"

"No. It was an accident. A child was drowning in the sea, and he died saving them."

That idiot. After everything, he died in the ocean?

"Dammit!" I slammed my fist onto the desk.

Flash Tucker... the only reason he’d killed that King was to protect his sister. His country had been wealthy until a sudden drought turned it into a wasteland. They begged for aid, and a neighboring King offered to help—but only if they handed over Tucker’s sister as a plaything. The corrupt leaders of his own country agreed. Tucker fought to save her, killed the King, and killed the soldiers in self-defense.

That was the truth of the Tucker arc.

In the original game, Allen would meet Tucker without knowing any of this. To Allen, he was just a villainous kingslayer. It was a tragic clash of justice. Tucker would win, but the injuries from the fight would allow pursuers to finish him off later. Then, Allen would meet Tucker’s sister, learn the truth, and fall into a pit of despair. It was a notorious "depression episode" that everyone hated. Afterward, Allen would go on a rampage and destroy the entire corrupt kingdom in a grand "serve-them-right" moment.

I knew all of this. I wasn't kind enough to save him for free, so I used him as a sparring partner, and then I saved him as payment. I thought I’d fixed it.

But he died anyway.

The timing was too perfect. I checked the date—it was the exact day he was scripted to die in the game.

What is this? The world’s 'corrective force'? Even if I save someone, is it all just a temporary delay? Is everything I’m doing... meaningless?

I didn't know. Even now, the real villains who drove him to this were living in luxury while his sister was left alone. I hadn't intended to interfere further. It wasn't my business, and it could bring trouble to House Fanscent.

But he was dead. Who was going to take revenge now? Because I’d changed the story, Allen didn't know the truth.

"...Tucker’s sister is still alive, right?"

"Yes, there is no doubt."

"I see."

I’d told Zebis the truth about Tucker. I didn't tell him how I knew, but he trusted me enough not to ask.

If you’re going to do something, see it through to the end, huh?

"Zebis, contact my father. And I have another job for you."

"As you command."

I started moving that very day. The people who had cornered Tucker were human trash—the kind of scum that wouldn't be enough if you killed them a thousand times. Since I knew the plot, finding evidence was easy. Bribes, political pressure, whatever it took. I dragged every bit of their filth into the light.

A few weeks later, every single person involved in the conspiracy against Tucker was found hanging from a rope. Maybe now Tucker could rest in peace.

He was... basically my second master, after all.

"Zebis, give all this money to Tucker’s sister. Call it condolence money."

"This entire sum, sir?"

"Yeah. It’s just bounty money I took from other criminals anyway. I owed the guy. Do I need a better reason?"

"No. I understand. It shall be done."

In the end, I couldn't change his fate. Tucker was dead, and his sister would have to live alone. Meanwhile, monsters were becoming more active worldwide, and war was breaking out in the south.

Everything was following the script. The Calamity was coming.

But I wasn't going to give up. I’d fight destiny a thousand times if I had to.

Tucker, I’m taking your 'Flash' with me.

[Innate Skill Acquired: Flash (Time Lapse)]

When activated, the world appears to slow down. Mana consumption is extreme, but when used with [Dark Eye], I can even perceive the underlying structure of magical formulas.
039 Duke Billian

I chose to enroll in Nobless Academy for one simple reason: I was bored out of my mind.

It feels a bit weird to say this about myself, but I’ve always been… well, pretty great at everything. I didn’t mind training my body, and I could breeze through my studies without breaking a sweat.

But man, was it dull.

The Billian Family is a lineage of knights. We only snagged our title because of some old military exploits, but a title is a title. Being the eldest son, I figured I had to at least try to act the part, so I dragged myself to those suffocating noble parties. I hated dancing, but I wasn't exactly bad at it.

Besides… getting to see my childhood friend, Shari, was always the highlight.

I’d never really stopped to think about whether I "liked" her or anything like that. It was just fun being around her. Even though she was a noble, she was easy to talk to—not that I really understood why myself.

“Duke, what do you want to do with your life?” she asked me once.

“...I wonder.”

I was good at the whole social thing. I liked talking to people, and I knew my communication skills were top-tier. But I didn’t actually have a goal. 

It sounds arrogant to say it’s because I could do anything, but if I’m being honest, that was the problem. The only time I didn't have to overthink things was when I was pushing my muscles to the limit. I was probably at my happiest during a fistfight, but did I want to do that forever? Not really.

I was content enough just drifting along, but then Shari went and befriended a commoner guy named Allen.

I didn’t feel jealous or anything. I just wanted to see what kind of guy he was, so I went to meet him. Turns out, he was hilarious. I’m not mocking the guy, but he’d spout these grand, sweeping dreams without a single hint of embarrassment. He talked about the abolition of the nobility, which didn’t really bother me—I just figured, Hey, it's good to have ideals. 

I wasn't blind; I knew this world was rotting.

Before I knew it, the three of us were inseparable. I didn't decide to join the Academy just because of them, but I figured if I tagged along, I might finally find something interesting for myself.

I ended up oversleeping for the entrance ceremony, but Nobless Academy lived up to its name—they actually let me take the exam after I gave them a bit of a "please." I’d heard they were strict, but apparently, they knew how to be flexible. 

Or maybe it’s just because I’m a Billian? Who knows.

“I lost…”

When the exams were over, Allen was a total wreck. It was the first time I’d ever seen him so discouraged. He was usually the human equivalent of a golden retriever—bright and energetic. Well, not as energetic as me, obviously.

“Who was the guy?” I asked.

“Weiss Fancent. You’ve heard the name, right, Duke?” Shari answered for him.

“Weiss, huh?”

I’ll admit, hearing that name gave me a genuine jolt. Weiss Fancent, the eldest son of House Fanscent. He was the kind of guy whose bad reputation preceded him by a mile. I’m the type who only believes what I see with my own eyes, so I took the rumors with a grain of salt, but I figured there had to be some truth to them if everyone was talking.

But more than that, I was shocked that Allen had lost. 

I’m not trying to bring up the commoner thing again, but Allen hadn't received any special elite training, yet his growth was terrifying. After we decided to enroll, the speed at which he got stronger was honestly laughable. We’d fought so many times, knocking each other unconscious over and over, until we became best friends.

And that Allen lost? I don't like the sound of that at all.

That was my first impression of Weiss.

When I finally met him, he had these sharp, nasty eyes and a massive ego. Right, I thought, this is definitely the Weiss I’ve heard about. 

But after fighting him in the tests and watching how he carried himself, I realized the truth pretty quickly. Yeah, rumors are worthless.

See, I love effort. I love the grind—dripping with sweat, forcing myself to diet, doing the repetitive work day in and day out. And I could tell that Weiss was doing the exact same thing. 

Shari wasn't convinced, but I think she knew it deep down too. She’s smart, but her family circumstances make her biased, so I didn't push it.

Then came the Tag Tournament. Weiss teamed up with Carta and took the top spot.

Honestly? I was beyond frustrated.

I’d never felt my blood boil like that before. Sure, I’d been annoyed when I lost to Allen, but somewhere in my head, I’d labeled him a "genius" and just accepted it. Well, maybe I was a little mad. Okay, a lot mad.

But Weiss was different.

This guy… he was working even harder than I was. 

Realizing that made the loss sting a thousand times worse. Everyone is born with some level of innate talent, and it’s not like Weiss was lacking in that department. But he was pushing past his limits through sheer, bloody-minded effort. He was sweating, bleeding, and never looking back.

I saw it for myself one night in the training room. I’d gone in to work on my daily muscle growth when I saw him—all alone, swinging his sword. 

A student training late wasn't a rare sight at this Academy. What stopped me in my tracks was the way he was pushing himself. He looked like he was fighting for his life, resisting some invisible force with everything he had.

This guy has a goal I can't even imagine, I realized.

From that moment on, I’ve secretly considered Weiss my rival. He probably doesn't even know I exist, but I don’t care. 

When we were paired up for the Survival, I was actually pretty pissed off. It was cool to see him up close, sure, but I wanted to surpass him, not work with him. 

He really is something else, though. He’s brilliant, and more than anything, he’s straightforward. Shari claims he’s the polar opposite of Allen, but she’s wrong. They’re exactly the same. They might look like opposites, but their foundations are identical.

God, I want to beat these guys so bad.

Before I knew it, my goal had finally been set. 

The future? My career? Who cares about that crap? I can do anything, and I’m way better at making friends than those two. 

But none of that matters.

I want to win. Before we graduate from this Academy, I want to stand over both of them.

I know it’s a long shot. When I watch them, I feel like I’m just some supporting character in their grand play. But I’m always watching, and I’m always learning.

I’m going to climb over them. Absolutely.

I’m Duke, the eldest son of the Billian Family. I’ve got the muscles, I’ve got the brains, and I’ve got the charm. 

But I’m throwing all that pride away. It doesn't mean a damn thing if I can't win. I am definitely, 100% going to surpass those two. 

And then, I’m going to make them admit it.

I’m going to make them admit that I’m the best.
040 Kitten and Sasami

“...Wait, are you two dating?”

“I-I only came because I was invited!”

“Yeah. And why did you show up, too?”

“Is it a crime for a classmate to come over to play? Seems pretty normal to me, doesn’t it?”

Well, I guess it isn't a crime. 

When he put it that way, it did sound almost normal. That said, most people would at least send a message ahead of time.

It was the middle of the Estarm period—our summer vacation. The incident with Tucker had been resolved, and I was spending my days waiting for Teacher Milk to return. I’d been having tea with Cynthia during my spare time, but she’d been busy with family matters lately, so we hadn't seen much of each other.

However, Carta had finally returned. 

I’d called her over immediately so I could get to work on learning [Flight Magic]. An uninvited "bonus" had decided to tag along, though.

Duke stomped inside and stared up at the ceiling.

“This mansion is huge! Though, isn’t this area a bit too much of a backwater?!”

Does this guy have a single functioning brain cell?

In contrast to Duke's boisterousness, Carta was frozen at the entrance. She looked terrified, her knuckles white as she gripped her staff.

“...Get in here.”

“Yes!”

Carta Wiore and Duke Billian. 

The runt and the muscle; the little girl and the protein; the kitten and the Sasami. You could describe them in any number of ways, but the two of them were complete polar opposites. 

In the original story, Carta was expelled, so even I didn't know how this combination would play out. Could it be they actually have good chemistry?

Somehow... the thought annoyed me.

“Your house is surprisingly decent, Weiss.”

“What exactly were you expecting?”

“You know, slaves kneeling under the tables to act as footrests. People in collars standing against the walls. That kind of thing.”

“Don’t be an idiot. There’s no way—”

Wait, I'm pretty sure the 'real' Weiss actually did do that.

Which meant, in this world's history, the past version of me had done it. 

Damn, this guy is sharp.

“Wait, Weiss-kun, why are you suddenly at a loss for words? Is it... is it true?”

“Shut up. Come to think of it, didn't you call me 'Baabuus-kun' or something the other day? Are you mocking me, Carta?”

“N-No! Not at all! I mean, I... I really like you, Weiss-kun!”

...Like?

“What, are you guys actually dating? Well, I know parents usually pick the fiancé, but make sure you follow the proper procedures first, okay?”

“I’m going to kill you, Vitamin.”

“Why?! What did I do?!”

It was too much of a pain to correct him every single time. Carta was blushing and fidgeting, but I wasn't looking for a rom-com subplot.

“Duke, I called Carta here to learn [Flight Magic]. Since you’ve invited yourself along, I assume there’s some benefit in this for me?”

“Ha! I knew you’d say that. I’m a member of the Billian Family. You know what that means, right? Weiss, I’m going to surpass you. And I’m going to use you to do it.”

He was similar to Allen, yet fundamentally different. At his core, he was just like me: he wanted to be number one. The way he declared it with such idiotic honesty was actually his one redeeming quality.

Ah, I see. Weiss. You actually liked this guy, didn't you?

Maybe that was why I didn’t hate him, either.

“...We’re moving to the courtyard. Carta, I’m going to be stricter than usual today. Don’t you dare give up on me.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

Hah. For someone who was usually so timid, she had a habit of staring me straight in the eye at moments like this. 

Good grief. These 'protagonist' types and their sincerity.



“I don't mind taking you both on at once, but Duke—you’re up first.”

“Alright! I’m going full throttle from the start!”

“Do your best, Duke-kun!”

As "Vitamin" started doing leg stretches, Carta cheered him on with both fists clenched. 

Maybe I really should just kill him.

Actually, this was a perfect opportunity to test out [Time Lapse]. Duke was a fool, but he wasn't stupid. He’d been working his ass off ever since he lost to me. Even in the original game, he was strong enough to keep pace with Allen. I was genuinely curious to see how far he’d come.

“I’m not giving you a countdown. Come at me whenever.”

“Fine then! Don't complain when I don't hold back—!!”

Duke—or Vitamin, whatever—lunged at me with startling speed. I triggered [Dark Eye] and followed it immediately with [Time Lapse].

Even the magical power drifting through the air became visible to me. The movement of the world slowed to a crawl. I’d tested this a few times, but it was incredibly effective against fast opponents. 

Duke was closing in on me with terrifying velocity. His physical enhancement was remarkably versatile. He always screamed “[Power Up]!” like a moron when he used it, but it was actually a chantless activation. It boosted his attack power and magic, but also his physical and magical resistances. It drained mana while active, but his massive frame and high mana capacity allowed him to sustain it.

During our three-day survival exercise, he’d never once run out of mana despite staying on the move with me. In terms of pure stamina, he was likely top-tier even within Nobless Academy. A full-power fist backed by that much speed and magic would be devastating if it connected.

Key word: if.

“Too slow.”

“Dammit! How are your eyes so good?!”

“Your movements are readable. You’re too... 'clean.'”

Duke had been raised with an elite knight’s education since he was a child. Despite his boisterous personality, his combat techniques were the product of perfect, orthodox training. But sometimes, that becomes a double-edged sword.

Between a textbook-perfect, straightforward attack and a wild, unpredictable one, it’s obvious which is harder to deal with. It wasn't that his style was bad, per se; he just had a terrible match-up against a counter-type like me who could see through everything.

Honestly, you’d be much better off if you just moved naturally.

“Shit! In that case—!”

Seeing that his physical attacks weren't landing, he leaped backward to create distance. Then, he began to manifest a magic weapon in his hand. It was an 'Original' modification he’d come up with after I’d thrashed him.

But... it was still pretty weak.

“Hah! Tei!”

He produced a small bow and magic arrows, firing at me from long range. They were slow. Honestly, they were slower than his own physical movements. 

Still, it was a terrifying omen for the future. Duke’s magic was still in its infancy. Once he gained more experience, he’d become a true all-rounder capable of fighting at any range. On a real battlefield, he might actually end up being the strongest of us all.

“Good grief, you idiot.”

I dashed forward, circled behind him in an instant, and delivered a sharp blow with my wooden sword. He tumbled forward and smashed his face into the dirt, but his nose didn't even bleed. Being sturdy was certainly a plus.

“OWWWWWWWW!”

“Next. Carta, you're up.”

“Yes!”

With a slight bounce, Carta straddled her staff and soared high into the sky. Man, that’s just cheating. In so many ways.

“Whoa! That’s incredible!”

I couldn't really blame Duke for howling like a gorilla. Carta was a literal genius. Flying through the air was the equivalent of trying to write different sentences with both hands and both feet simultaneously, yet she pulled it off with a perfectly calm expression.

However—

“If you’re just going to hover there, it’s no different from last time.”

“...I know.”

Carta aimed her hand at me from above. She’d been able to fire mana cannons before, but...

“...Hah. Not bad.”

The size and raw power of the spell she unleashed was triple what it had been during the Tag Tournament. Every single one of them was working so hard. Dammit, isn't being a 'hard worker' supposed to be my thing?

But well...

“I haven't been sitting on my hands either.”

I coated my wooden sword in black mana and fused it with [Light Magic]. I didn't see any need to give the technique a name.

“I can see you clearly.”

Thanks to [Time Lapse], the flow of magical power was visible. The mana cannon looked like a sphere to the naked eye, but to me, it looked like it was covered in hairline fractures. I let my sword glide along those cracks, and the spell began to splinter with a high-pitched creaking sound.

Magic attacks are just converted mana. On the surface, they look like giant bullets, but the interior is held together by a magic formula. My new technique destroyed that very formula.

In other words—

“Wait, Weiss, that’s cheating!”

“No way...”

Like a Jenga tower having a key piece yanked out, Carta’s mana cannon shattered into harmless dust. This was a "strongest" tier magic I’d developed myself—something that didn't even exist in the original game. I could now destroy magic itself.

It was all thanks to Tucker’s [Time Lapse]. Well, if I traced it back, it was thanks to everyone.

“Alright! My turn again! Weiss!”

“I don't hate that spirit. Come on then, Duke.”

I suddenly remembered something Teacher Milk had said.

‘The act of teaching allows one to train oneself at the same time. You’ll understand that someday, too, Weiss.’

I wasn't exactly "teaching" them, but I think I finally got what she meant. Though, the stronger I got, the further away Teacher Milk seemed to be.



“See ya, Weiss! You’d better use my [Power Up] well!”

“Yeah, yeah. I'll use it better than you ever could.”

“Goodbye, Weiss-kun.”

“Carta, your flight is impressive, but you need to practice close-quarters combat. I’ve managed to learn how to fly a bit thanks to you, so stop running away from your weaknesses.”

“I-I understand! I mean, yes! I will!”

“Good.”

We were rivals. We weren't going to stand around hugging and being all friendly. But being able to polish our skills against one another was a good thing.

...Man, I really have become soft, haven't I?

Wait. Come to think of it...

“How did you two get here, anyway? And how are you getting back?”

“I ran.”

“I flew!”

Putting a moron and a genius side-by-side is actually hilarious. Even if you ran, it would take four hours to get here from the Royal Capital.

“...Good grief. It’s late. Carta, you have to be exhausted. Flying at night is dangerous. Wait here, I’ll have a carriage prepared.”

“For real?! You’re a lifesaver!”

“...Thank you, Weiss-kun.”

“I wasn't talking to you, Vitamin.”

“Hey, come on! We’re friends, aren't we?!”

...If it’s these two, they might actually believe me if I told them about the Calamity.

“Master Weiss, the preparations are complete.”

Zebis appeared at my side. He seemed to understand what I needed without us even making eye contact. Or rather, he’d probably predicted my actions before I even took them. Everyone in my life was so competent it was becoming a problem.

“...It’s almost dinner time. It would be a stain on the honor of House Fanscent to let guests leave hungry. If you aren't picky eaters, stay and eat. But wash your hands first.”

“What are you, my mom...? Fine, I’ll take you up on that! I’m starving!”

“Yes! Thank you for the meal!”

Watching them, I realized that I might be starting to like this world more and more... well, I suppose I liked it from the very beginning.

Duke -> Muscle -> Protein -> Sasami -> Vitamin -> ????
041 Shari and Allen's Summer Vacation

“It’s hoooot...”

I love summer, but this was just cruel.

I’d heard that Youth, up in the north, stayed comfortable even during this time of year. I really wanted to visit there someday.

The Royal Capital during the Estarm vacation was even more crowded than usual. Everyone looked like they were melting, but behind the sweat, their faces were full of smiles. There were plenty of unfamiliar faces around; I assumed they were students or workers who had returned to their hometowns, just like us. Since it was mostly families, people sometimes called this the "Season of Happiness."

I came to a stop in front of a door marked Palmia Temple. The Palmia Orphanage was located right next to it. When I knocked, a familiar, welcoming smile greeted me.

“Oh, Shari! You've come today as well.”

The woman smiling so affectionately was Emma-san. She was a priestess here and the founder of the orphanage. She was Allen’s second mother, and I absolutely adored her. She was kind to the children and, above all else, she valued fairness. Out of everyone I’d ever met, her character was easily among the best.

“How is Allen doing?” I asked.

“He’s finally back to his old self. Though for him, that took quite a while.”

“Then he’s at the usual spot, isn't he?”

“Yes, he’s been there since first light.”

Inside the temple, chairs were lined up at perfect intervals, and the windows along the walls and ceiling were vibrant stained glass. They depicted knights and gods, with a statue of the Goddess standing in the center. The desk in front of her was crowded with flickering candles.

I loved this place. And the biggest reason for that was—

“Whoa, it’s big sister Shari! Play with us!”

“Maybe later, okay?”

“Aww, no fair! Allen’s been doing ‘special training’ forever and he’s being super boring!”

It’s definitely because I get to see these kids smiling.

At the back of the temple was a door that led out to the courtyard. It was a wide-open space that served as a playground for the kids around noon, but in the morning, it was Allen’s personal training ground.

“Hah! Seh! Haah!”

He was swinging his sword with everything he had, locked in a struggle with an imaginary foe. He was already plenty strong—who else did he feel like he had to beat?

Is it Weiss, after all?

“Morning, Allen. Look, I brought breakfast.”

“Eh? Wha—whoa-oa!”

I tossed the fruit I was holding toward him. It was a Mini-Melomelon, his favorite.

“Thanks. I haven't eaten a thing since I woke up.”

“I figured. Duke’s going to scold you again and tell you your muscles won't grow if you skip meals.”

“I just got... carried away.”

“Well, I’m just glad to see you’ve got some energy back.”

“Thanks... I realized I couldn't stay depressed forever.”

“I suppose that's true.”

The news of Billford Tucker’s death had reached our ears, too. We heard he had fought in self-defense to protect his sister. According to the rumors floating around the nobility, Weiss was the one who proved it.

When Allen found out, it hit him hard. He had been so determined to catch Tucker. He was haunted by the thought that he might have thrown a man in prison just for trying to protect his little sister.

Looking back, when Weiss said he would judge Tucker by the law, he’d had a look on his face I’d never seen before.

Maybe he knew the truth about Tucker from the very beginning?

No, there’s no way. Even for him, that's impossible.

Still, Allen had been brooding for days. He’d set out to help people, only to realize he’d been completely wrong.

“Everyone messes up sometimes,” I said. “I certainly did. It’s what you do next that matters.”

“...Hey, Shari. Do you think Weiss knew? About Tucker, I mean. Right from the start?”

“Don't be ridiculous. You're overthinking it. I mean, Weiss is smart, so maybe he felt like something was ‘off,’ but that's about it.”

“...I guess you're right.”

Weiss wasn't anything like the rumors suggested. He cared about his friends, and... he was kind. He could be terrifying, sure, but he watched people closely, and he worked harder than anyone.

I had been so wrong about him. He was an incredibly straightforward person.

But at the same time, I felt a nagging sense of anxiety. Why was Weiss so obsessed with becoming that strong? It felt like he was fighting against something invisible—

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”

Suddenly, Allen started screaming at the sky. I stared at him, bewildered, until he turned to me with a bright, refreshed grin.

“W-What was that for?”

“I feel better! I’m just going to focus on what I can actually do. Thank you, Shari.”

“Pfft, haha! I like that. I think I'll try it, too. Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”

“Sha-Shari!?”

“Ah, I feel better too.”

Ever since the day Weiss saved my life, my head had been a total mess. It wasn't that my life until now had been a lie, but I just couldn't process everything. If Weiss hadn't been there, I would be dead right now. No question.

My current life was a gift from him. I had no idea how I could ever repay that debt. But moping around wasn't going to change anything. It was time for me to move forward.

“Oh, by the way,” I mentioned. “I heard Duke went to hang out with Carta-san today to try and figure out the secret to Weiss’s strength.”

“Ahaha, that sounds like Duke. I should probably learn from how straightforward he is.”

“You guys are already the ‘Straightforward Duo.’ Honestly, Allen, you could afford to be a bit more cynical.”

“Y-You think so?”

“Definitely. You’re about as stubborn as Weiss is.”

“Hmm. I don't really see it...”

The story of Allen and Weiss taking down a dragon had become a hot topic at the Academy. Most people seemed to think it was a total fabrication. As if they could really do that, they’d say. But I knew better.

I knew those two could make the impossible happen.

“So... how's your body? Any... side effects?”

“Oh, I’m fine. No problems so far. I’m trying to avoid using my Gift as much as I can, though.”

“...Don't overdo it, okay?”

“I wonder? I'll probably end up pushing myself eventually.”

“Idiot.”

“Ehehe.”

That carefree smile... it was the same as always. It actually reminded me a little of Weiss. Just a feeling, though.

Alright! I had to follow their lead and get to work.

“Wait, Shari? What are you—Why are you taking your clothes off!?”

“I’m going to be drenched in sweat if I stay like this, so I’m changing into my gear.”

“But why here?!”

“What, are you getting shy now? You've seen me stripped down here plenty of times when we were kids.”

“T-That’s totally different! We're not kids anymore!”

I’d planned on taking it easy today, but I changed my mind. I couldn't afford to be left behind.

“Are you done yet?!” Allen called out, shielding his eyes.

“You can look now.”

“Phew... wait, what's with the wooden sword? Did you bring that all the way from the Academy?”

“I don't want to be relegated to ‘defense-only’ magic empowerment forever. I’m sick and tired of being a burden.”

“...I see. Alright, Shari! Let’s do this! No holding back!”

“Actually, please hold back a little. Just... not too much.”

“That’s a tall order... But let's give it our all. We have to beat Weiss. The future we’re aiming for is going to be even more difficult than that, after all.”

“True. We can't have him laughing at us again.”

Weiss Fancent.

The most notoriously wicked noble in the kingdom. A man who supposedly did whatever he wanted using his birthright and power without lifting a finger.

—But that was a lie.

He was a tireless worker, he was strong, and he had a heart that was purer than anyone knew.

Just like Allen said, I was going to work my hardest so I wouldn't lose to him—or to Allen. I didn't want to just talk about ideals; I wanted my words to have weight. I wanted to be someone who could truly stand for what's right.

“Alright... Allen. Come at me.”

“Wait, that's a Weiss impression, isn't it?”

“You caught me? I thought it made me sound tougher.”

“Come, Shari.”

“Oh, that was a good one.”

That was my new goal.
Chapter 42: The Second Official "Discuss Lord Weiss Fancent Behind His Back" Session

"If I may be so bold, I, Zebis, shall summarize our findings."

In a certain room of the mansion, while Weiss was soaking in his favorite bath, four individuals had gathered. 

Seated around the circular table were Milk, Lilith, and Cynthia, with Zebis presiding.

"What on earth happened while I was away?" Milk demanded.

"What do you mean by 'what'? Could you please be a bit more specific?" 

Milk let out a long, weary sigh and crossed her arms. "The Tucker incident. Why did Weiss get so deeply involved with a guy like that? Besides, no matter how you look at it, he’s depressed. As his butler, can you really not even provide basic emotional care?"

Having just returned from her stint in Estarm, Milk had tried to greet Weiss, but for some reason, he had treated her with a bit of a cold shoulder. 

She had been under the impression that her disciple would be eagerly awaiting her return. Consequently, she was feeling—just a little—hurt.

Zebis, however, had previously been told that his role was to provide "support from the shadows." Because of this, he had been trying his best not to interfere unnecessarily. He didn’t quite understand the nuances of the situation, but he was attempting to grasp them through some vague, airy sense of intuition.

"Even without asking unnecessary questions, Lord Weiss always acts with righteousness," Zebis replied. "I believe leaving him be for the time being is the correct course of action."

"Hah! Is that how the House Fanscent butler does things? Once a person’s heart is wounded, it isn't easily repaired. Weiss needs healing."

Again, it must be noted that Milk herself was feeling wounded. This was nothing more than her taking her frustration out on Zebis.

Lilith, watching the tension rise, slowly stood up. 

Meanwhile, Cynthia was twirling her hair, focused on hunting for split ends. She loved Weiss, of course. Since she understood him better than anyone, she was less worried about his mood and more concerned with planning their future together.

"Teacher Milk has a point," Lilith said softly. "However, Zebis-san is also trying his best to understand Lord Weiss. You know as well as we do, Teacher Milk, that Lord Weiss often hides the true depths of his heart, don't you?"

"…You have a point. But it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call Zebis his right-hand man. Shouldn't he understand everything? That boy is the man who will one day lead House Fanscent. He has talent and the people's charisma. It’s your job to raise him into a strong man, isn't it?"

Zebis took several calm, deep breaths, though his cheek twitched rhythmically. 

Cynthia spoke up then, still twirling her hair while admiring the accessory Weiss had given her. It contained a magical photograph of him. "I feel as though he is looking toward the future. He rarely laughs with pure, unbridled joy, but when he interacts with others, there are moments when he seems truly, deeply at peace. I can see it. He likely found Tucker's circumstances… painful to his own heart."

"That… might be true," Lilith agreed, and the air in the room settled for a moment.

Deciding this was his only opening, Zebis calmly began jotting down bullet points with a black brush.

[What Lord Weiss Fancent is seeing, and why he was depressed]
1. He wanted to save Tucker.
2. He wanted to be friends with Tucker.
3. Something unpleasant happened that had nothing to do with any of this.
4. I, Zebis, am working very hard.

"Does this seem like an accurate summary?"

"Hmm. Don't you think number four is a bit out of place?" Milk asked. "As for one, two, and three, those are all issues that could be solved if you just worked harder. It honestly feels like you're neglecting your duties."

"There is no basis for that claim. Lord Weiss trusts me implicitly."

"Then why is your presence so thin lately? What do you even do all day?"

"My… presence? What an incomprehensible thing to say. I am the power behind the scenes. I handle every single arrangement to ensure Lord Weiss’s life runs smoothly."

"You're just a spineless man of excuses."

At Milk's final jab, the hard-tipped pen in Zebis’s hand began to emit an ominous creak.

"Your mouth is running a bit too freely. This is the Fanscent mansion. I suggest you watch your tone. This meeting was convened so we could better understand Lord Weiss."

"It’s your tone that’s bothering me," Milk shot back. "Zebis Odin, I thought you were more capable than this. Perhaps I’ve left Weiss in your hands for too long. Should I just take over as butler myself?"

Sensing that the situation had become genuinely dangerous, Lilith moved to intervene even faster than she had during their last meeting.

"Stop it, both of you! Fighting achieves nothing! This is just like last time!"

"No," Milk insisted. "As long as Zebis is drawing a salary, it’s only polite that he works at a level equal to or greater than his compensation. It’s his fault Weiss isn't getting the emotional care he needs."

"That’s our fault too! Lady Cynthia, please say something—"

"Listen here, Milk, you’re getting way too cocky," Zebis growled. A crack appeared in his usually serene, Buddha-like expression. "Me, a salary thief? I’ve been working without a single day off even while you were away in Estarm. You were probably back in your hometown soaking yourself in booze!"

The moment his pen snapped in two, Zebis's composure shattered. 

His sudden surge of mana and bloodlust was so intense that, at that exact same moment, Weiss—who was currently scrubbing himself in the bath—slipped off his stool and hit his butt on the floor.

"Ze-Zebis-san?! Your tone?!" Lilith cried out in desperation.

Cynthia, however, was still staring at her magical photo, delighted by a new discovery. "Oh my, I never realized he had such a cute little mole on his right cheek. I had no idea."

"You think I was just drinking?" Milk hissed. "Why don't we find out? I'll even go easy on you."

"Ha! I'll take you on with one arm tied behind my back. I’ve been itching to do this for a while now. Don't regret it later!"

"Fine by me. Grab a sword. I’ll even beat you without using the magic you’re so bad at."

"Stop it! I said stop!" Lilith wailed. "If you two fight, Lord Weiss will only be more upset! Lady Cynthia, help me!"

"Oh, look, there’s another little dot here. I simply must take a full-body photo next time. I hear the technology in the West is so advanced they can even make lifelike dolls. Maybe I should order a 'Weiss-chan' doll for myself…"

Lilith was panicking, and the other three weren't listening to a word she said. 

Finally, Lilith’s own thread of patience snapped. She performed a sharp curtsy, hiking up her skirt to reveal a concealed knife, which she promptly imbued with magic. It was the technique Shari had taught her—coating the blade’s edge with elemental mana.

"I am actually getting angry now," Lilith stated.

"Ho… Lilith, you’ve gotten stronger when I wasn't looking," Milk noted.

"Stay back, Lilith. I’m going to crush this guy," Zebis barked.

"Lilith-san, your knife is much shinier than it used to be. Could you put that enchantment on my necklace too? I feel like it would help me sense Weiss more intensely."

Lady Cynthia had stayed by Weiss's side the entire time he was depressed. Because of that, she knew better than anyone that he just needed some space. 

But putting that aside, her only real thought at the moment was wondering when Weiss would finally finish his bath.



A few dozen minutes later, I stepped out of the bath and opened the door to the room.

The notes I’d seen on the wooden board earlier had been completely erased. In their place, a new list had been written.

[10 Great Deeds Accomplished by Lord Weiss Fancent]

"What is this…? Anyway, Teacher Milk, welcome back."

"Yes, I’m home," she replied.

"Zebis, you look a little out of breath. And Teacher Milk, are your shoulders heaving?"

"It is merely your imagination, my lord."

"Lilith, do I smell… magic in the air?"

"You must be mistaken, Lord Weiss."

"Oh, Weiss," Cynthia chirped. "If you look closely, you have a darling little mole right at the corner of your left eye, too."

I tilted my head, feeling a strange sense of déjà vu. 

Still, seeing everyone getting along like this made me happier than anything else. I’d been feeling pretty down lately, but I couldn't help but smile. 

I really do have the best companions.

But I’m always keeping secrets from them.

I realized then that I needed to do a better job of communicating my feelings to everyone. I made a mental resolution: the next time something happened, I would be honest and just tell them when I was feeling depressed.
043 Battle Universe

The "Calamity" was a historical catastrophe that went down over three hundred years ago.

The victims numbered in the hundreds of thousands, and those missing were even more numerous. Naturally, the ones responsible for the atrocity were the members of the Demon Race, led by the Demon King.

In most works of fiction, a Demon King usually just sat on a throne in some dark castle, indulging in sloth while nobody really knew what he was up to. But in Noblesse Oblige, things were different.

The Demon Race lived in a different dimension, another world entirely, and they would suddenly manifest in our world without warning. As for why they attacked humans, the reason wasn't known at this point in the story.

However, I knew. They wanted young, talented humans.

Their uses for us were varied—bait, slaves, research materials, or even just playthings. Depending on the individual demon, some even grew stronger by consuming humans. Their tastes and preferences were as diverse as they were twisted.

But the Demon King was an anomaly. He was born as the strongest being in existence and desired nothing. He killed, captured, and preyed upon us for one reason and one reason only: it was "fun."

This whole setup was basically the prologue to Noblesse Oblige. The main story followed us players as we fought to oppose that Demon King.

If you traced the history back to the beginning, the Noblesse Magic Academy and the academies of other nations were all established in the wake of the Calamity. Their original purpose was to nurture talented individuals to ensure such a tragedy never happened again. Over time, however, that sentiment weathered away, and each Academy’s ideology began to shift.

The thing I viewed as a total death flag was the second Calamity—the incident that was destined to occur in the near future. It was a massive pain in the ass because nobody knew exactly when it would trigger. In short, it was total RNG.

It was a shitty event that started without warning, and if I started counting the other headaches involved, I’d be here all day. In terms of game progression, it was the first real wall. Repelling the Demon Race required a massive amount of skill and a whole lot of luck.

In the original game, it probably took me over a week of real time to clear this part. I couldn’t even remember how many times I’d seen the "Game Over" screen. And apparently, that was considered fast. There were heaps of players who couldn't get past this event and were forced to quit the game entirely.

And now, I had to clear it in one go. This was Hard Mode with no continues. Or rather, was I supposed to call this a "Brutal Game turned Ultra-Hard Mode"?

Still, I wasn't going to give up. I was going to [clear] this, no matter what.



"...A fruit shop popular in the Royal Capital?"

I was currently at the Ostrava Royal Library, a five-hour carriage ride from the Fanscent Territory. I had already scoured every book in the mansion’s archives, but there were precious few documents regarding the Demon Race. 

Even with my meta-knowledge, I didn't remember every little detail. There were mountains of settings I didn't know. This world was a game, yes, but it was also my reality. I’d come here thinking there might be some hidden lore I had overlooked.

If I could have just one wish granted, I’d ask for the ‘Noblesse Oblige Complete Strategy Guide.’ Actually, wait... if I had that, I probably should’ve asked to be someone other than Weiss.

If I could have chosen... it would have to be him.

Anyway.

"...Melomelon Cream is popular?"

I had been trying to research the Demon Race, but a completely unrelated book had been misplaced on the history shelves. It was a guide to local fruits.

"Hoh. Beelan Street, huh? That's close by..."

Apparently, a lot of new shops had been opening lately. It was all information that hadn't existed back when I played the game. Is this another world-line alteration?

...Dammit, I couldn't stop myself from turning the pages.

"The eldest son of House Fanscent is surprisingly girlish."

"Ah?"

Startled by the sudden voice, I looked up to see a woman wearing glasses standing before me. 

I knew she’d be here, but seriously? Is she really following the game script this closely?

I had seen her around the Academy a few times, but this was the first time we’d ever had a proper conversation. She had slender limbs and long black hair. She wasn’t particularly tall, but she had a fantastic figure.

"...Fruit and sweets provide glucose. I use my brain a lot, so I’m usually running low on sugar," I blurted out.

"I see. Well, I like them too."

"I doubt I use mine as much as you, though—Cecil Antwerp."

"Oh my. It’s an honor to be recognized by the top-ranking underclassman, Fansent-kun."

"Hah. Don't give me that."

This was the woman who had served as Duke’s partner during the Tag Tournament. She was an underclassman like me, and her magic power and combat techniques weren't anything special. In fact, they were below average.

But the girl was a freak of nature. She held the top spot in every written exam. Wasn't her IQ supposed to be over 200? In the original game, she acted as Allen’s strategist during the final act, but she wasn't the type to become an [ally] just because you asked nicely.

In Noblesse Oblige, there were specific branching points where you had to manually secure certain characters to join your party. Sometimes recruiting one person meant losing another. I hadn't quite grasped all the flags for her yet.

Recruiting her was easily SS-class in terms of difficulty. Was it on par with beating Eva Avery in a fight? I wasn't even sure.

"So, what are you doing?" she asked.

"Researching. What else do people do in a library?"

"I suppose so. That was a trivial question."

"Then I’ll ask you the same. What are you doing here?"

"Killing time, I suppose. I’ve already read almost every book in the Ostrava Royal Library, so now I’m just starting my second lap."

If anyone else had said that, I would have taken it as a joke, but Cecil was being dead serious. The collection here easily exceeded a hundred thousand volumes. I had no doubt she had memorized every single one of them. 

Naturally, that included information on the past [Calamity] and the Demon Race.

"So, Cecil, why did you call out to me?"

"No particular reason. I just came to pick up a book and thought I saw someone unusual."

"I see."

The shelf I was looking at was for history. This was likely what she was looking for. I pulled a volume from the shelf and handed it to her.

"Here."

She accepted it, her expression flickering with a hint of surprise. "...How did you know?"

"You're a celebrity. Of course I’d know."

Geniuses like her tended to be weirdly dense when it came to themselves. I guess that was just the trope.

"I see."

"Hah. I can't tell if you're joking or not."

"Aren't you more famous than I am, Fansent-kun?"

"Yeah, but for all the wrong reasons."

That seemed to hit her funny bone for some reason, and she let out a little giggle. As far as first contacts went, this was going great.

"Hey, you want to go a round? I was just getting bored."

"...You can play?"

"I'm stronger than I look. Though I don't know if I can match you."

"Hmm? Why not."

She maintained a stoic expression, but I knew she was secretly thrilled. The Royal Library didn't just house books; it had a gaming area too. They had everything from house-playing sets for kids to complex card games for adults.

As we moved to the third floor, I watched her from behind and noticed her step had become quite light. She had a total poker face, but her heart was clearly dancing.

On the other hand, I was a nervous wreck. 

I had wanted this opportunity so badly I could taste it. It was unexpected for Cecil to be the one to initiate the conversation, but I had been praying to find her here. If she hadn't shown up, I’d planned to haunt this library for days. Finding her on day one was a huge stroke of luck.

I had to win.

The second Calamity—the future incident—was going to be brutally difficult. And normally, Cecil wouldn't be there. I couldn't remember the exact reason—maybe she went back to her family home, or was away on business, or maybe she just chose not to fight. She wasn't cold-hearted, but she generally lacked interest in others.

I needed to find a way to pull her into my circle so we could [clear] the Calamity. Cecil was worth so much to me that I was willing to tell her everything if that’s what it took. On the game’s old message boards, I’d seen her compared to legendary strategists like Zhuge Liang or Takenaka Hanbei. Having her in the endgame changed the difficulty of the game entirely.

If there was even a chance I could [get] her as an ally this early, I had to take it.

For the sake of today—no, ever since I arrived in this world—I had been practicing Battle Universe relentlessly with Zebis. Even back in my previous life, I had played the mini-game until my hands cramped.

We sat down at a table on the veranda where the sunlight was streaming through the window. It was warm and pleasantly comfortable. However, my heart was burning with a fire that was anything but peaceful.

I had to win. I had to earn her respect. That was the only way to recruit the genius, Cecil Antwerp.

With practiced movements, she opened the box and began taking out the [pieces] one by one. They were exquisite carvings of historical figures striking various poses. Each had a specific [role] and was equipped with different weapons and armor.

Beside Cecil sat the book I had handed her earlier: The History of Battle Universe.

The game was like a hybrid of chess, shogi, and go. As she quietly lined up her pieces, the corners of her mouth lifted just a fraction. She was definitely enjoying this.

Cecil was the strongest Battle Universe player in the world. It was a mini-game within Noblesse Oblige, but it was so well-designed that it could have been a million-seller as a standalone title. It was a game for everyone—men, women, young, and old.

Countless players had challenged her in the game just to recruit her. And every single one of them had eventually given up. I’d heard stories of people who played for over a thousand hours and still couldn't beat her. Even I had never managed to win in my original playthrough.

But this time was different. I wasn't sitting here just to try; I was sitting here to win. I had done the work to back it up.

"Any handicap pieces?" she asked.

"No, an even match—Tagaisen—is fine. But in exchange, if I win, you have to do one thing I ask."

"...Are you being serious?"

"Yeah. I’m saying this to the World Champion, Cecil."

"Hehe... how interesting. But what’s in it for me if I win?"

"You can decide that for yourself."

"Hmm. A fair deal. I’ll accept those terms."

Good. I’ve got her word. Normally, there was no way she would agree to something like that. But Cecil was different. She possessed an overwhelming amount of confidence and pride. Now, all I had to do was win. 

Of course, that was the hardest part.

"I’ll take the second move," she offered.

"Then I’ll take the advantage."

In this game, the first player had a slight edge. To her, this was just a game. To me, this was a battle I was staking my life on.

I will win. And Cecil, I'm going to make you my ally. But I’m going to do it in a fair and square fight.

"Well then, Fansent-kun. I look forward to our match."

"Ah, yes. Cecil-san, I look forward to it as well."

I didn't forget to bow before we started. That was the first official rule of Battle Universe.
044 Genius

Battle Universe was a game where players fought to protect their respective Kings.

Each piece had a specific role, such as a Knight or a Mage, with clearly defined attack and defense ranges. It was the kind of game that was simple to learn but impossibly deep to master. Even though it started as a mere mini-game within Noblesse Oblige, it eventually became popular enough to warrant its own standalone release.

The board consisted of a 20x20 grid where players took turns moving their exquisitely crafted pieces. To be honest, I had been so obsessed with it in my past life that there were times I completely ignored the main story just to play.

And, of course, the most indispensable character when talking about this game was the girl currently sitting right in front of me: Cecil Antwerp.

At the age of eight, she had entered the first-ever world championship and walked away with a brilliant victory. She had been on a winning streak ever since. In this community, there wasn't a single soul who didn’t know her name.

But she was bored. Despite her love for the game, she had no rivals. Even the developers couldn't take a single set off her.

But I—I was going to win.

That was exactly why I had come here. My goal was to recruit her as an ally.

"—So, you seem to be overthinking things quite a bit."

"……I lost."

I gave her a polite bow of defeat. 

No, seriously—she is way too strooooooooong!

How did that piece end up there?! Was she reading a hundred moves ahead? I’d seen people on message boards claiming, "I beat her!" but those were almost always dirty lies.

……But it wasn't impossible. At least, I didn't think it was.

"C-can we go again? Please?"

"Hehe. You’re unexpectedly polite, Fancent-kun."

"I value etiquette."

"I see. Well, that’s fine. I don't dislike it. ——♪ ——♪"

She probably didn't even realize she was doing it, but Cecil was humming to herself. She really did love this game. And truthfully, so did I.

It sucked that I couldn't win, but the situation was unexpectedly fun. Before I knew it, I—no, we—had become completely immersed in the world of the board.

"……I lost."

"Thank you for the game. ——Wait, Fancent-kun, look outside!"

"Hm? Wait, wha—whaaaaaa?! What happened?! Is this a time leap?!"

We were supposed to have started before noon, but the world outside the library window was already pitch black.

I looked around and saw that the room was empty. No, wait—if I looked closely, there was one librarian left, watching us from a safe distance. I see. Between the world-famous genius Cecil and the notoriously wicked Weiss Fancent, there was no way a normal staff member was going to walk up and tell us to wrap it up.

……I felt like a total jerk.

"Let’s head home. ——Hang on a second."

"Hm? What is it?"

I walked over to the librarian and bowed my head low. No matter how much fun I was having, I couldn't just ignore the trouble I’d caused. That was the bare minimum of human decency. Closing time had clearly passed ages ago.

However, the lady just offered me a bright smile.

"It’s quite alright! You both looked like you were having so much fun."

Did I really look that happy? I wondered. Still, I made sure to apologize properly before heading back. I grabbed my things, called out to Cecil, and we hurried outside.

She was staring at me, her eyes wide with surprise.

"……What? Why are you looking at me like that?"

"……I was just thinking that you’re quite different from the rumors. Now that I think about it, I wonder why I even called out to you in the first place."

"What’s that supposed to mean?"

"Well, I had this image of you being scary. Ah, maybe it was because the book you were holding was so cute?"

"……It was for the sugar content——"

"Yes, yes, it’s good for the brain, right? Still, your Universe skills might need a little more work."

"That’s just because you’re a monster."

"That might be true."

"You really don't believe in humility, do you?"

"There's no point in it. Either way, people just take it as sarcasm."

"Well, you’ve got a point. ——Cecil, are you free tomorrow? If you’re up for it, I’d like to challenge you again."

"……Eh? I don't mind, but… at the library again?"

"The weather’s been nice lately. How about the Royal Capital National Park? We won’t be bothering anyone there."

"True. That sounds lovely. See you tomorrow then, Fancent-kun."

"Yeah. See ya, Cecil."

As I watched her walk away, I noticed her break into a quiet little skip. Exactly how much does she love this game?

Well, whatever. I had fun too. Tomorrow, I was definitely going to win. And then, I would officially bring Cecil into the fold——.

▽

"I lost."

"Yes! Thank you very much!"

The Royal Capital National Park was the only place where nature truly remained untouched despite being right in the heart of the city. Looking around, the grass was mostly covered by families and couples.

Right in the middle of them, with a Battle Universe board placed on the ground between us, we were locked in a life-or-death struggle.

Well, maybe I was the only one feeling the "life-or-death" part…… Cecil looked perfectly happy as she hummed another tune.

"~♪ ~♪"

Seriously, what is going on inside this girl's head? I had been studying like a madman ever since I arrived in this world. So why the hell couldn't I win?!

"Next game. Please."

"Sure. But let’s take a little break first. I haven't eaten a thing since this morning, and I'm starving."

"Now that you mention it… yeah, me too."

A quiet moment passed between us. I realized then that aside from my hellish training, this was the first time I had been so completely absorbed in something since coming to this world. This might have been the first time I’d worked this hard at something other than just "getting stronger."

There were children and elderly people all around us. This world was technically a game, but it was also reality.

Ah, I really am living inside Noblesse Oblige.

Suddenly, a slender, pale arm reached into my field of vision.

"Here, Fancent-kun."

"……What’s this?"

"If you're going to eat while gaming, it has to be this, right?"

Held out in her hand was a delicious-looking sandwich. The filling was…… my favorite, Melo-Melon. And it was loaded with cream. Is this… could it be…?!

"……Is this from that new shop?"

"Yep. I thought about making a lunch box, but you looked like you really wanted to try this the other day. I took a detour and picked it up this morning."

"Are you a genius?"

"So people tell me. ——I’m kidding. It’s just a small thank you from me."

"A thank you?"

What for? Did I actually do something for her?

"A thank you for playing Universe with me. There aren't tournaments every day, and I'm usually alone. I don't have any friends, and nobody wants to play with me."

Oh, right. She was so strong that nobody would even give her the time of day. Because she was such a transcendent genius, her very existence was perceived as a snub to others, leaving her isolated.

"In that case, I won’t hold back."

I gratefully accepted the sandwich. As I took a bite, the sweetness of the fruit, the cream, and the bread exploded in my mouth. Maybe I was just eating lines of code and program symbols, but I didn't care.

I was alive. And so were Cecil, Cynthia, Lilith, Carta, Allen, Shari, and Duke.

The Calamity that was approaching was a hurdle so high it wouldn't be strange for anyone to die. Even Teacher Milk wasn't safe. People would die.

……I had to get even more serious.

"Cecil. Once we’re done eating, another round. No—keep playing with me until I win."

"Fine by me. Nobody’s going to get mad at us for staying here all day."

"Your answer really assumes I’m just going to keep losing forever, doesn't it……?"

After that, we kept clashing on the board. We forgot about dinner, occasionally drifting into idle small talk as the pieces moved. We did it the next day, and the day after that.

But I couldn't beat her. In the end, I never won.

The Academy was set to start soon. Once classes began, I wouldn't be able to dedicate this much time to her anymore. In other words, I had failed to "win" her over as an ally.

Noblesse Oblige was designed so that the story would continue even if your allies died. In the original game, that was considered a "feature"—it was supposed to make you feel like you had to work harder for the sake of those you'd lost.

But that kind of future was complete bullshit. 

I wanted to avoid my own ruin, sure, but more than that… I didn't want anyone to die. I had confidence in my ability to fight, but I was just a "piece" on the board. I was a player, not a strategist. 

The Calamity would be a chaotic mess involving a massive number of people. I wasn't smart enough to control all those moving parts, nor did I have the trust of the masses.

But Cecil was different. If it was her, everyone would listen. 

I… I didn't fully understand it myself, but I think I actually wanted to protect the people at the Academy. Maybe I don't want to admit it out loud because I'm supposed to be 'Weiss.' But that was the truth.

"…………"

During the final match, the end was already in sight. And yet, I tried to resist. Maybe I was just terrified that the board state reflected the future.

"And that’s checkmate."

"…………"

When the final battle ended, I couldn't even squeeze a sound out of my throat. It was pathetic. My effort hadn't been enough. If I had refined my skills just a little more… maybe the future would have changed.

Dammit, I’m such an idiot.

"Zero wins, 674 losses, and 1 draw. That’s not even funny."

"……That’s not true. You had some really good moves in there. That last game was the strongest you’ve ever been."

"Yeah, maybe."

Should I just ask her directly? Should I get on my knees and beg for her help? 

Ha… as if she’d believe me. The second Calamity hadn't happened yet. The last one was a legend from hundreds of years ago. Who would believe it was coming back now? 

Ah, why couldn't I have handled this better?

"Thanks, Cecil. It was fun."

"Likewise. I’m glad I got to see so many different sides of you, Fancent-kun."

It couldn't be helped. This was just how the original story went. Trying to use "meta-knowledge" to cheat might have been a mistake from the start. I’d just have to squeeze my brain for another way to handle what was coming. At least I’d gotten better at the game thanks to Cecil. I’d just have to make use of that somehow.

"So, are you going to tell me now?"

"……Tell you what?"

"The reason you wanted to win so badly. You remember the condition for me winning, right? I’m using it now. That’s a fair request, isn't it?"

"……You probably won’t believe me."

"It’s fine, just say it. I don't think you're the type to lie to me, Fancent-kun."

I was stunned. In the original game, Cecil wasn't the type to say things like that. She didn't trust people. That was why, no matter how much you begged, she wouldn't join you unless you beat her. And even then, it was only out of a sense of competitive obligation.

But right now, Cecil was looking me straight in the eye.

"—The Calamity."

So, I told her. I talked about the second Calamity that was destined to occur. I didn't remember every single detail, and there were things I couldn't say, but I told her about the Demon King, the Demon Race, and the sheer scale of the danger.

I thought about lying and saying I’d seen it through some "future-sight magic," but I didn't. I didn't want to lie to Cecil when she was choosing to trust me.

She listened to the end without interrupting once. Objectively speaking, it was an absurd, nonsensical story. Even a close friend would have hesitated to believe it. And on top of that, I was Weiss Fancent. Anyone else would have assumed I was just mocking them.

"……I see. Something that terrible… that is a worry. It’s unsettling not knowing when it will happen, but if you’ll have me, I’ll start thinking of the best way to handle it. Though, don't get your hopes up too high."

Cecil believed me. She didn't even ask for proof.

"……You don't think I’m lying?"

"Well, you aren't, right?"

Cecil’s face was deadly serious. There wasn't a hint of ridicule in her expression.

"Yeah… but we’ve never even spoken before this. If I were in your shoes… I wouldn't believe a word of it."

Cecil slowly picked up one of the game pieces.

"……Universe is a more interesting game than you think. You can see a person's true character by how they play. Fancent-kun, you're stronger than you realize. You made moves that genuinely startled me, and you surprised me over and over. But more than that, the way you move your pieces shows how much you fear making sacrifices. I could feel your desperation to protect everyone through the board. That’s why I believe you."

"Hah. It’s just a game, though."

"Maybe. To some people, it’s just a game, but to me, it’s everything. It’s no exaggeration to say I only exist because of Universe. But because of that, everyone stopped wanting to associate with me. That’s why, when you invited me to play, I was so happy. I’ll help you. I’m sure I’ll have a lot of questions for you later, so you’ll have to keep talking to me."

"……That’s more than I could’ve ever hoped for."

"Hehe. Well then, I look forward to working with you."

Why is everyone in this world so kind? I felt it then—the reality that I was only surviving because I was being supported by others.

But thanks to her, the odds of choosing a better future had definitely gone up. I originally just wanted to avoid my own destruction, but now, I was getting greedy. I wanted to make the impossible possible.

Hey, Weiss. You feel the same way, don't you? You want everything to turn out perfectly, right? Come on, answer me.

"It’s getting late. I’ll walk you home."

"No way. You’re Lady Cynthia’s fiancé, aren't you? Honestly, I’ve been nervous the whole time wondering when she was going to pop out. You’d better tell her the truth—that you were just playing games with me."

Wait, really? Oh, right. She’d probably be pissed. ……I’d better tell her properly.

"Well then, see you later, Fancent-kun. If this leads to a fight and your engagement gets broken off or something, come tell me and I’ll comfort you."

"……Comfort me?"

"Good night! That was fun. And for the record… this was the first time I’ve had a draw since my second-ever match of Universe. You should be proud."

"Hah. I’ll do that."

I didn't quite get that last bit, but the result was the best possible outcome. Plus, everyone at the Academy—including myself—was already stronger than they were in the original story.

I will absolutely…… not lose. 

I’m going to resist everything this world throws at me.

Demon King, I’m the one who’s going to kill you. Better wash your neck and wait.
045 The Last Day

It was the final day of summer vacation—Estarm.

The days following Teacher Milk’s return had been a whirlwind of activity, exhausting but undeniably fun.

Engaging in combat while Flash—Time Lapse—was active was more grueling, intense, and difficult than I had ever imagined. For one thing, maintaining my mana pool was an absolute nightmare. I hadn’t missed a single day of training, but even so, the consumption rate was absurd. In a real fight, I’d likely be forced to use it only in short, tactical bursts.

Furthermore, the duration of Magic Turbulence (Enroute)—the technique used to disrupt an opponent’s mana—shrank the stronger the target was. To make it work, I had to keep my Whip in constant contact with the enemy. It was like trying to keep a steady current of electricity flowing through a moving target. 

I’d tested it on Teacher Milk, and I only managed to seal her magic for a few measly seconds. Still, being able to forcibly interrupt a spell chant was a massive advantage. Between the Power Up Duke (Vitamin) had coached me through and the Flight Magic I’d learned from Carta, I had become considerably stronger.

But it’s probably still not enough, I thought. That’s just how high the difficulty of the Calamity is.

Having Cecil at my back was a huge confidence boost, yet a lingering anxiety continued to gnaw at me. It pained me to think about it, but when the Calamity finally struck, I would have to rely on her.

"Weiss? Are you okay?"

"Ah, sorry. I was just lost in thought. It wasn't the right time for that."

"Please, don't worry about it," Cynthia said with a gentle smile. "I’m just happy that we can spend the final day of Estarm together like this."

"Me too!" Lilith chimed in, though she looked a bit hesitant. "But... am I getting in the way of you two?"

"Don't be silly, Lilith. You’re our indispensable partner."

"Ehehe, that makes me so happy!"

We had traveled from the Fanscent Territory by carriage to visit a coastal town called Youth. Sea bathing was the main attraction here, and the area was teeming with life during the Estarm season. While the streets were packed with tourists, the vast majority were high-ranking nobles. Perhaps because the shops knew their clientele, the prices were astronomical, but the crime rate was nonexistent.

"Safe and Secure Youth"—that was the reputation it held among the aristocracy.

The scenery was, in a word, breathtaking. We walked along a path where a grand fountain sprayed mist into the air to our front, while the sparkling blue sea stretched out to our right. The cobblestone streets were immaculate, filled with the bright laughter of playing children and the inviting aromas of thriving restaurants.

I was living within the world of Noblesse Oblige. I was truly alive. Lately, I found myself dwelling on that fact more and more.

Stealing my fiancée, Cynthia, away from Allen was the single biggest change I’d made to the game's timeline. When the Calamity arrived, she would be standing on the front lines. I wouldn't even have to ask; knowing her personality, she would dive into the fray without a second thought.

However, I still hadn't told her that this was my second time facing the Calamity. I had a very good reason for keeping that secret. 

Cynthia, Allen, and Duke were the primary protagonists of the Calamity. I remembered that Carta had eventually dropped out of the Academy, but she had been dragged into the conflict as well. The future was unwritten. I had no way of knowing if revealing the truth now would be a masterstroke or a total disaster.

Because of that uncertainty, I had to be careful. Besides, more than anything, I wanted to cherish this peaceful moment.

Just then, a shop with a vibrantly colored roof caught my eye.

"Cynthia, Lilith, how about some ice cream?"

"That sounds wonderful," Cynthia agreed. "The view is so lovely here; shall we take it down to the shore?"

"I'm all for it! Lady Cynthia, what a perfect suggestion!"

"Yeah, that sounds great."

The ice cream in this region was famous. I asked for recommendations from a clerk wearing a garish, summery shirt and placed our order. I opted for a fruit medley, while Cynthia and Lilith went with vanilla and chocolate.

"This thing is huge," I muttered, staring at the serving.

"My, it really is impressive."

"But it looks so yummy!"

It was far larger than I had expected, but it certainly looked like it would be a satisfying treat. We walked down to the water's edge and sat on the sand, watching the waves. The rhythmic sound of the tide provided a natural BGM, and a cool sea breeze brushed against us like a welcome.

"Mm... it's delicious."

"This is the best...!"

"You're right. This is exquisite."

As expected of Youth, the flavors were enough to satisfy even our pampered noble palates. This might have been the first time I’d ever experienced such a quiet, serene moment. I’d felt something similar while playing Universe with Cecil, but it made me realize how much I wanted to truly understand this world. There was still so much I didn't know—and I was starting to think that learning those things was just as important as training.

"Weiss, may I have a bite of yours?"

"Yeah, of course."

"Thank you. —Mm, how tasty..."

I couldn't help it; every time I looked at her, I was struck by how enchanting her profile was. Our initial meeting had been... well, a disaster, but now I was genuinely in love with her.

Wait... did the original Weiss love her too?

Occasionally, I had moments where I questioned if these emotions belonged to me or the character I had inhabited. No, I'm overthinking it.

"You're always worrying about something, aren't you, Weiss?"

"Sorry. Did it show on my face again?"

"Please, don't apologize. I only wish you would rely on me more."

"She's right! Master Weiss, you try to shoulder everything by yourself way too much!"

"I am relying on you," I insisted. "More than you know."

Cynthia shook her head. Her hair swayed in the breeze, her white cheeks peeking through the strands. She looked as though she wanted to say more but was hesitating. Noticing the atmosphere, Lilith jumped to her feet.

"I’ll go throw away our trash! You two stay right here!"

"Thanks, Lilith. Sorry."

"Don't mention it! —Anyway, I’m off!"

After a long stretch of silence, Cynthia finally spoke, her voice soft and deliberate.

"...I love you, Weiss. At first, I suppose it was something close to love at first sight. But it’s different now. I’ve seen the person you really are, I’ve come to know you, and I want to be by your side forever."

Honestly, I was so stunned I couldn't find my voice. The way she looked at me as she spoke... it was as if she were peering directly into my soul. 

It was only because I knew the "plot" of this world that I had been able to get close to her. Because of that, there were times when I felt like a fraud, like I was merely toying with people's hearts using a cheat sheet.

But she had just looked at me and denied all of that.

Good grief, I’m a pathetic guy.

"Thank you, Cynthia. I love you too. No matter what happens from here on out... I will protect you. I promise."

"Hehe. You make it sound like we're about to head off to some grand battlefield."

Well, we are, I thought. But even if it kills me, I'll keep you safe.

"...I have a feeling there are things you can't tell me," she continued. "Even so, I believe in you. And I know Miss Lilith feels the same way. Weiss, I’m going to get stronger. Let’s keep working hard together."

"Yeah... Cynthia, I'm sorry for everything. I think I’ve reached the point where I’d be useless without you."

She was gently soothing the deepest, most hidden parts of my heart. She accepted everything I was and told me it was okay to be at peace. It felt so good... and that was exactly why I had to protect her.

"Cynthia."

"—Yes?"

I glanced around to see if anyone was watching. Of course they were; the beach was crowded. We were supposed to be a proper gentleman and lady. If we were alone, it would be one thing, but doing this in public was a serious breach of etiquette.

But I couldn't hold back.

"I love you."

"And I love you."

We pressed our lips together. It was a kiss that meant we had opened our hearts to one another—and a vow that I would protect her at any cost.

Summer vacation was over. It was time to get serious.

"Let’s give it our all again tomorrow. The period right after a long break, when everyone else is still distracted, is the best time to start racking up points."

"Fufufu, I suppose you're right."

In the world of Noblesse, there were countless branching paths. And, of course, there were routes where the heroines died.

I will never let that happen. Not in this life.

As I watched the sun dip toward the horizon, I made the most solemn vow of my life.



Watching Cynthia and Weiss from a distance, Lilith wore a soft smile.

The emotion welling up inside her wasn't jealousy; it was a profound sense of duty, a mission to protect the two people she held dear.

Even if it costs me my life.

"For their sake, I—"

Lilith made a vow of her own, whispered only to the wind.
046: Students from Other Schools

Summer vacation—or Estarm, as they call it here—was officially over, and we were back within the familiar walls of Noblesse Academy.

I’d managed to squeeze in several sparring matches since our return, and the effects of Flash (Time Lapse) were undeniable. I was significantly stronger than I’d been just weeks ago. 

The problem was that everyone else in my immediate circle had also improved by leaps and bounds. Allen, in particular... the way that guy moved now was just wrong. Based on my knowledge of the original game, his growth rate was mathematically impossible. It was infuriating, honestly, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a little exciting to watch.

Outside of training, I’d started meeting Cecil in the library after school to discuss the impending Calamity.

"So, what are the specific abilities of the Demon Race?" she asked.

"Well—"

She never once pushed me on how I knew these things; she just listened with absolute sincerity. In the original Battle Universe story, Cecil was a creature of pure pride who had zero interest in other people. Seeing her like this was a total shock, but it made me genuinely happy. 

Maybe we really did connect our hearts through the game... but still, to this extent?

I was so preoccupied by the change in her that I found myself voicing the question before I could stop myself. It was pretty rich coming from me, considering I was a walking vault of secrets.

"To be honest," Cecil said, "it might have started as simple curiosity. But please don't misunderstand—I don't think you're lying, and I never did. I don't know why, but if you're the one saying it, Fancent-kun, I feel like it must be true. Now, I just hope I can take your warnings and use them to protect everyone."

...I was happy. Truly, honestly happy. Knowing her original character, the fact that she placed this much trust in me meant the world.

"I owe you a big one for this," I muttered.

"Then I’ll just have to make you my practice partner in Universe again," she teased. "That aside, do you really think people will listen to me? The teachers will be there, and there are people much stronger than I am."

"It’ll be fine. I trust you, Cecil. At the very least, the people I know will believe you. I... I think. Sorry. I’m not exactly the most reliable guy when it matters most."

"I don't mind. More importantly, is Cynthia-san okay with this?"

Cecil really was a good person. She was even worried about Cynthia. I told her that I’d been consulting with Cynthia about our classroom studies as well.

The truth was, I was still agonized over whether to tell Cynthia the full truth about the Calamity. If I spoke up, the future would change. If the future changed, I’d be flying blind in a plot I no longer understood. 

And that would be dangerous in its own right. I’m damned if I do and damned if I don't.

"—Weiss, are you listening? Does that work for you?"

"Eh? Oh. Yes. Of course."

I’d been so deep in thought that I hadn’t noticed Teacher Milk calling my name during morning homeroom. I had no idea what she’d actually asked, but I figured a polite "yes" was the safest way to avoid a lecture. 

Our actual homeroom teacher, Chloe, was MIA this morning, likely busy with some administrative disaster. Darius was nowhere to be found either, which was why Teacher Milk was covering for them.

"Then it’s unanimous," Milk declared.

I didn't know what we'd just agreed to, but I breathed a private sigh of relief that I wasn't being scolded.

"Then let's move out. And listen up—don't you dare lose!"

"YES, MA'AM!"

The male students let out a roar that nearly shook the windows. It was impressive how motivated they got the second Teacher Milk opened her mouth. I spotted Duke (Vitamin) among them, shouting in perfect, terrifying unison. I had to stifle a laugh.

We stood up and began filing out of the classroom. The air was thick with competitive tension. Even I could feel my pulse quickening.

As we walked, Allen bumped my shoulder. "Weiss, we’re allies today. Let’s give it our all."

"Don't get it twisted," I replied, putting on my best aloof voice. "I’m just doing what I have to do. I’m not here to play 'teammates' with you."

"Good grief, man! Would it kill you to just be honest for once?"

"Shut up, Vitamin. And get your hand off my shoulder."

I have such mixed feelings about this. But I guess this event was inevitable. There’s a saying about a frog in a well not knowing the ocean; this was the perfect chance to see exactly where I stood in the grand scheme of things.

"Weiss, I’m counting on you," Shari said, smiling.

"You should be more worried about Allen. He’s probably still got a case of Estarm-brain."

"Honestly, you are so stubborn."

I brushed off Shari's comment as we stepped out onto the school grounds. Far in the distance, in an area usually off-limits to students, a massive arena—no, a stadium—loomed over the landscape. 

As we drew closer, the sound of cheering reached us. There were way more civilians in the stands than I remembered from the game. Is this another plot deviation?

Actually—

"Cynthia... you’re a bit close."

"Hehe, I’m simply making a public display of our affection."

"That is correct! Intimidation is a vital part of strategy!" Lilith added, looking equally fired up.

Cynthia was clinging to my arm, and while the... softness of the contact was incredibly distracting, I decided not to complain. 

We reached the entrance of the arena, where a group of familiar-looking faces was waiting. Well, "familiar" in the sense that I knew them from the game; it was my first time meeting them in this world. Every one of them had the same arrogant, "I’m better than you" sneer plastered on their faces.

Good grief. Some things never change.

One guy, who was significantly taller than Duke but stopped just short of having a "gorilla" physique, locked eyes with me. He was wearing a jet-black uniform embroidered with the Knight's Oath—the emblem of Duran Swordcraft High School.

Wait. Is this event going to center on me now? What a pain.

"Having a grand old time before the match, aren't you, Noblesse underclassman?" the guy sneered.

His tone was insufferably affected, backed by a visible aura of mana that practically screamed overconfidence. He loomed over me, looking down his nose. His cronies were no better—even the girls looked at us like we were something they'd stepped in. 

Then again, given their stats, they probably thought they had every right to.

"It’s called the champion’s swagger," I shot back. "I wouldn't expect your kind to recognize it."

"Hmph. The only person of merit your school ever produced was your senior, Eva Avery. To hide behind someone else's mantle like that... I suppose I shouldn't expect much from a 'Scum of Sloth' who got in through family connections. Isn't that right, Weiss Fancent?"

Oh? So he knows my name. 

In the original game, this was Allen’s event. Michael—the guy currently trying to bore a hole through me with his eyes—was supposed to pick a fight with Allen after seeing him flirting with Cynthia. I guess I’d managed to hog the spotlight this time around.

Still, his face was even more punchable in person than it was in the sprites. Seriously, did they buff his level of douchiness for the real-life version?

"I’m impressed," I said. "I didn't realize 'insulting people' was part of the Duran curriculum. That almost hurt my feelings."

"Hey! Don't you dare insult Michael!"

The chirping came from his girlfriend, Milika Empress. She was loud and aggressive, but I didn't actually hate her character type. She had a short, wine-red hairstyle that suited her, though she definitely wasn't my type.

"If you lay so much as a finger on my Weiss," Cynthia interjected, her voice dropping to a sub-zero chill, "I will personally see to it that your arm is encased in ice."

"Cynthia," Milika scoffed, "how could you ever settle for a man like this?"

"Your eyes are clearly incapable of seeing the truth. I expect they'll stay that way for the rest of your life."

Milika and Cynthia were classic rivals. Even in the original game, they’d had some incident during their childhood that fueled a lifelong grudge. 

Michael held Milika back, giving me one last condescending look. "This year’s trophy belongs to us. Enjoy your little sense of superiority while it lasts."

With those parting words, they strutted away. Lilith, who looked like she’d been vibrating with suppressed rage, finally exploded.

"How incredibly rude! Is that how one behaves at an honorable tournament!?"

"Let it go," I said. "They’re just frustrated. Eva Avery competed last year, and unlike Noblesse, Duran is a four-year school. Those guys probably had to watch their seniors get absolutely humiliated from the front row."

I turned my attention back to the arena. A massive banner hung over the entrance:

The 12th Inter-Academy Nobless Sword and Magic Cup.

This was one of my favorite events in the game. I’d known it was coming, but standing here in the flesh, I couldn't stop the warrior’s tremors from shaking my hands.

In this world, there are several institutions like Noblesse. Once a year, the top students from each school gather to find out who’s best. Because Noblesse is a three-year academy, we send underclassmen, but Duran and the others are four-year schools, meaning they send second-years. 

Naturally, having an extra year of training meant they were both more powerful and more arrogant. Duran was considered the second strongest after Noblesse. 

The original game described how Eva Avery had basically played with them last year. No one could touch her, let alone wound her. Michael and his friends had likely realized they couldn't win before the match even started. Seeing their idols get dismantled by a single woman must have been agonizing.

So they’re taking it out on us. I get it. I really do.

The tournament was a three-day affair: middle-class tomorrow, upper-class the day after. The stands were packed with parents, VIPs, and power brokers. My father had mentioned he couldn't make it due to work, which was fine by me.

Truthfully, this tournament wouldn't change the future much. But I was going to win anyway. That’s why I was here. I was going to take everything. 

Plus... this was a chance to legally beat the crap out of people who annoyed me. How could I possibly pass that up?

"Let’s go, Weiss."

"Yeah."

We entered through the student tunnel. When we reached the athlete benches on the ground floor and I looked up at the stands, the scale of it hit me like a physical blow.

My heart hammered against my ribs. Actually seeing it... it’s incredible.

The stadium was a sea of people. The roar of the crowd was a physical weight, making my skin tingle with static.

"Duran! Take 'em down!"

"Fury is the best!"

"Go Noblesse!"

I hadn't really thought of myself as a representative of the academy before. I’d come here as Weiss Fancent to test my own limits. But looking at the flags and hearing the cheers, it finally sank in.

I’m standing here for Noblesse.

Teacher Milk might be a temp, but she was still my master. I couldn't let her name be tarnished. I owed Darius, Chloe, and all the other teachers too.

And more importantly...

"Fancent-kun! Do your best!"

"Weiss-sama! Fight on!"

"Weiss-kun, you have to win!"

I looked up to see Cecil, Lilith, and Carta cheering from the underclassman section. 

Hmph. If you scream like that before the first match, you’re going to lose your voices.

The tournament was a five-person team format. Members were chosen based on grades and teacher recommendations. It was a shame Lilith and Carta weren't on the team, but there was no use complaining. 

Though, technically, I wasn't even supposed to be here either.

"Weiss," Teacher Milk said as we gathered in our designated team area. "The matches are starting. As the General, say a few words to the team."

"...I’m sorry, the what?"

Wait. 'Weiss, are you listening? Does that work for you? Then it’s unanimous.'

...Oh. So that was what I agreed to? 

I'm the leader? The General? Are these people insane?

"Is there a problem?" Milk asked, raising an eyebrow.

"No... no problem at all."

Frustrating as it was, my heart was probably in the same place as theirs. Last year, Eva Avery became a legend. And during the dragon subjugation, she’d had to save my life. As a Noblesse student, I couldn't let our honor be dragged through the dirt.

I looked at my teammates. It was a lineup so stacked I almost felt sorry for the other schools. 

The difficulty of this event was notorious—it was basically the "Dark Souls" of Battle Universe. You could lose and the story would continue, but everyone wanted that first-place trophy. However, in the original game, it was almost impossible to win. Most players thought it was a "scripted loss" event.

But I remembered a rumor about one legendary player who had cleared it. They’d posted a screenshot (SS) online, and while everyone else tried to replicate it and failed, the debate had raged for years. Some said it was a cheat; others said the photo was a fake. 

The truth had never been found. There was simply no information.

But now I can find out for myself. I'll know if it's a scripted loss or not. Because the final victory prize was visible in that screenshot. If the prize I see matches that photo, I’ll have my answer.

Fine then. I’ll just have to win and see for myself.

I turned to my team.

"Cynthia. Your ice magic is second to none. I believe in you."

"Ufufu. As you should."

"Duke. As long as you don't lose your head, you’re unbeatable. Stay calm."

"Hmph. Consider it done."

"Shari. I know you’ve been training with Lilith. Show me the results."

"Of course. I’m not planning on losing."

And finally...

"Allen. I don't have anything to say to you. I’m not going to lose, so make sure you don't either."

"Leave it to me, Weiss."

Even though we were a five-person team, we wouldn't all fight at once. There were some tag matches, but it was mostly one-on-one. 

With this lineup, there was no way we could lose. 

I—Weiss Fancent—was going to crush everyone with overwhelming power.
047 The Golden Generation

"The Golden Generation."

If you’re a fan of fiction, you’ve likely heard that phrase before. It’s the kind of trope that gets the blood pumping—the idea that, for one specific era, a concentrated cluster of geniuses all happens to be born at the exact same time.

Last year, Eva Avery had been the undisputed "strongest," but people hadn't really used that label for her peers. She was just an outlier. Plus, in the original game's plot, Allen’s existence wasn't even known to the other schools at this point.

But that was what made this event so fascinating. It was as if every other school had coordinated their calendars just to show up with their own "Golden Generation" all at once.

The guy who had picked a fight with me earlier, Michael, led the Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School. They were supposedly ranked second only to Noblesse in terms of prestige. In the game, I’d watched them take the championship trophy home more times than I could count. They acted like total pricks, sure, but the entire team had the raw talent to back up their arrogance.

Michael, in particular, was one of the strongest characters in the entire series. He was a monster who could weave high-level sword techniques and magic together with terrifying skill. This was the first time I’d ever been personally insulted by him in this world, but it was a scene I’d watched play out on my screen a dozen times.

He’s the one acting all high and mighty, but my blood is the one boiling.

Still, I couldn't afford to focus only on him. In the various branching paths of Noblesse, there were plenty of scenarios where Duran didn't win. There was Oscar Magic Academy, William Magic School, Mason Royal Magic High School... the list went on. Every single team was a pack of wild cards, and every one of them was being hailed as a Golden Generation.

I looked up toward the stands. Talent scouts from various nations were peering down at us. Individually, they weren't combatants, but they had sharp eyes for potential. They were here to cherry-pick the future. Just because a student graduated from a specific Academy didn't mean they were beholden to that territory; they were free agents. Naturally, countries would throw absurdly lucrative contracts at the best prospects, and everyone wanted an "Eva Avery" of their own.

They wouldn't ask you to sign right there on the spot, of course. It was more of an unspoken gentleman's agreement between nations. That was why the atmosphere was so electric. Combine that with the fact that the betting system was fully legalized, and everyone—from the high-ranking nobles to the commoners in the cheap seats—was losing their minds with excitement.

Well, they probably aren't as worked up as I am.

I scanned the room. Teams from every nation were huddled together, whispering over maps and charts. Michael noticed me looking and made a slow, deliberate "cutthroat" gesture. 

I just remembered something. I—the original Weiss—had actually met that guy when we were kids. I didn't recall the specifics, but I was pretty sure I’d humiliated him in some way. Well, it wasn't my fault his personality turned out so twisted. He should really learn to let things go. Enjoy your confidence while it lasts, buddy.

"By the way, where did Teacher Milk go?" I asked, looking around.

She had been here a second ago, and every team was supposed to have a faculty chaperone.

"She said, 'I'm going to watch from a distance. Have fun, Weiss,' and then she just... vanished," Cynthia replied.

"...Hmph."

Typical. That woman does whatever she wants. Well, we were the ones who had to do the heavy lifting anyway. We couldn't go crying to our teacher every time things got tense.

At that moment, a woman with a striking figure stepped into the arena. Her outfit was flashy and revealed more skin than was strictly necessary for sports officiating, but she was essentially a professional hype-woman hired to keep the crowd roaring. She held a small rod enchanted with sound magic.

After screaming a few opening remarks about the tournament's commencement, the first round finally began. And, as fate would have it, we were up first.

"First to the stage: Noblesse Magic Academy! A school of ancient tradition! We all remember the legend of Eva Avery from last year, but how will this year’s underclassmen hold up?! Their opponents: William Magic School, world-renowned for their unique ritual formulas! Their headmaster claims this is the 'Strongest Generation' in their history! As per tradition, the tournament opens with a clash between the leaders! From Nobless Academy: Weiss Fancent! From William Magic School: Riley Arlo!"

The referee knew exactly what she was doing. They always started with a "star" match to set the tone. 

I knew Riley well. He used a rare style that blended elemental magic with complex sorcery. As he waved to the crowd with a refreshing, boyish smile, he actually reminded me a bit of Allen. The cheers for him were deafening. I recalled that he’d won a major magic tournament as the youngest contestant in history. His specialty was a "Barrier" that was supposedly impossible to breach.

"Riley! Show us what you've got!"

"Lord Arlo! You're so dreamy!"

"Kill 'em, Riley!"

The high-pitched squealing from the female students was intense. I could have just cruised through this, but this was a show. I figured I might as well give the audience their money's worth.

"Alright, I'm off—"

"Weiss," Cynthia’s voice stopped me. "Silence them."

I looked back. She looked stunning, her expression perfectly tailored to my tastes. God, I love that look.

Alright. No holding back. I’m going for the throat from the jump.

"Weiss, I'm looking forward to this," Allen said.

"It'll be over in a flash. Just stay warmed up," I replied. Even Allen's encouragement felt weirdly good for once.

The moment I stepped onto the sands of the arena, the cheering died. It was like someone had flipped a muffle switch. My name and my reputation had finally clicked in their heads. As soon as they saw my face, the whispers of contempt started bubbling up.

"Wait, is that Weiss...?"

"The infamous Weiss Fancent? That guy?"

Yeah, yeah, keep it coming. I wasn't expecting a standing ovation anyway—

"Lord Weiss! Get 'em!"

"Weiss-kun, do your best!"

I nearly tripped. Lilith was screaming at the top of her lungs, and right next to her, Carta was hollering like a madman. Since when did they have time to make folding fans with my name on them?!

"Weiss, show 'em what a Noblesse student can do!"

"Those guys don't know who they're messing with!"

"Our Weiss would never lose to a bunch of posers like you!"

I blinked. A group of my classmates—people I had literally never spoken to, or people I had beaten into the dirt during training—were cheering for me.

...Well, damn. Now I really can't afford to look pathetic.

The rules were simple: an all-out brawl in a massive arena. Weapons were allowed, though we were wearing specialized training gear. The floor was enchanted with a unique sorcery—any damage taken would result in realistic pain and a corresponding drain on the victim's mana. If your mana hit zero or you passed out, you lost. To keep things "exciting," the safety dampeners were set a bit lower than usual. You had to be prepared to walk away with a few broken bones.

Riley’s "pretty boy" smile vanished, replaced by a look of grim determination as he leveled his sword at me.

"I’ve heard the rumors about you. It’s a shame, but I’m not going to waste any time. We, the 'Strongest Generation,' are destined to be legendary adventurers. I’m just going to treat you as a stepping stone."

"Is that so? I'm honored," I said. 

In the game, I’d lost to this guy a hundred times. I’d only managed to beat him after dozens of tries, learning his patterns by heart. My pulse is racing. I’ve waited a long time for this.

"AND NOW... BEGIN!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

For a second, it felt like time had simply stopped. The roar of the crowd vanished from my senses. All I saw was Riley Arlo, moving in slow motion.

I activated Dark Eye followed immediately by Time Lapse. On top of that, I triggered the Power Up Duke had taught me, feeling the mana circulate through my limbs with surgical efficiency. 

I bolted straight for him.

Riley began chanting, his Barrier manifesting in a 360-degree dome around him. Simultaneously, he conjured offensive magic outside the shield. Fire and water—just like Teacher Milk, he was a dual-attribute user. Manifesting magic directly into the air without using your hands as a focus was a high-level master's technique. No student should have been able to do it, but for him, it was like breathing.

The fire and water spiraled toward me like living snakes, zigzagging to cut off my escape.

"Too slow," Riley muttered. He was smiling, clearly convinced he’d already won the exchange of skill. I couldn't hear him, but I could read his lips perfectly.

But I could see it all. I saw the magic, and more importantly, I saw the ritual formulas. It was like looking at raw code. I saw the glitches. I saw the seams where the spells were stitched together. I knew exactly where to put my blade to unpick the whole thing.

I just had to follow the lines.

"W-WHAT?! WEISS FANCENT JUST... HE CUT THE MAGIC?!!?!"

I shredded through the fire and water spells as if they were made of paper, closing the gap in a heartbeat. Riley froze. He was terrified, yet he still seemed to be banking on his "unbreakable" Barrier.

Idiot. Did you really think a mid-tier defense spell was going to save you?

"I win," I said.

"...Huh?"

With a single, precise strike, I shattered the Barrier’s ritual formula. The dome disintegrated, leaving Riley completely exposed. Before he could even think about a second chant, I carved him up. 

Right arm. Left arm. Right leg. Left leg. Solar plexus. Vitals. And finally—the heart.

If this is the 'Strongest Generation,' they’ve been playing in the kiddy pool for too long.

Riley collapsed. His injuries were severe enough that he wouldn't be walking for at least two weeks. In a real fight, he’d be a corpse. But hey, he’s lucky I’m a nice guy.

"TH-THE WINNER IS... WEISS FANCENT!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

The stadium went dead silent for a heartbeat, then exploded in a wall of noise.

"Holy crap, what did he do?!"

"I don't know! Did he seriously just slash through a spell?! Is that even legal?!"

"No way, did Riley go down in one hit? Wait, no, he got hit like ten times!"

"Who the hell is that guy?! Weiss?! That Weiss?!"

I walked back to our bench, where Cynthia greeted me with a satisfied nod. "As expected," she whispered.

Then, Allen stepped forward. He held out his hand for a high-five.

...Fine. I’m in a good mood. I’ll allow it once.

"Your turn," I said, slapping his hand. 

"Obviously," he replied with a grin.

Ah. My effort wasn't for nothing. I felt my face start to soften into a genuine smile—

"Weiss! Weiss! Look at me!" 

Duke was right there, practically wagging an invisible tail, holding his hand out for a high-five of his own.

...Ugh.

"Go do some Power Up reps, Vitamin. You need to be pumped for the next round."

"That's so mean! Wait... what's 'pumped'? Is it a type of cake? Is it tasty?"

Man, this guy is a riot.

"I’m kidding. Thanks, Duke," I said, patting his shoulder before taking my seat. I looked at the rest of my team. "Let’s show them. Let's show everyone here what a real 'Golden Generation' looks like."

God dammit. Fighting really is the best, isn't it, Weiss?
048: Overwhelming

I’ve put in my fair share of effort.

I’ve worked myself to the bone just to ensure I wouldn’t lose to the protagonist, Allen—all so I could crush every obstacle in my path and sprint away from my own impending doom. At my core, I’m driven by a single, desperate, unshakable truth: I really, really don’t want to die.

Anyone put in my position would try to kick fate in the teeth. They’d shed the same blood and sweat I have.

But how the hell did he get so strong?

Is he my equal? No... is it possible he’s already surpassed me?

…I didn't have an answer.

The only thing I knew for certain was that this situation was extremely enjoyable.

“He dodges! He dodges again! And another one! Allen-senshu, just how many eyes does this kid have!?”

His opponent, the vice-captain Charlie Gale, was a user of the rare magic known as Stardust. It was a flashy spell that rained down projectiles from the sky, each one packing a ridiculous amount of power.

Yet, Allen avoided every single one of them. He closed the gap without letting a single spark graze his clothes, swinging his sword with a speed that rivaled my own as he silenced his enemy.

“T-The winner is Allen from Nobless Academy! What on earth are we witnessing?! Just what is wrong with the Nobless underclassmen this year!?”

Predictably, the crowd started buzzing.

“What’s with those Nobless Academy kids?”
“They’re definitely freshmen, right? There aren't any upperclassmen in the mix, are there?”
“Who was the idiot that said they were the weak link this year…?”

We seemed to have plenty of breathing room for now, but I couldn't afford to be careless. There was always the chance that others out there were getting stronger just as fast as we were.

Allen wiped the sweat from his brow as he returned to the sidelines, exchanging high-fives with Shari and Duke.

“You’re up, Duke. I'm counting on you.”

“You got it! Alright, let’s do this!”

By some twist of fate, Duke’s opponent was another Power Up specialist. In the original game, this guy had a perfect balance of offense and defense; winning usually required a long, grueling battle of attrition. Even with my stats, he would have been a pain to deal with—

“The winner! Duke Billian!”

…Wait, what?

“Was it just me, or was that guy kind of a pushover?” Duke asked, looking entirely underwhelmed as he walked back.

Allen scratched his cheek. “Right? Honestly, I was thinking the same thing.”

Next up was Shari. Her opponent was known for high-speed maneuvers—

“The winner! Shari Elias!”

“You’re right,” Shari muttered. “They might not be a big deal after all…”

…Okay then.

Whatever. Next up was Cynthia, and her opponent was the strongest of the lot.

“Well then, Weiss-sama. I shall be going now.”

“I’m not worried. Just go out there and crush them.”

“As you command.”

Her opponent was a pure wind mage. On paper, the elemental matchup wasn't great for Cynthia. However, she didn't seem to care about "compatibility." She simply flexed her overwhelming magical power, treating the gale-force winds like a light breeze as she put her strength on full display.

“The winner! Cynthia Violetta!”

The way she walked back with such effortless grace made her look like a literal Ice Queen. 

Hmph. Truly a woman worthy of me.

“Cynthia-san, great jo—”

“Don’t you dare touch her, Allen.”

I scrambled to block him as he tried to go in for a high-five. …Absolutely not. Call it petty jealousy if you want, but I wasn't letting that slide.

We were put on standby until our next match. Normally, this was the time to scout the competition, but there was something else weighing on my mind.

“Cynthia, come with me for a moment.”

“Of course, Weiss-sama.”

As I turned to leave, I caught sight of Allen looking absolutely devastated. Apparently, me blocking his high-five had wounded his soul.

“Did I… do something wrong?” he moped.

“This one’s on you, Allen,” Shari said, shaking her head. “Even I think you went too far.”

“Wait, seriously!? Wh-Why?!”

“Well, that sort of thing is complicated, isn't it!” Duke laughed.

Good grief, those three were as noisy as ever.

“I’ll be back before the next round,” I called out over my shoulder. “Let me know if any suspicious enemies show up.”

With that, I made my exit. The venue was massive, and to my surprise, they’d actually permitted festival-style stalls in the corridors. I suppose I could chalk it up to "game logic," but it felt a bit much for a mere student event.

The hallways were packed. No one seemed to kick up a fuss when they saw me, likely because we were far enough from the arena that they couldn't recognize my face. To the average adult, one bratty underclassman probably looks just like any other.

“Get it while it’s hot! Fresh from the farm!”

…Wait. 

“—Thanks for your patronage!”

“Weiss-sama, what did you buy?”

“Fried Melo-Melon.”

I took a bite. It was perfectly crispy and sweet. I shared the snack with Cynthia as we walked. To be clear, I hadn't come out here just to goof off. My goal was reconnaissance. 

From our spot down by the arena floor, the view was too restricted. I didn't have a specific plan, but I felt it was vital to see the bigger picture with my own eyes. When we reached the spectator stands, a magnificent vista opened up before us.

“Now this is a view.”

The matches were still ongoing, but the participants were nothing special. Allen and the others were probably bored out of their minds by now for entirely different reasons.

But I wasn't looking at the stage. My gaze was fixed on the VIP sections, where the people with real power were laughing and chatting. Every single one of them was appraising us like livestock.

Beyond that, I was scanning the crowd for any "anomalies." In the world of Noblesse Oblige, you never knew who might be lurking. The organization that attacked the mansion was the perfect example. Fortunately, everything looked peaceful for the moment.

In fact, everyone seemed to be having a great time. I’d felt this way at the Royal Capital National Park and the Youth tournament, too—I was really starting to like this world.

Weiss, are you actually enjoying yourself?

Whoops. I’d relaxed a bit too much. I needed to head back soon, or those three would start getting anxious.

“Weiss Fancent-kun.”

The voice sent a jolt of electricity down my spine. It was a sweet, melodic tone that seemed to make the very air crystallize—a voice I had heard many times before.

I turned around. Standing there was Eva Avery-senpai.

“...The middleclassmen’s bracket doesn't start until tomorrow, Senpai.”

“Oh? Watching my juniors compete is one of life’s little pleasures.”

The commoners nearby who realized who she was were either cowering in terror or crying out in adoration. They likely remembered her performance from last year. Well, I suppose when beauty and absolute terror are wrapped in the same package, 'confusion' is the only logical reaction.

“Then I hope you’ll watch us until the end. We’re going to win this tournament.”

“I like a man with confidence. Mostly because I have so much of it myself. Well then, Cynthia-chan, I’ll see you later. Make sure you bring that trophy back to Nobless again.”

Eva gave us a sharp smile and walked away, her silver hair swaying behind her. In the original game, she’d already dropped out of the academy by this point, so she shouldn't even be here. Still, this worked in my favor. If Eva was around, I could breathe a little easier knowing she could handle any unexpected disasters.

Besides… it was easier to stay motivated when the person I eventually had to surpass was standing right in front of me.

Squish.

“Eh?”

For some reason, Cynthia had decided to bury her finger into my cheek. It didn't pierce the skin, obviously, but it left a significant dent in my face.

“No flirting allowed, Weiss-sama.”

“……Yes, ma’am.”

The female heart is a labyrinth. I had a feeling that even if I denied it, I’d still get lectured. I’ll just consider this the "fruit of my efforts" and move on.

Just then, an announcement boomed through the speakers.

『And now for the next match: Nobless Academy versus Mason Royal Magic High School!!!』

“Shall we, Cynthia?”

“Yes!”

Alright. Time to go crush the next batch of losers.
049 Alteration

Michael Thomas of Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School.

The guy was arrogant as hell, but he had the strength to back it up. Not only could he use every basic spell, but he also had three attribute-specific magics at his disposal—though that was still fewer than me. 

His swordsmanship, bolstered by a naturally gifted physique, was a nightmare to deal with. Even if you blocked his strikes, the sheer force behind them could cave in your defenses.

True to its name, Duran placed a heavy emphasis on the blade. Swordsmanship was prioritized over magic even during the entrance exams, and the curriculum was predictably skewed. When it was first founded, other countries had mocked it. They called it a regression—a foolish rejection of the modern world where magic reigned supreme.

Duran had silenced every one of them with results.

In a chaotic war where allies and enemies were jumbled together, magic could easily turn its fangs on your own side. Standing face-to-face with a single enemy was a luxury reserved for organized matches. On a real battlefield, where threats came from the front, back, left, and right, how were you supposed to safely unleash a massive spell?

Amidst those conditions, the Duran graduates made names for themselves as undefeated soldiers. And Michael was just one of the individuals belonging to their so-called "Golden Generation."

He, the vice-captain Lugi Strauss, Milika Empress, Logan, and Isaac all boasted roughly the same level of combat prowess. In the original story, they had won the tournament multiple times. I’d seen the CG of Michael hoisting the trophy more times than I could count.

If I were being honest, winning this specific match might not have had a huge impact on the overall plot. 

But to hell with that. 

I was going to smash that prideful look off his face and bring the trophy home to Noblesse Magic Academy. For a fan of the original game, there was no other option.

"Winner: Weiss Fancent! With this, Mason Royal Magic High School has been defeated! Noblesse Magic Academy advances to the finals!"

"I… lost…?"

I’d somehow finished off some guy named "Madis the Vicious" while I was lost in thought. Wait, did that guy actually do anything? I honestly couldn’t tell.

"What the hell is going on with Nobless Academy this year?!"

"Is that Weiss kid actually stronger than Eva Avery?"

"H-Hey! Take it easy, that’s going way too far!"

"Oh? Did I hear my name?"

"H-Hiee!?"

I looked up to the spectator stands. Eva caught my eye and gave me a wink. Man, I can’t afford to look like a loser in front of my senior.

When I returned to our team’s bench, everyone was psyching themselves up for the next round. Having watched Michael and the others fight, they’d finally realized that the upcoming opponents were in a different league entirely. They’d realized that those guys were the true Golden Generation.

"Weiss, you truly are the strongest," Cynthia said, her eyes shining.

"Who knows? Besides, there’s no point in taking down a bunch of small fries. Cynthia, your opponent is Milika. You have to win this."

"…Eh? I-I understand. But how did you know? The finals matchups are supposed to be random."

"…Just a hunch."

Cynthia was a fixed member of the match roster in the original game. I wasn't supposed to be here, but the core matchups didn't seem to be changing much. 

I looked up again. Academy Director Gilles, Darius, Chloe, and Teacher Milk were all watching me. I didn't know if they were genuinely excited or just curious, but it was only natural for them to want their students to win.

There was a short interval before the final match. I didn't have a strategy to give them. My only plan was to crush the opposition—that was it. Looking at my teammates, every one of them had eyes burning with the desire to win the championship.

Well, I felt the same way.

"The stage is set! Nobless Sword and Magic Cup, Final Match, First Bout: Cynthia Violetta versus Milika Empress!"

As the referee’s shout echoed, the crowd erupted in a roar. It was the final battle, and the excitement was reaching a fever pitch. The rules were simple: a team battle where the side with the most individual wins took the glory.

Cynthia looked surprised, likely because my prediction about her opponent had been spot-on. However, she quickly refocused, her expression turning serious as she stared ahead.

We didn't exchange any more words. She was thinking for herself now. As my fiancée, she didn't want to fight a shameful battle. More than anything, she wanted to win—for me.

Ah, Cynthia. I believe in you. Go out there and crush them.

▽

Since I was a young child, I was taught to always be the best. I was told that because I was born into the venerable Violetta Family, I had to be a paragon of proper conduct.

That expectation was never a burden to me. I enjoyed aiming for the top, and I found it genuinely fun to keep my eyes fixed upward without falling into the trap of conceit.

When I first met Weiss at the ball, I had initially let my past memories of him get the better of me, and I accidentally used some rather foul language. However, I soon realized that he was actually just incredibly shy.

Through our dinner parties, we became engaged, and our bond grew closer. To my shock, I discovered that despite his extraordinary talent, he worked far harder than someone like me ever had. It was as if someone had slammed a goblin into my head; I was utterly speechless.

But as I underwent special training with Lilith-san, I began to grow. 

After we enrolled in Noblesse Magic Academy, Weiss continued to grow at a pace that far exceeded my imagination. He never yielded the top spot among the underclassmen, not even once. Having a man like that as my fiancé was a source of immense pride.

But at the same time, I felt a growing sense of urgency. I didn't want to be the kind of woman who merely stood beside him like a trophy. I wanted to see the same scenery he saw, from the same height. I wanted to be his greatest confidant—a woman truly worthy of being his fiancée.

Lilith-san noticed my feelings and encouraged me. And there was someone else, too…

▼

"You’re certainly working hard, Lady Cynthia."

"Teacher Milk?! What are you doing here so late?"

"Is it so strange for me to worry about my favorite pupil?"

"Am I… really your favorite?"

"If I’ve taught you even once, that’s how I see you. Besides, I’ve noticed you’re trying your best to be a fiancée worthy of Weiss."

"You… noticed that?"

At the training grounds that day, Teacher Milk had seen right through me. She didn't judge me for it. However, I realized that I had been complacent, relying too much on the talent I was born with. I couldn't possibly compete with a boy like Allen, and I knew there were many people out there far stronger than me.

I worried that it might be too late for me to start putting in real effort.

"When people have talent, they become conceited. It’s unavoidable," Milk told me. "But you can decide your own future starting now. The same goes for Weiss. It’s never too late. Lady Cynthia, if you’ll have me, I’ll train with you as much as you like. Magic is powerful, but it’s a double-edged sword. If you run out of mana, you’re helpless. But swordsmanship is different. You can keep fighting until your heart breaks. However, Lady Cynthia… you are different."

"…Different?"

"Yes. If you wish for both, you can have both. Let me tell you a secret. Let’s go and surprise that Weiss of yours."

▼

"Cynthia, you’ve certainly changed since you started hanging around with that barbaric crowd. Just look at your arms—they’re covered in scars."

I had known Milika since we were children. We had been close once, but we had long since grown apart. It seemed she looked at the current me with nothing but disdain.

"These are proof that I am truly living. Don't you think they're much more beautiful than unblemished skin?"

"Haha! You really don't get it, do you? In swordsmanship, getting injured means you’ve failed. I suppose a mere ice mage like you wouldn't understand that."

Milika Empress took a stance. She possessed incredible speed and power. She hadn't been able to use such techniques when we were young, so she was likely amplifying her physical strength many times over with Power Up. 

I had watched her previous matches, and she had been overwhelming in every single one. I’d heard that Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School specialized in combat against mages. There was no doubt she was my natural enemy.

However, that was only true…

…if I were the same person I was before.

"Now then, before the match begins, please take your dist—W-Wait! What is that?! Look at Lady Cynthia’s hand! What on earth is thiiiiiiis?!"

Magic is a world of imagery. My Ice Magic is constructed through the images I draw in my mind. My ability to visualize is my greatest strength, allowing me to use rare and complex spells.

But Teacher Milk told me to aim one level higher. And it was all for this exact moment.

Water overflowed from my palm, gradually coalescing into the shape of a blade. With a final infusion of mana, the weapon was encased in absolute zero.

The ice sword, Glacies.

It was a weapon that boasted devastating power even from a single strike. More importantly, its mana consumption was incredibly low.

I am the fiancée of Weiss Fancent, Cynthia Violetta.

And I am not a woman who will simply stand by his side.

▽

I was speechless.

The entire stadium was in shock, but my surprise was different. I knew the world of Noblesse Oblige. I knew the original story. I knew Cynthia.

But she—she wasn't supposed to be able to use magic like that. 

In the original game—no, in the very code of the world—mages were strong at a distance but weak at close range. That was how the world was set.

This wasn't just a minor alteration to the plot. She had completely shattered the logic of the world.

…Ah, I see.

I could feel it just by looking at her back. 

Cynthia, did you work this hard for me?

Even now, people sometimes whispered that she was just an ornament—a lucky girl who happened to be by my side. She had fought to resist that label. She had done this… for me.

God dammit, I’m so happy.

Cynthia, you’re the best heroine a guy could ask for.
Chapter 50: A Victory Grasped

My ice sword, Glacies, was a blade of absolute zero. Even a glancing blow—a mere scratch—was enough to inflict devastating damage. If it touched bare skin, the resulting scar would be something too horrific to look at.

Fortunately, we were fighting in an arena protected by a special magical field, and Milica had changed into her training combat gear. Because of those safeguards, the damage from my ice sword was calculated numerically. 

I didn't have to hold back. I couldn't hold back.

Weiss, please watch me. Watch who I’ve become.

“Match, start!” the announcer bellowed.

Milica still looked like she was reeling from shock. I didn’t give her time to recover. I closed the distance using Silent Step, a technique Lilith-san had taught me. By subtly varying my stride, I could make it appear to my opponent as if I had suddenly teleported right in front of them.

Until now, I had always specialized in long-range magic. I’d been terrible at close-quarters combat, and for the longest time, I had just told myself that was okay. I’d accepted it.

But not anymore. Those days were over.

“Haaaaaah!” 

Milica raised her sword to intercept me. A moment later, blades of compressed air imbued with magic came flying my way.

“Don’t get it twisted! I’ve been practicing all sorts of things too!” she screamed.

I didn't even bother to dodge. I charged straight ahead. Her eyes widened in disbelief.

“W-Why?! You’re taking them head-on!”

From her perspective, it must have looked like her attacks were hitting home. But right now, my body was enveloped in a faint, shimmering aura of ice magic. If I had to name it, I’d call it Ice Shadow. It created an optical refraction that made me appear shifted from my actual position.

It was a technique I’d come up with on my own. And, much to my surprise, it worked exactly as Teacher Milk had predicted.

“Lady Cynthia, they say offense is the best defense, but do you truly understand the essence of that phrase?”

“Um, does it mean that if I attack more, the opponent has no choice but to defend?”

“That’s part of it. But from my perspective, it’s different. We all unconsciously divide our magic between offense and defense. Usually, we do it intentionally at the end, but what happens to an opponent when they see your Glacies? Suppose they have 100 magic points. Normally, they’d put 30 into defense and 70 into offense. But the moment they see that sword, they are forced to flip those numbers. That is the true essence.”

This was my first time putting it into practice. I had studied Milica’s previous matches, and the power of her attacks was clearly weaker now. Or rather, she had been forced to weaken them to prioritize her own safety.

“—I absolutely cannot lose!” I declared.

Milica was desperate now, her movements frantic as she tried to defend herself, but she still hadn't seen through my Ice Shadow. She swung her sword wildly, but it didn't even come close to me. 

On the counter-stroke, I delivered a sharp blow to her shoulder. The numerical value for that area must have hit its limit, because the limb immediately began to freeze over.

Milica gasped, hurriedly leaping back and clutching her frozen shoulder. This was a massive lead.

“Wh-What is this?! Milica’s attacks aren’t landing, yet Cynthia is scoring hits with ease! What on earth is happening to Nobless Academy this year?!”

I couldn't afford to be overconfident, though. This was where the real fight began. This was where she showed her true self.

“...I’m impressed,” Milica panted. “Honestly, I thought you were just coasting on your talent and would never change. But I’m actually happy, Cynthia. If you’re going this far, then I’ll face you with everything I’ve got!”

I hadn’t entered the Sword-Magic Cup on a whim either. I had researched Milica until I knew her better than she knew herself. Her attribute was Fire. Much like Lilith-san, she could shroud her blade in flames while simultaneously cloaking her body in fire to create a seamless offense and defense.

I knew that now was my best chance to strike. I knew it logically. But doing it that way felt meaningless. My goal wasn't just to win; it was to prove that I had become strong.

“I-Is this Milica’s true form?!” the announcer screamed. “Her sword is wreathed in fire, and flames are pouring from her very body!”

“The real fight starts now, Cynthia!”

The next second, she vanished as if she had teleported. By burning her flames at a high intensity, she was likely reducing air resistance to near zero, granting her a burst of instantaneous speed.

“I didn't think I'd actually have to use this,” a voice whispered from behind me.

She was right there. She swung a heavy blow aimed straight at my neck. It was a high-output attack. If that single strike landed, my magic would be forcibly expelled, and I’d likely lose consciousness on the spot.

But that’s only if it hits.

I leaped high into the air. I couldn't use Flight Magic like Carta-san, and I had failed to master Weiss’s Unnatural wall. However, I still had my ice. Until now, I simply hadn't put in the effort to truly master the gift the heavens had given me.

But I was different now.

Ice Float!

By blasting ice magic from the soles of my feet toward the ground, I propelled my body upward with a violent surge. It was like an internal combustion engine. When combined with my Ice Shadow, all she would be able to see were flickering afterimages.

Milica, this match is over. I’ve won.

“Ice Lance!”

I unleashed a barrage of ice shards from high above. Milica’s reflexes were nothing short of incredible; she sensed the attack and threw herself into an evasive maneuver.

“Wh—! Kgh!”

But she was completely out of options. I wasn't going to let this chance slip away.

“This is the end!”

Letting gravity take hold, I dove straight down, thrusting Glacies toward Milica. At the very last second, she managed to jerk her head aside, and my blade pierced her arm instead.

She let out a sharp cry of pain as her right arm went limp. It wasn't a permanent injury, but as a swordswoman, losing her dominant arm meant the end of the line.

Weiss, did you see? I...

“Milica, do you still wish to continue?”

Even with one arm, she gritted her teeth and raised her sword. God, she was amazing. The "Golden Generation" title wasn't just for show.

But I couldn't afford to be kind. Not today. Because I am the fiancée of Weiss Fancent.



“The winner is Cynthia Violetta! Milica refused to give up even with only one arm, but the lead Cynthia established early on was simply too much to overcome!”

“Holy crap! Did you see that magic?!”

“Unbelievable! Cynthia-san is incredible!”

“Lady Cynthia, congratulations!”

I looked toward the stands and caught Lilith’s eye. She was beaming at me, looking genuinely happy. Thank you, Lilith-san.

As I made my way back to our camp from the arena floor, I saw Weiss waiting for me. My heart gave a little flutter.

“Cynthia—”

“Weiss,” I interrupted, my voice firm despite the adrenaline still coursing through me. “I am your fiancée, but I have no intention of just sitting idly by your side. I will become a woman worthy of you. So please, look at me the same way you look at everyone else.”

I realized I probably sounded a bit full of myself. But that was fine. We were equals. There was no hierarchy between us anymore.

Weiss looked surprised for a moment, then a soft smile broke across his face. He held out his hand. I reached out and gave it a firm, triumphant slap—a high-five.

“Well done, Cynthia.”

“Fufu. Yes!”

Ah... finally. I felt like I could finally say, if only a little bit, that I deserved to stand beside him.

I love you from the bottom of my heart, Weiss.
Refinement

Duke Billian was one of the absolute powerhouses in the original game.

Physical reinforcement that fused offense and defense, bottomless stamina, and... muscles. Pure, unadulterated muscle. There wasn't a single wasted movement in his repertoire.

But that was endgame talk.

At this stage of the story, Duke was still a work in progress. His opponent, Isaac Eld, was already the "completed" article. Isaac was a dual-wielder who fought by imbuing his blades with fire and water magic. 

Now, this gets into the weeds of Noblesse Oblige’s specific stat mechanics, but magic swords and normal swords functioned very differently when it came to defense. I usually imbued my own blade with a hint of Dark and Light properties, which forced my opponents to divert their mana toward magic resistance.

Think of resistance like a suit of armor; if you get cut where the plating is thin, it's going to hurt a lot more.

The problem was that trying to cover your entire body in a magic barrier was horribly inefficient. Finding that sweet spot was incredibly difficult. In the game, it was easy to track—Dark Resistance: 20, Light Resistance: 20—but when you were actually standing in the arena, it was a completely different story.

This was exactly why an opponent with multiple attributes was so terrifying, and vice versa. There was no doubt that Duke was in for a rough time.

Furthermore, Duke had significantly less mana than the average student. To compensate, he basically ignored spellcasting entirely in favor of dumping everything into physical reinforcement. His compatibility with Isaac was atrocious, but Duke must have been cooking up a counter-strategy, because he was currently fighting with a personal weapon I’d never seen before.

"Hah! What’s the matter?! You’re not all that, are you?! Is this really the best the Durant Swordsmanship has to offer?!"

"Damn you, you barbarian!"

No matter how many times Isaac drove his swords forward, Duke swatted them away with his fists. The sound of clashing metal rang through the arena. It was no wonder Isaac looked like he'd seen a ghost—Duke was wearing a pair of heavy brass knuckles.

The guy had serious guts. Normally, you didn't just punch a sword unless you were looking to lose your fingers or your entire arm. But Duke didn't flinch. He never averted his eyes from an attack. He waded right through Isaac’s terrifying strikes and caught them with his knuckles.

Isaac was steadily accumulating damage and hemorrhaging mana. His stamina was clearly hitting a wall.

"You just keep charging in like a damn goblin!"

"Oh, I like that! That’s a compliment in my book!"

Unable to handle Duke’s relentless pressure, Isaac finally cast a spell to blast himself backward and create some distance. It was a desperate, messy tactic—hardly fitting for a student of the prestigious, sword-focused Duran School. 

But I suppose he was desperate to win. The scary thing about these Duran guys was that even though they practiced nothing but swordsmanship, their understanding of magic was incredibly high. To fight specifically against magic, you had to study it even more intensely than a mage did. 

They must have spent every waking hour vomiting blood during their training.

"You melee-obsessed freak! This is the end! [Icefire]—!"

Isaac threw his pride away and unleashed a long-range spell. Duke was historically weak at range.

Well... previously weak.

"The 'me' from a few weeks ago might have been in trouble there."

After Duke evaded the magic, he pulled his right fist back. In the past, he used his Creation Magic to manifest a bow, but this was different. He was firing his fists using magic.

Wait... don't tell me he developed his own Original Creation Magic too?

Isaac hurriedly crossed his twin swords to defend, but it was a decoy. Duke used [Silent Step] to instantly close the distance. His projectile magic was actually quite weak; if it were the usual Isaac, he would have realized it immediately. But Duke’s sheer presence was so overwhelming that the boy hadn't even noticed the trick.

Duke stepped deep into his opponent's guard.

"Sorry, man. Turns out I’m still just a melee-obsessed freak after all."

"Damn it! [Sword Shield]—!"

"Too slow."

A right straight exploded forward with monstrous power. If that had landed on Isaac’s bare skin, his jaw would have been reduced to powder.

『Match over! Winner: Duke Billian!』

With that, we had two wins. If we won the next one, the tournament was ours.

"Phew! Easy money! ...Is what I’d like to say, but that was actually a close one."

As Duke walked back, I noticed the right side of his training uniform was shredded. One of those attacks must have clipped him. As expected of a Duran elite, the power was no joke.

"You did well, Duke," Cynthia noted.

"Heh, just doing my job. Shari, you're up! Keep the momentum going!"

"Leave it to me! I'm definitely not losing after seeing that!"

Honestly, these guys are as close as ever. I haven't seen this specific development in the original game, but it's actually kind of heartwarming.

"Weiss, I did it!"

Yeah, you don't really need to give me a thumbs-up, buddy.

『Nobless Magic Academy is at match point! Next up: Shari Elias versus Logan Fike!』

The crowd erupted, but the mood among the VIPs from other countries shifted noticeably. I mean, I couldn't blame them for being curious. Among the high nobility, Shari's name was probably the most famous of us all.

"Weiss."

"Yeah?"

Cynthia leaned in to whisper to me.

"About Shari-san... I’ve heard some people refer to her as the 'Holy Daughter.' What exactly does that mean?"

"Oh, that? Well, she’s—"

『Match, start!』

Shari immediately put distance between herself and her opponent while readying her sword. While any decent mage could imbue magic into a weapon, Shari could perform a much rarer feat: magic fusion. Like her [Magic Thread], she could generate entirely new [Original] spells. 

The reason she could do that was partly due to her incredible memory for magic formulas, but it was mostly due to the "miracle" she was born with.

"So, you're Shari. I've heard the rumors," Logan said, hefting his weapon.

"How flattering. But are you sure you want to stand there chatting? The more time you waste, the more the advantage shifts to me."

The arena’s magic circles were imbued with a sound-amplification spell, so we could hear their conversation clearly from our side. Shari wasn't bluffing; she could plant magic traps directly into the ground. When she first entered the Academy, she was a novice, but after all her recent training, she had become a nightmare to deal with.

Traps that drained mana, traps that rooted you in place, and even traps that functioned like my [Enroute]. By imbuing the tip of her sword, she could stack debuffs on her opponent with every strike. But her most terrifying ability was that she could imbue her allies' weapons and equipment too. 

She was the only person in the world who could do that. That was why she was known as the Holy Daughter.

But why could she do it? It all came back to her title.

The Holy Daughter. The Saint. 

"I'm not as stupid as I look," Logan countered. "Just watch."

Unfortunately, Logan Fike was Shari's natural counter. I had tried to warn her about his secret ability earlier, but she had sternly told me not to say a word. Logan, wielding a massive greatsword, began a slow chant, imbuing a formula into his blade.

That blade could temporarily nullify any and all magic.

My [Time Lapse] was an instant-cast with no real restrictions besides mana, but his version took time to prep. Still, I was glad Shari was the one facing him.

"Alright, let's get this over with! Hyaaaaaah!"

With a massive swing of his greatsword, every single trap Shari had painstakingly laid was blown away. As the magic shattered, it sounded like a thousand glass bottles breaking at once, and the mana crystals became visible to the naked eye. Well, assuming you had the right eyes to see them.

Shari, sensing the destruction of her setup, looked stunned as she raised her sword. Logan surged forward with surprising aggression.

"One hit is all I need!"

Logan was slow, but he was a powerhouse. In this arena, if you stayed out of bounds for a ten-count, you lost. The narrow space usually favored trap-setters like Shari, but in this matchup, it was a death trap.

However...

"That’s cheating, you know."

Shari soared high into the air. She hadn't been able to do that before. She must have trained specifically for verticality after that incident where she fell off the cliff.

Beside me, Cynthia’s eyes went wide.

"Is that... Carta-san's move?!"

"No, it's different. Cynthia, here’s the answer to your question. Shari is a Saint."

"A Saint? Like... the Saint?"

"Yeah. The requirement to be called a Saint is simple: you have to be loved by the spirits."

In the world of Noblesse Oblige, spirits were very real. However, almost no one had ever seen one; they were impossible to perceive. But every once in a long while, someone was born with the talent to borrow their power. 

That was Shari Elias. 

That was why she could imbue magic into the bodies and weapons of others. She used the power of the spirits to stabilize mana that would normally dissipate instantly. She was likely calling upon the lesser spirits floating in the very air around us. Even I couldn't see them.

In the original game, she died because of those spirits. Her death was the catalyst for Allen inheriting her power. The tragic hero gaining the strength of his fallen childhood friend—from a player's perspective, it was a classic, exciting trope. 

But I had changed that. Shari was still alive, and her power was intact. From Allen’s perspective, he was technically "weaker" than his game counterpart, but he didn't know that, and he'd managed to get even stronger on his own anyway.

Personally, I think this version is much more interesting.

"What do you plan to do up there? Just hover until you run out of mana?" Logan shouted.

"I didn't just fly away to hide. [Magic Bandage]!"

"Wha—?!"

Shari thrust her hand downward, and countless ropes of light erupted from the floor, binding Logan’s limbs. Even I was impressed. I thought Logan had destroyed all the traps, but that was the real trap. She had baited him into thinking the coast was clear. 

She really is brilliant.

"Damn it! It won't come off!"

She’d added a [Magic Rest] effect to the bindings. He was being drained of his mana as we watched. He was visibly weakening. In a high-level fight, a single second of immobilization was a death sentence. If he’d fallen into that trap in front of someone like Eva Avery, he’d already be in the afterlife. Shari was born to dominate a large-scale battlefield.

"This is the end! Haah!"

She dove for the finishing blow. But...

"Graaaah! [Full Shield]!"

Logan really was her worst nightmare. His entire build was focused on two things: overwhelming power and impenetrable defense. Shari was the ultimate support, but she lacked a single, decisive finishing move. Her sword chipped away at Logan’s barrier, but she couldn't break through.

If this were a team battle, the match would be over by now, but...

"[Anti-Magic]!"

Logan activated a second spell. According to the game lore, the guy had a massive ego and hated showing off his magic. To think he’d resort to [Anti-Magic], a high-level secret of the Duran School... Shari must have really pushed him to the brink. This was a match he refused to lose. He was using his trump card.

A startled Shari tried to back off, but Logan didn't miss the opening. He swung his greatsword with a speed that defied the weapon's weight. There was no way to dodge it.

"[Silent Step]—"

I couldn't believe my eyes. I knew Cynthia had mastered it, but Shari too?! 

Since when?! Wait... those three were keeping secrets from me! When did they find the time to train together?!

"Gah?! You dodged that?!"

"It's over—"

Shari’s blade touched Logan’s neck. But that was as far as it went. Between the dozens of traps and the high-level evasion she wasn't used to, her mana had hit zero. She didn't have enough left to penetrate Logan’s final defense. Logan was hanging on by a thread himself—I could see his mana was almost gone—but he managed a desperate counter-swing.

The match was over.

『Winner: Logan!』

The crowd roared. The score was now 2–1. Shari staggered back to our side, supported by Allen. Duke was praising her performance, and Cynthia rushed over to console her. After seeing such a heroic display, I couldn't blame them for being emotional.

Seriously though, she looks way too depressed.

"Ugh, I lost... I'm so sorry, everyone."

"Shari."

I walked over and stood in front of her.

"If this were a real battlefield, you would have won. This is just a game. Don't let it get to you."

I was just stating a fact. I wasn't trying to be nice or anything. Shari blinked at me, then let out a boisterous laugh.

"Ahahaha! Thanks, Weiss!"

Still, that was a hell of a show. Seeing Shari go all-out in a serious 1v1 was something no one had ever seen. As an "unreleased scene," it was top-tier.

Duran was barely staying in the game, but I couldn't help but sigh. There were patterns like this in the original game. Once the plot reached this point, the next development was set in stone. Games are designed to put the protagonist’s side at a disadvantage. Noblesse Oblige was no exception.

I glanced at Allen.

Good grief, here we go again.

The referee announced that there would be a brief delay for a mid-tournament ruling. The news that followed was a shock to everyone—except me.

『Following a discussion between the Academy Directors, the final match will now be a tag-team battle! The academy of the winning pair will be crowned the overall champion!』

The arena erupted in boos. If either Allen or I had won our individual matches, we would have secured the tournament, but now everything rested on a single game. It was a clear disadvantage for Nobless Academy, but the referee clarified that our own academy had proposed the change.

"Hey! You've gotta be kidding me!" Duke shouted.

But I knew the Director. Growth through hardship—that was his entire philosophy. Honestly, there was no point in complaining. This was just the "forced difficulty" scenario playing out, exactly like the game.

What really annoyed me, though, was having to team up with Allen again.

"This has turned into quite the ordeal, Weiss," Cynthia said, looking worried.

"It’s fine. The goal hasn't changed."

As I walked toward the arena, Allen spoke up from behind me.

"Let's give it our all, Weiss. I guess it’s been since... the dragon incident?"

"Don't get the wrong idea. I’m not here to make friends. Just don't get in my way."

"The feeling is mutual."

Our opponents were Michael Thomas and his right-hand man, Lugi Strauss. I had been refining my skills specifically to overcome the coming Calamity. I didn't plan on winning by riding Allen's coattails; I was going to crush both of them with my own power. 

But looking at Allen's profile, I realized something. This guy is probably planning to take them both down by himself, too.

"A tag match? How convenient. Now I can defeat you both at the same time."

When we reached the stage, Michael greeted us with that irritatingly perfect, "refreshing" smile of his. Lugi Strauss stood beside him, the picture of a serious soldier, quietly adjusting his glasses.

"Michael, let's stick to the plan. We can't lose," Lugi said.

"Right. I'm counting on you."

This was the absolute best—and worst—case scenario. Those two were used to fighting as a pair. In the game, they were childhood best friends who had spent years perfecting their tag-team tactics.

Not that it mattered to me. I was going to win, no matter what.

"Small fry love to flock together, but I’m built different. Let's see if that Durant Swordsmanship of yours can even touch me."

"Is that so? Then allow me to show you what real swordsmanship looks like."

Allen readied his blade in silence. I wasn't going to rely on him. I had to win this on my own terms—otherwise, there was no way I was going to clear the Calamity.

『And now, the final match: Nobless Magic Academy versus Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School! Weiss Fancent and Allen versus Michael Thomas and Lugi Strauss!』

The final battle for the championship cup began.
052 Long-Cherished Wish

Michael Thomas’s elemental magic was primarily Wind, supported by his secondary affinities for Earth and Water. His partner, Lugi Strauss, also commanded three: Fire was his main, but he could utilize Wind and Water as well. 

The two of them were perfect at compensating for each other's weaknesses; they were a duo that specialized in tag-team combat.

It wasn’t that I couldn’t use the Four Great Elements myself, but I primarily stuck to Darkness and Light. This was based on Teacher Milk’s philosophy: focusing on the attributes you're actually gifted in results in becoming stronger faster. Trying to master every single thing is horribly inefficient, so I’d set the others aside to pick up once I had a solid foundation.

Then there was Allen. His magic possessed properties close to Light. However, his mana capacity was still lacking, meaning he couldn't use anything high-tier. He had an obscene amount of talent with a sword, but even now, I couldn't quite gauge the source of his strength. There were moments when his speed increased as if he’d suddenly shifted gears, but then there were other times when he seemed outright weak.

This is perfect. Once I crush Michael and his buddy, I’ll expose Allen’s little secret too.

『Match start!』

To my surprise, Michael and Lugi didn’t close the distance immediately. The fundamental principle of Durant Swordsmanship is to get inside the opponent's guard. The fact that they were hanging back told me this was already diverging from the original game’s script. I braced myself.

I had a Whip wound around my left hand. I’d deliberately refrained from using it until this final match. All of this was for one reason: to get my hands on that championship cup.

—I’m going to win. No matter what.

【Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction】

Taking advantage of the distance they’d given me, I pressed my palm to the floor. Even with a pre-cast chant, the magic circle's formula took time to spread across the arena floor. Since this was the first time I’d revealed this spell during the tournament, a roar of shock erupted from the stands.

Allen already knew what was coming, so he didn’t flinch. Fine, I guess I’ll recognize this guy as an "ally" for now.

『Wh-What is this magic circle?!』

I couldn't blame the referee for shouting. From his vantage point, he could probably see the mana and physical strength being drained from Michael and Lugi, flowing directly into Allen and me.

"So you can use such clever magic. I’ll give you a little credit for that, Weiss."

"Well, I’m flattered."

Michael, however, kept a cool head. Just standing on top of that magic circle should have been agonizing, yet he still found the breath to call out to Lugi. 

Cynthia had probably felt the same way, but at our core, we just wanted to be stronger. Rather than subduing them instantly, I wanted to see how they’d react. Winning after facing their best—that was what mattered.

And then—

『『Anti-Magic』』

The two of them coated their bodies in a thin film of mana. It was likely a modified version of Logan’s magic-nullification formula. Unlike Riley’s all-directional barrier, I could see they were able to move freely while wearing it. It wasn't perfectly blocking my drain, but it was enough to make me take notes.

"Lugi, buy me some time."

"You got it."

Now then, let’s see how they like it when I go on the offensive.

I sprinted forward alone, closing the gap and aiming a low upward thrust at Michael, modeled after a diagonal kesagiri slash. Human eyes are naturally weak against attacks coming from unconventional angles. I figured that held true even for these elites.

—How about this?

Instead of Michael, Lugi slid into my path to block the strike.

"You think you can take us alone?! Don't look down on us!"

Michael launched a counterattack without a second's delay, which I evaded by a hair's breadth. I see. This is getting interesting.

"Weiss!"

In that moment, Allen lunged in as if we were switching places. He and the Durant style were a good match in a way, since both specialized in close-quarters combat. But Michael parried Allen’s strike with pure martial arts, shifted his weight, and delivered a brutal kick. Even though Allen managed to block it, he was sent skidding far across the arena.

Still not good enough. I guess it’s up to me—

"Lugi!"

"Yeah—I’m on it!"

At Michael’s signal, Lugi unleashed Wind magic. It was an attack that prioritized wind pressure over raw damage, similar to Shari’s style. I could have easily cut through a standard offensive spell with my Time Lapse, but simple wind was different. 

My center of gravity wavered. Not missing that opening, Michael swung for my head with zero restraint. I managed to defend with my sword, but damn—he was heavy. His blade was so sharp and gravity-laden that I finally understood why I’d never been able to win in the original game. The sheer power felt like the developers were screaming, "We are never letting the player win this fight."

A smile tugged at my lips. No matter how you looked at it, this was overkill—and I loved it. 

Hah, this is why Noblesse is the best.

『W-What a magnificent offensive from the Durant side! But somehow, Weiss is staying one step ahead!』

Lugi followed up with more Wind magic. Michael backed away, pressed his hand to the floor, and—to my absolute shock—dumped almost all of his remaining mana into a single burst to dispel my 【Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction】 circle.

"...Hah. That’s a hell of an expensive way to use your mana."

But I was genuinely impressed. As long as that circle was active, Allen and I could have fought while constantly regenerating.

"Weiss Fancent. I acknowledge your magic. But this is a tag-team match. Don't think you can win on individual talent alone."

Then, Michael began receiving mana directly from Lugi’s hand. So that was the play—he could afford a bold move because his partner was acting as a battery.

"Allen, pin them down. I’ll finish this."

"No, I’ll do it. Weiss, you be the support."

"Excuse me? You’re talking back when you can barely cast a spell?"

"No! This is a strategy—"

While Allen and I were bickering, Michael and Lugi closed the gap. They pelted Allen with Wind magic—again, just low-damage gusts meant to keep him at a distance. 

Up until now, I’d only thought about crushing my enemies. But these guys were different. They knew that stalling for time was a path to victory. Back in the game, I’d only cared about the kill; maybe this kind of tactical depth was what was actually required to win the Sword-Magic Cup.

"Weiss Fancent! You are strong! But this is a team fight!"

From above, below, left, and right, Michael and Lugi coordinated a relentless flurry of sword strikes. I could block them, but I didn't have a spare second to counter.

However—they shouldn't have assumed the sword was my only weapon.

"!—Michael! My mana’s stalled!"

Because of their positioning, I could only reach Lugi, but I’d lashed out with my Whip and pulsed Enroute through his body. He realized it instantly, calling out to Michael and leaping back to create distance. If they’d panicked, I would have subdued them then and there, but they were frustratingly calm.

"Hah, you sure have a lot of petty tricks. I guess that’s what happens when you rely on magic."

"Is that so?!"

Even if he’d escaped the Whip, disrupted mana doesn't recover instantly. In the world of Noblesse, a sword without mana is just a piece of junk. I sprinted at Michael and swung. Allen finally rejoined the fray, but he was too slow.

"You handle Lugi!"

"—I know!"

Allen began a relentless assault on Lugi. This was the setup I wanted. In a one-on-one, there was no way I was losing.

"What happened to all that bravado, Michael Thomas? You're looking a little stuck on the defensive."

"Grr—!"

It seemed he didn't have the breath to spare for a retort. Of course not. Who did he think I sparred with every day? I had nothing left to learn from him.

"It’s over."

Seeing his posture crumble, I used an Unnatural wall to launch myself high into the air. I came down with a gravity-weighted strike that should have ended Michael then and there. He was frantically chanting Anti-Magic and defensive barriers, but thanks to Time Lapse, I could see every single one of them. I was going to shatter them all and hit him where it hurt.

"Michael!"

But in that split second before my blade connected, Lugi kicked Michael out of the way with everything he had. My attack slammed into Lugi’s leg instead. He must have diverted every ounce of his focus into defense for that one moment, but my strikes aren't that soft. One hit was all it took to turn his leg into dead weight.

Meanwhile, Allen had apparently walked right into a trap; he was currently entangled in plant magic sprouting from the floor.

『Michael seemed to be in a corner, but Lugi saved him! However, it looks like his right leg is out of commission! How will this end?!』

The referee’s calm play-by-play was starting to grate on my nerves. It felt like I was winning, yet I couldn't land the finishing blow. 

Dammit, if only I didn't have this dead weight holding me back.

"Allen, why are you being so useless?! Give it your all like you usually do!"

"I am! If you’d just coordinate with me for once!"

"—Tch."

After that, Michael and Lugi focused entirely on creating two-on-one situations. Even if their attacks were weak, they used traps and Fire magic to split us up, jumping whichever one of us was isolated. It was a simple tactic, but it was working.

『As expected of the Durant golden pair! They’re in a pinch, but they’re fighting like demons!』

The referee could feel the shift. Michael and Lugi were strong, sure, but the current me would never lose to them—if it were a one-on-one. 

The cheers were fading. It wasn't that the audience had gone quiet, but the sound just wasn't reaching my ears anymore. 

...God, dammit. What do I do—

Right then.

"Weiss! You’ve got this in the bag!"

A particularly deep, prominent voice cut through the noise. Despite being in the middle of a duel, I glanced toward the stands. Behind Rinse, Carta, and Cecil... stood my father.

He was holding a banner that was honestly embarrassing. Hah. "The Worst Weiss"? Really?

Looking closer, I saw Eva Avery sitting in her chair, watching me. Further off, I spotted Teacher Milk again.

—Oh, right. I’m here to win.

I shouldn't forget that. I wasn't here just to flex my own pride.

—Isn't that right, Weiss?

"—Allen."

"Hey, Weiss—"

We spoke at the same time. Looking into his eyes and hearing his voice, I knew he was thinking exactly what I was. Ever since the dragon subjugation, we’d both been training like mad. We’d both developed the same obsession: wanting to become overwhelmingly strong through our own individual power. 

That obsession had become a shackle, leading us to this mess. This wasn't a duel to the death; it was a match on a confined arena stage. To win, we needed a strategy suited for the game we were playing.

"...I’ll play support. You just run straight, Allen."

"You? Supporting me? Heh... sorry. Alright. I trust you."

"Good."

I’d do whatever it took to win. That’s what a villain does, after all.

Michael and Lugi had backed off to catch their breath, likely preparing for a final showdown. But Allen didn't give them the chance. He sprinted—straight and true. There was no trickery in his movements. All he had was his faith in me.

Hah. Typical protagonist. But I don't hate that stupid honesty of yours.

"A reckless suicide charge? That's your grand finale?" 

Michael smirked. He thought he’d already won. He was wrong. We’d made our choice.

—This is a tag match.

"Unnatural—Scale Up—Dark Heal!"

I thrust my hand out, manifesting an Unnatural wall directly in Allen's path. He used it as a stepping stone to launch himself even higher into the air. Simultaneously, I bombarded him with magic that provided both healing and an offensive buff.

It was a strategy I’d never even considered before: using my power solely to make someone else stronger.

Of course, I wasn't just standing there. I was closing the gap too. Lugi, certain that Allen’s aerial strike was aimed at Michael, moved to intercept. I’d counted on that.

I instantly closed the distance and lashed out with my Whip, binding Lugi’s body and blowing him back with a heavy kick. This was fine. My job right now wasn't to get the kill—it was to make sure no one interfered.

In that moment, Allen tapped into a level of power I hadn’t seen yet. His mana spiked. 

Hah. Here he goes again. He only ever pulled this off when it actually mattered. It was enough to make me sick—how much of a "protagonist" could one guy be?

"Damn it! Sword Shield!"

Michael threw up a defensive stance, but Allen’s strike—smashed his sword into splinters. The blow followed through, slamming into Michael’s shoulder. A massive amount of mana bled out of him, but he desperately unleashed a spell to create distance.

We weren't going to give him that luxury.

I charged in a straight line. Lugi, desperate to protect his partner, threw himself in front of me, thrusting his sword out recklessly. He was aiming for my eyes. I could have dodged, but I didn't slow down.

—Because I’m not alone.

"Not today!"

A split second before the blade reached my face, Allen parried it from the side. No eye contact, no words—just perfectly synchronized movements that decided the match in a heartbeat. 

My target had been Lugi from the start. I struck the partner who was trying so hard to protect his friend. 

And then, Lugi fell.

『W-What?! The Noblesse team has completely flipped the script! Lugi is out!』

However, as he fell, Lugi had already transferred every last drop of his mana to Michael. Before I could react, Michael slammed into Allen, using his full mana pool to restrain him while raising his sword.

"I’m taking you down first!"

Michael’s sword swung toward Allen. Mana was pouring out of him; in a few seconds, Allen would be done for. But I was already swinging my sword from behind Allen’s back.

"Wh—you’d cut through your own ally—?!"

"I’m a villain. I don’t have a single hesitation about slashing through my teammates."

Well, Protagonist, you made for a great decoy.

"See ya, Michael."

This was it. The moment a long-cherished wish was fulfilled. Looking back at the original game, how many thousands of times had I challenged this? How many tens of thousands?

—The dream is coming true.

I let my mana explode, pouring everything into Scale Up and Time Lapse.

"Damn it! Damn it all! Why would I lose to someone like you?!"

"Because my sword is carrying a whole lot more weight than yours."

—Farewell.

『W-W-WINNERS: WEISS FANCENT AND ALLEN!!!!!!!!!!!! In an unbelievable move, Weiss slashed through his own ally to clinch the victory! In the Underclassmen Division of the 12th Nobless Sword and Magic Cup, the champion is Noblesse Magic Academy!』

The referee’s voice boomed across the stadium. And then—the cheers hit.

"UOOOOOH! WEISS!"

"ALLEN!"

"We did it! Noblesse won!"

"They’re the strongest! Holy crap!"

"YEAAAAAH!"

"He went way too far, but who cares! That was awesome!"

The exhaustion finally hit me like a physical weight. I dropped to one knee, using my sword as a makeshift cane to stay upright. Hah. Look at them. Everyone looks so damn happy.

"Weiss-sama! You were incredible!"

"Weiss-kun!"

"Fancent-kun, that was amazing!"

Lilith, Carta, and Cecil were all cheering for me. Honestly, I was probably the happiest one there, but I wasn't about to show it.

"MY SONNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN!"

Behind the girls, my father, Agate, was wailing at the top of his lungs while clinging to Zebis. I mean... I appreciate the sentiment, but did you really have to cry that much?

Eva gave me a soft smile before turning to leave. Hah. Thanks for sticking around to see the end.

Finally, I looked toward Teacher Milk. She caught my eye and mouthed a few words.

『Well, you did good.』

...Yeah. Thanks.

Nearby, I heard Allen groan. It seemed he’d managed to stay conscious by a thread. Well, I guess it was partly thanks to this Protagonist that we pulled it off. I walked over and offered him a hand.

"Stand up. It’ll look bad if the winner is napping on the dirt."

"...You’re right. But what happened to you playing support?"

"We won, didn't we? Who cares?"

"Haha. Fair enough."

As Allen stood up, the roar of the crowd intensified. 

Ah... damn, this feels good. 

Wait, could I really win this event? Had I... actually proven I could change things?

"It was thanks to you, Weiss."

Amidst the deafening cheers, Allen’s voice carried clearly. In that moment, something deep in my chest stirred. It wasn't my own emotion.

Weiss... is that you?

Ah, I see. You’re happy too, huh?

Good grief. You actually had an honest side after all.

"Well, maybe you worked a little hard too this time."

We bumped fists. There was no doubt about it—I couldn't have beaten those two alone. I still wasn't strong enough. I lacked effort, mana, and combat experience... and I’d finally realized I needed comrades. Against the Calamity, Cecil and I alone wouldn't be enough to clear it. I was certain of that now. I couldn't tell everyone everything, but I needed to start trusting the right people.

『We will now have a short interval before the trophy presentation!』

As the referee spoke, Allen and I started back toward our side. But Michael, who had finally come to, called out to us.

"Wait."

"Huh?"

His expression was different now. He looked frustrated, but...

"This time... it’s our loss. But we’re winning next year."

"Me too," Lugi added. "I won't lose again."

Despite having lost, the two of them looked almost happier than we did.

"Hah. Decent spirit for a couple of losers. Do your best."

I kept my tone flippant, but inside, I was stunned. This wasn't how he was supposed to act. Michael Thomas was meant to be arrogant, never acknowledging anyone else’s strength. Was this a hidden scene only accessible to the winners?

...Not bad.

"You guys actually did it!"

"Seriously, that was incredible!"

Shari and Duke came sprinting toward us, while Cynthia offered me a proud smile from the sidelines.

I realized something then. Weiss—the original Weiss—was definitely still inside me. I could feel it. The cheers were overwhelming, and everyone was showering us with praise. 

This is the sight you always wanted to see, isn't it?

Well? How is it? Are you happy now?

Just you watch. I’m going to make every single one of your dreams come true.
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The dust finally settled, and the award ceremony began.

There we were, lined up on the arena stage in our respective teams: the winners, Noblesse Magic Academy; second place, Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School; and third place, Mason Royal Magic High School.

"Cynthia, next year I am definitely taking you down!" Milica declared.

"I’ll be looking forward to it," Cynthia replied with a cool smile.

Watching them, I couldn't help but smile myself. Matches like this are great. You can connect with someone’s heart way better through a sword fight than a regular conversation. 

Though, I suppose that goes for your own teammates, too.

『And now, the championship cup and prizes shall be awarded to the Noblesse underclassmen!』

Principal Gilles walked toward us with a slow, measured gait. He was an old guy with a thick white beard, but he moved with a certain lightness that betrayed his age. 

Ah, here we go. This is the moment I find out if that screenshot I saw on the BBS was actually legit...

—Bzzzt—

—Bzzzzzzzt—

Suddenly, a bizarre static sound drifted down from above. At the same moment, the world began to plunge into shadow. I looked up to find that the sun—which had been blindingly bright just seconds ago—was completely gone.

Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. Crap. Absolute crap.

I wasn't the only one who noticed. Every single person in the arena was staring at the sky. 

In the game, this was supposed to be a random event, but I had never seen it trigger at a time like this. It was supposed to happen after summer at the earliest, or sometimes not until we became middle-class students. Up until now, despite my interference, the main story had followed the established timeline: the Entrance Ceremony, the Tag Tournament, the Survival event, and then the Sword-Magic Cup. 

That order had never changed. Not once.

But of course, the impossible just had to happen. I’d entertained the thought—maybe, just maybe, things would go sideways—but seeing it actually play out was another story entirely.

My heart was screaming bloody murder, but the world didn't care. A heavy, oily darkness smothered the sky. Dozens of black circles manifested in the air, and from within them, I saw legs.

Monsters. Even from a distance, they were massive, radiating an impossible amount of mana. These were the elites—vicious, insane creatures that existed for no other reason than to massacre humans.

"…God dammit."

This was it. The beginning of the second Calamity.

Usually, the Calamity has phases. Game theory 101: you don't start with the climax. You turn the gears slowly, ratcheting up the terror bit by bit. 

Except, from a player's perspective, the difficulty is already at 'Maximum' the second the clock starts. The first wave consists of high-rank, large-scale monsters. It was a total nightmare mode designed to be conquered only after the player had ground out levels and mastered their skills.

I’d never seen this fight happen at the arena before. In every other scenario, the body count was astronomical. Panic and dread started to bubble up in my chest. I don't care if it's "just a game"—seeing people get slaughtered is miserable. 

But this wasn't a game anymore. This was reality. And it was about to turn into a bloodbath.

"Wh-What the hell is that?!"

"Eek! M-Monsters?! They're monsters!"

"R-RUNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN!"

A spectator’s scream acted like a spark in a powder keg. Panic spread like a virus. The first creature to descend toward the stands was a giant Cyclops—and since its stats were likely tampered with, it was way stronger than a standard one.

I readied my sword in an instant. 

I was the first to move. I chanted Unnatural to create a path and began sprinting up into the air, desperate to reach the monster before it reached the crowd. I only moved that fast because I knew what was coming. While Allen, Shari, Duke, Cynthia, and even Michael were still frozen in shock, I was already in the air.

But two people were even faster than me.

Milk Abitus and Eva Avery.

The two of them intercepted the Cyclops in mid-air, shredding it to pieces. Then they hit four more. They moved at such a terrifying speed that I wouldn't have seen a thing if I hadn't been using my Time Lapse. 

Chunks of flesh and sprays of blood rained down onto the seats below, but since the monsters were already dead, the immediate danger had passed. 

They must both have Flight Magic. Though Teacher Milk looks like she’s about to fall, unlike Eva. 

Still, that speed was insane. Even for those two, they shouldn't have been able to react that quickly. 

I glanced toward Cecil. I checked her with my Dark Eye and saw her mana flared. 

Ah, I see. Cecil warned them the second it started. I seriously can't thank her enough.

"What is happening...?" Cynthia stammered, her voice trembling. Even if this world was centuries removed from the last one, nobody was ignorant of what the Calamity meant.

"It’s the Calamity," I barked. "But this is just the warm-up. Get your weapons ready; the next wave is coming!"

My voice seemed to snap the other students out of it. They immediately dropped into combat stances. Not bad. I guess all that training really does make the body move before the brain can catch up.

"Cecil!" I yelled toward the stands.

Almost as if on cue, Cecil’s voice rang out directly into the minds of everyone present.

『This is the Calamity. Everyone, please prepare for battle. I have already prepared teleportation magic. We will begin guiding non-combatants and civilians to safety. We need all available hands to assist with the evacuation.』

Her Unique Ability: Telepathy. 

It’s a massive mana drain, but it’s the ultimate tool for mass communication. In a world like Noblesse that lacks things like "telephones," her ability was a godsend. But wait—she’d already prepared teleportation magic? 

I’d mentioned the possibility to her "just in case," but I hadn't actually expected her to take it this seriously. She’s way too prepared. God, she’s amazing.

Then, Cecil’s voice whispered privately in my mind.

『Fansent-kun, I took the liberty of informing Eva-senpai and Teacher Milk the moment the darkness appeared.』

On top of everything else, Cecil has Parallel Thought. She was probably coordinating a dozen different things while talking to me. This was exactly why she was considered the strongest character in Battle Universe. Without her, this would have already been a massacre.

The darkness in the sky continued to bleed outward. It was only a matter of time before more monsters dropped from the next teleportation gate. The only reason they hadn't fallen yet was likely because of the "grace period" the game gave players after defeating the initial Cyclops. 

It was a very game-like mechanic, but I wasn't complaining. We needed every second to evacuate the civilians.

Carta was the first to act, leaping high into the air. He must have been receiving directions from Cecil, because he started barking orders and leading the crowd toward the exit. 

Eva and Teacher Milk kept their eyes glued to the sky. Darius, the Principal, and Chloe were doing the same. We had underclassmen from every nation, a few seniors, and a lot of high-ranking officials. We had plenty of firepower, but the situation was still a complete mess.

A few minutes later, the visual effects of teleportation magic flared in the distance, and a massive amount of mana signatures vanished. I didn't know where she sent them, but I hoped it was somewhere safe. 

The fighters stayed behind. Teleporting someone is harder the more mana they have; moving someone like Eva would be like trying to teleport a thousand regular people at once. 

Seriously, how did Cecil set all this up? If I get out of this alive, I am making her tell me all her secrets.

『Listen carefully, everyone. Regarding our next move—』

Cecil’s Telepathy broadcasted again, cutting off any potential questions. She gave us the bare minimum, but it was exactly what we needed to hear. My head was still spinning from the sheer absurdity of the situation, but I was as ready as I’d ever be.

I gripped my sword as more holes tore open in the sky. There were too many to count. It wasn't just Cyclopes anymore—magic wolves, magic birds... a literal flood of monsters. 

Phase Two. This was where the numbers became overwhelming.

I’ll wipe out every single one of them.

It was about to become a chaotic free-for-all, but with the civilians out of the way, we could actually cut loose. I could see the doubt on some of the students' faces, though. They were wondering if they could really trust the voice of a student they barely knew.

But Cecil was one step ahead.

『I will be providing detailed instructions. These orders are being issued on behalf of the Noblesse Academy Principal, Mr. Gilles.』

Despite the hellscape forming above us, I couldn't help but smirk. Nice one, Cecil. That was definitely a white lie she’d cooked up on the spot, but it worked. Nobody was going to question the Principal’s orders, and everyone knew Cecil Antwerp was a genius anyway. There was no better way to settle their nerves.

Heh. If you get in trouble for this later, Cecil, I’ll quit the academy right alongside you.

The last traces of anxiety vanished, replaced by a surge of adrenaline. I was standing right in the middle of the most iconic scene from the early part of the story.

Enjoy it. Isn't that right, Weiss?

I’d recovered enough mana during the brief lull. I could do this. We could do this.

"GUOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!"

The horde began their descent toward the arena. 

I didn't develop this technique for nothing. It was all for this moment!

[Destructive Impulse of the Healing Grace]

I slammed my hands onto the ground to trigger the ability, but my mana was lower than I thought. The activation was lagging. Dammit, move! Faster!

"Weiss, use mine."

A hand clamped onto my shoulder. It was Michael. We Noblesse students hadn't even reached the grade where we learn mana transfer yet, but he was doing it anyway.

Man, I owe you one.

This was going to be a war of attrition. I set the priority to mana replenishment and instantly deployed a formula across all my allies that would allow them to siphoning mana from the monsters they killed. 

Suddenly, the bodies of everyone on our side began to glow with a faint, pulsing light.

"We can win this," I said, looking at each of them. Nobody replied, but their eyes told me everything I needed to know. Their resolve was set. I’d worried about how to explain the Calamity to them, but it looked like I didn't need to.

And so, our battle for survival began.
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With a roar of my voice, monsters came raining down from the heavens, and the curtain rose on a blood-soaked slaughter.

There was no time for useless chatter. Even the students from rival schools, who had been our enemies just minutes ago, were now reliable allies.

"Window Sonic!"

Michael tore through the large monsters with a ferocious momentum that made me wonder if he’d been holding back during the tournament. 

He probably wasn't pulling his punches then, but he’s the same type as Allen—one of those guys who gets a massive power boost the moment they have someone to protect.

"Ice Lance!"

"Magic Thread!"

Behind me, Cynthia and Shari were fighting in perfect sync. They stood back-to-back with Milica and Logan, their former rivals, forming a seamless defensive line.

Looking up, I saw Eva Avery and Carta wreaking havoc among the flying monsters. Eva was a literal force of nature, firing off devastating magic cannons and snuffing out lives just by touching the monsters' foreheads. 

Yeah, the sky is definitely her territory. I don't even need to worry about it.

Down in the narrow spectator stands, Teacher Milk was reaping necks with her usual terrifying grace. She moved like a world-class gymnast. Watching her swordplay was so enchanting it made my heart tremble.

And then, to my absolute shock—

"Zebis, my blood is racing!"

"Indeed, Lord Agate!"

My father and Zebis were fighting side-by-side, weaving sword techniques and magic into a deadly dance. I’d been under the impression that my father couldn't fight at all. I couldn't have been more wrong. His movements were incredibly refined.

...Damn it. It turns out there’s a lot I don’t know about this family.

Of course, my own body was moving independently of my thoughts. 

One, two, three—

The bigger they were, the more satisfying they were to kill. It turns out I really do have a penchant for taking lives. Every time I ended a monster with my own hands, it hammered home the reality: I really am Weiss Fancent.

Principal Gilles, Darius, and Chloe were holding their own further away. I didn't have much time to gawk, but the Principal was dual-wielding like a madman, Darius was swinging that signature greatsword of his, and Chloe was masterfully wielding a pair of whips.

Man, I’d love to ask her for lessons one day. The whips, I mean.

Meanwhile, Lilith was throwing herself into the most dangerous part of the fray.

"Haaah! Taah!"

She’d been so depressed on the way back from the Youth camp, worried that she was just dead weight. But she couldn't have been more wrong. Right now, she was working harder than anyone else on the field.

"Gigaaaaahhh!"

"Begone—"

I have to live up to her effort. I can't let her outshine me.

"Weiss, don't get reckless!"

"Yeah? Same to you, 'Protagonist'!"

Allen didn't seem to notice it himself, but he actually looked like he was having fun. I guess he’s a battle junkie at heart too. Though, obviously, not as much as me.

Everything was going smoothly—too smoothly. I felt a cold prickle of unease. The difficulty of the "Calamity" was supposed to be legendary, and the monsters were still pouring in at an impossible rate.

But something was off.

Was it just because we had so many powerhouses gathered in one place? I couldn't shake the feeling that we were overwhelming them too easily.

...Am I just overthinking this?

[Two Cerberus units in the right corridor. Intruders moving from Left B to A.]

Cecil’s telepathy cut through the noise, her voice calm and all-seeing. She was coordinating dozens of people simultaneously, predicting the monsters' movements before they even made them. Thanks to her, we always had the initiative. 

To her, we probably looked like nothing more than characters in a tactical RPG. 

Heh. If that’s the case, I’d better make sure I’m the King.

I actually had the mental leeway to joke like that. That’s how much of an advantage we had. 

But then—

[The sky!]

Cecil’s warning snapped my head up. Right. The real nightmare starts now.

————Zizi——————————————

———————————Zizi———————

As I slashed through a monster, I looked up to see three massive teleportation circles manifesting in the air. 

Ah, here they come. Finally.

There was one thing that had always bothered me. I loved Noblesse Oblige, even if I didn't have every single detail memorized. But there was a massive hole in my knowledge that shouldn't have been there.

For some reason, I couldn't recall a single scrap of information about anyone in the Demon Race other than the Demon King. No names, no faces—nothing. 

It was a total blackout. How was that even possible? No matter how hard I racked my brain, I couldn't even conjure a blurry image. I remembered the Demon King’s existence clearly—and that they enjoyed killing humans for sport—but I didn't even know if they were a man or a woman.

In contrast, I remembered the lesser demons perfectly. 

But these three...

"There are more humans here than we anticipated."

"True. They look a bit more capable than the ones from a few centuries ago, don't they?"

"Gahaha! Nothing ever goes exactly to plan!"

Thanks to my Dark Eye, I could understand their speech perfectly. Three demons descended. They all had the signature red horns growing from their heads, and they floated through the air as casually as if they were taking a stroll on a paved road.

"...You’ve got to be kidding me."

A handsome blonde man. 
A brown-haired woman looking down at us with eyes like ice. 
And a massive, boisterous mountain of a man.

I was speechless. In the original Noblesse, the enemies didn't change, even if you had different allies. It should have been Kimberly, the guy who sacrifices his flesh to summon darkness. It should have been Ifexer, the water specialist. Or Bilbit with the demon wings.

I had planned for them. I had strategized with Cecil, preparing countermeasures for every known boss to ensure a steady victory.

But I didn't recognize these three at all. They weren't even remotely similar to the bosses I knew.

They were demons I had never seen before in my life.

"—Dammit! Who the hell are you people?!" I screamed, my magic surging as I vaporized a monster.

Cecil was likely the only one who understood the weight of my question. I thought that by working hard and preparing for the future I knew, I could carve out a path. But now that the future was broken, I—

"Weiss! We can do this!"

Allen’s voice cut through my panic with perfect timing. His magic was running low after the tournament, yet his eyes were as clear and determined as they were during the dragon incident.

...Right. You're right.

We had already made the impossible possible. I looked around at the sea of powerful allies surrounding me. 

I’m not alone.

Get it together, Weiss Fancent. Your job is to spit in the face of fate.

[...The Demon Race has arrived, but do not panic. According to ancient texts, they despise surprise attacks. They likely won't move immediately. Focus on exterminating the remaining monsters steadily. Do not let them rattle you.]

Cecil’s tone was deeper than usual, but she had clearly forced herself to remain calm. I was strong, sure, but right now, I needed to be her pawn. I had to trust her—trust my friends.

"Gugaaahhh?"

"Out of my way, you pathetic trash. Unnatural—"

Just as Cecil predicted, the demons were too arrogant to bother with us yet. They were a race that lived to flaunt their overwhelming power. In the original game, they were supposed to be here to kidnap people from this world, but for now, they just hovered there, watching us.

And they looked like they were enjoying the show.

"Gahahahaha! See? They don't stand a chance!"

"I suppose not. So, it’s just as the Demon King said?"

"—A 'Time Loop.' To think humans could come up with such a crafty little trick."

I froze. My Dark Eye translated the words, and I nearly dropped my sword.

...A Time Loop? They know?

In my shock, I was a split-second too slow to react to a monster lunging from my blind spot. A giant wolf’s claw was inches from my throat—

—Whoosh.

An incredibly fast bolt of magic scorched the air, erasing the wolf’s head from existence. I glanced up to see Eva Avery smirking at me.

[You owe me one.]

Great. I just went into debt with the most dangerous senior in school.

I offered a quick nod of thanks and threw myself back into the fray. I couldn't afford to think. I just had to kill whatever was in front of me.



Twenty minutes passed.

We were drenched in blood, but almost all of it belonged to the enemy. With Cecil’s precise directions, we had managed to prevent any deaths, even if there were plenty of injuries. It was an incredible feat, considering the scale of the attack.

Thank God Cecil is on our side.

But something was still wrong. Was this really the "Calamity"? The answer lay with the three figures in the sky.

The blonde man in jet-black clothes began to descend. Even up close, his features were so perfect it was hard to believe he was a monster. But the magic radiating off him was on a completely different level from anyone I’d ever met.

Everyone held their breath. Surprisingly, neither Eva nor Teacher Milk moved to attack. They weren't even bracing themselves.

I realized why immediately. If they started a fight with him now, the crossfire would slaughter every underclassman in the arena. They were being held hostage by his mere presence.

The man’s boots clicked softly as he landed on the arena floor. He looked like he was out for a pleasant Sunday walk. He wasn't even slightly intimidated by being surrounded. He didn't even look at the monsters—his own supposed subordinates.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Beepha, one of the Seven Calamity Sins. The lovely lady behind me is Sulus, and the large fellow is Lacom."

To my horror, he was looking straight at me. I didn't know why, but his expression told me he knew something. And what the hell were the "Seven Calamity Sins"? I’d never heard of them in the game.

Beepha didn't break eye contact.

"I see. So you are the Singularity. It’s much more apparent when I see you in the flesh."

I had no idea what he was talking about. Before I could ask, one of the underclassmen lost their nerve and lunged at him. We all braced for the explosion of violence, but the student’s sword swung through empty air.

The demon had vanished.

"＊＊＊＊＊＊＊＊＊＊＊＊＊＊＊?"

The voice came from right next to my ear. He had teleported beside me in an instant and whispered words that shouldn't have been possible. Words that made the blood drain from my face.

I swung at him, but he was gone again, reappearing high in the air. I couldn't understand the mechanics of it. The Demon Race used a system of magic that was fundamentally alien to ours.

"This was merely a greeting. However, it was just as the Demon King predicted. Truly unbelievable—to think we were on the verge of 'defeat'."

The man began to fade. Looking up, I realized they were actually leaving. It was unthinkable for the Demon Race to retreat—they were a people of pure pride and strength. If we had fought them here, we might have won, even with the casualties.

But he withdrew. He actually admitted they would have lost?

"We shall go and finalize our 'preparations.' Until we meet again."

"Honestly, was there even a point in coming down here?" the woman, Sulus, complained.

"The Demon King ordered us to observe, so shut it! Though I agree, it’s boring! Fine—I’ll at least leave them with a proper goodbye!"

A teleportation circle appeared, but before they vanished, the giant named Lacom raised his hand to the sky. 

A massive fireball materialized—larger and hotter than anything I’d ever seen. The density of the magic power was suffocating. What terrified me most was that this "Lacom"—a character who didn't even exist in the original game—was displaying power far beyond any boss I remembered.

"—Farewell!"

He hurled the sun-sized ball of fire straight at us. I could have dodged it, but the injured people behind me couldn't move.

[Fancent-kun!]

Cecil’s voice screamed in my head, but I was already moving. I funneled every last drop of my magic into Time Lapse.

The world slowed to a crawl.

As I leaped forward, I felt a sudden push against my back—a chilly, refreshing sensation. Cynthia’s Ice Float. Hah, thanks for the assist!

Then, to my amazement, I saw Eva. In this frozen world of the split-second, she was looking right at me. She could actually perceive me. 

She gave me a tiny nod, as if saying, After you.

I brought my sword up, sliding the blade along the surface of the fireball. I worked to dismantle the magical formula, driving my blade into the seams of the flames. The fireball began to fracture and disperse, but it wasn't enough to stop it.

That was when the others stepped in. Eva, Teacher Milk, Darius, and Chloe—the strongest people on the field—shredded the remaining fragments of the spell until not even ash remained.

It was over in a heartbeat, but it was a heartbeat that could have ended all of our lives.

"Woooooh! Hell yeah, Weiss!"

"I thought I was dead..."

"The teachers are insane!"

The students erupted into cheers of pure, primal relief.

"---Phew."

I touched down on the ground, my legs feeling like lead. Lilith caught me by the shoulder to keep me upright.

"Lord Weiss, that was incredible!"

"Weiss, are you okay?!"

"Yeah... no problem."

I looked up at the sky, but the demons were gone. All that remained was the ruined arena, a mountain of monster corpses, and a pile of terrifying mysteries.

Man, this "game" really isn't going to make things easy for me, is it?

But we had survived the Calamity. Judging by their parting words, they’d be back, but this was a massive first step. And I had to admit—I couldn't have done it alone.

"Hmm. Well, things just got a whole lot more interesting, didn't they?"

Amidst the fear and relief, Eva Avery was the only one who looked genuinely, soul-deep happy.



A few hours later, a small army of soldiers arrived from the Royal Capital. Between checking the status of the arena, treating the wounded, and starting the investigation, there was a mountain of work to do. It was pure chaos, but the students from the other schools were finally cleared to head home.

They had been fierce rivals, but today, they were the most reliable allies I could have asked for.

"Weiss. See you around."

"Yeah."

As Michael turned to leave, he looked much better than he had when we first met.

"Well, that certainly escalated quickly," Cynthia sighed.

"No kidding... I can't believe actual demons showed up," Lilith added.

"Yeah. But all we can do is keep moving forward. Cynthia, Lilith—thanks. For everything."

I said it sincerely. I had a lot of people I needed to thank, but these two had stayed by my side through the worst of it. They both blinked in surprise before breaking into matching smiles.

"I will always be by your side, Lord Weiss! You don't need to thank me for that!"

"He’s right, you know. I only did what was expected of me."

The story was hitting branching paths I didn't recognize anymore. The future was unwritten. But even so, I was going to beat this game.

I'm going to clear it, no matter what.

But for now... I guess I can afford a little breather.
055 Their Respective Feelings

Rumors of the second Calamity incident whipped across the world like wildfire.

However, thanks in part to the incredible students who happened to be on the scene, there wasn't a single casualty, despite the high number of injuries. 

As someone who actually knew the original game's script, this was a massive achievement—even if the Demon Race hadn't technically joined the fray yet.

The star of the show was undoubtedly Cecil Antwerp. 

She had claimed that she was simply acting as a spokesperson for Headmaster Gilles’s orders in a split-second judgment. Surprisingly, I heard she wasn't even summoned for questioning afterward. 

That old man really is as eccentric as they come. I guess I shouldn't be surprised, but still...

On the surface, everything was framed as Gilles’s brilliance. Cecil was relieved, but in truth, I was the one most likely to have a heart attack from the stress.

As for the Teleportation Magic, it seemed Teacher Chloe had put in quite a bit of legwork. Apparently, she persuaded the authorities by suggesting the threat of nearby monsters or the outbreak of war. That kind of tactical maneuvering really showed off Cecil's natural wit.

In the aftermath, my father was a nervous wreck. He kept checking me for any pain or hidden injuries. Once he finally confirmed I was in one piece, he started muttering about how he needed to get back into training. I thought he was plenty strong already, but apparently, he was a total beast in his younger days.

I don't remember seeing any lore about that in the game, so I’ll have to grill him for the details one of these days.

Then there was Eva, who seemed genuinely delighted. She was in such a good mood that her laughter reportedly echoed through the school halls for days. Since her room is in the middle-grade wing, I can't say for sure, but I haven't heard a peep about that "favor" she owes me yet.

On the other hand, Teacher Milk looked absolutely miserable. She kept beating herself up, saying she was pathetic for not lifting a finger against the Demon Race out of fear of collateral damage. She claimed that if it had been her younger self, she would have torn those demons to shreds on the spot.

Honestly... I think it’s better she didn't. She's another one whose "eccentricity" borders on terrifying.

Unfortunately, a shocking truth came to light. 

Teleportation Magic normally requires a pre-set mark. The Demon Race is no exception to this rule, which fueled rumors that there must have been a collaborator within our walls during the first Calamity. This was a detail never revealed in the original game.

Worse yet, traces of a similar mark were found right here at the Nobless Sword and Magic Cup.

With representatives from every nation present, the place was in an uproar over who the traitor might be. We were spiraling toward a nightmare scenario where no one—not even allied nations—could be trusted.

And then there were the words whispered to me by Beefa, the one who called himself one of the Seven Calamity Sins.

I had been trying so hard to avoid my destruction. Everything should have been going smoothly.

But in that moment, I felt as if the Darkness itself had its hands wrapped around my throat.

"Weiss, is that really all you're eating?"

"Yeah. Just fruit is fine."

The day after our victory, the matches for the middle and upper-grade students were cancelled as a precaution. A week had passed since then. Nobless Academy had shut down for three days, but we were back in session by the fourth. There was even talk of hiring a specialist in countermeasure magic to join the faculty.

This is a branching path that never existed in the original game.

The campus was already overflowing with smiles again. This is a world where vicious monsters are a daily reality, so perhaps everyone is just naturally better at adapting. If anything, the incident had lit a fire under them. They all had the same look in their eyes: Next time, I'll be the one to step up.

Surprisingly, the person most depressed was Lilith. She felt like she had been a burden during the Calamity since she wasn't chosen as a tournament representative.

I mean, her primary job is being my maid. I think she’s doing a fantastic job, but she clearly isn't satisfied with that.

Well, as her master, I suppose it’s my job to set a proper example.

"On second thought... I’ll eat. Lilith, you eat too. The only thing we can do right now is get strong enough to handle whatever comes next. Right?"

Lilith had been staring at the floor, but she snapped her head up and stood.

"...I'll eat! I'm going to go grab two of the daily specials!" 

She shouted at her usual deafening volume and stomped off toward the counter.

Wait, I actually wanted something else... oh well.

"Weiss, there's something I've wanted to ask you for a while."

"What's on your mind?"

It had been a while since I'd talked to Cynthia. Her family is notoriously overprotective, and there was apparently a heated discussion about whether she should voluntarily withdraw from the Academy. That wasn't in the game either, but I suppose there are exceptions to every rule. In the end, Cynthia’s resolve had been unshakable. 

Probably... for my sake.

She hesitated for a moment, then looked me straight in the eye.

"Um... what did that demon, Beefa, say to you back then?"

"...You noticed that?"

"Yes."

My body had completely frozen when he spoke. The others had asked me about it too, but I’d brushed them off, telling them it was just their imagination. I’d even told Teacher Milk the same thing.

What he said was—

『Is someone else’s body fun?』

Even now, I can't make heads or tails of it. That was the first time I’d ever met him. We hadn't exchanged a single word. So why did he sound so absolutely certain?

I just don't know.

"...Cynthia, I don't want to lie to you. But I can't tell you—not yet."

I felt like scum. She’s done so much for me, and yet I can't tell her the truth. In the high-difficulty world of Noblesse, a single wrong move at a branching point can lock in someone’s death. If I talk about the future, it might become the very trigger that kills her.

Or maybe... I’m just a coward. I’m scared she won't believe me. I’m scared she’ll reject me.

But Cynthia just smiled.

"You said 'not yet.' That’s enough for me. If that's how you feel, Weiss, I'll wait for as long as it takes."

God... she really is a heroine who’s too good for the likes of me.

"...Thanks."

"Of course."

"I'm back!"

Lilith slammed two trays onto the table, each piled high with rice and fried chicken. There was a mountain of salad and an extra helping of fruit.

This is way too much food.

"We're just getting started! Next time a demon shows up, we’ll give them a total thrashing!"

"Yeah... you're right. Let's dig in."

Lilith was right. We’re only first-years. The story is just beginning. If I trip up during the prologue, there’s no way I’m going to Clear this game.

"Besides, Weiss-sama and Cynthia-san were amazing! You won the tournament and drove off the Calamity!"

"She's right. Especially you, Weiss. You’re the top-ranked first-year, your point total is the highest in history, and your performance in the tournament is already becoming a legend."

Just as Cynthia said, my name was becoming known across the nations. My past reputation as a scumbag probably wouldn't vanish overnight, but this would likely decrease the threat of things like mansion raids. We won a tournament no one expected us to win and walked away with the prizes. We survived the Calamity.

If I were grading my progress, this was a perfect score.

The training camp was starting soon. I remembered the tagline in the game’s concept art: Laughter, tears, and hell. I never thought I’d be experiencing it firsthand, but I was actually looking forward to it. It had been a while since there were any dropouts. I needed to keep my head in the game.

"Speaking of which, the championship prize is so cool! I wish I had one..."

"We'll just have to enter together next year, Lilith."

"Yes!"

The ceremony had been cut short, but I received the items later. They were exactly like the SS screenshots I’d seen on the message boards. Honestly, I’d nearly shouted "Are you kidding me?" when I saw them.

I touched the sword sheathed at my right hip. 

An Artifact that changes shape based on the wielder's magic. That was the championship prize. There were five of them in total. I didn't know what Allen and the others got, but in a way, this just meant the difficulty level of my life had gone up again. It was a bit much for a student tournament prize, but I suppose that's the "Noblesse Oblige" way.

Well, as long as it makes me stronger, I’m not complaining.

Let's get along, partner.

[Eternal Dual Sword (Eternal Dual) — A magic sword possessing the twin powers of Light and Darkness.]
Effect: Multiplies the elemental magic of a subordinate several times over. Magic consumption is remarkably low.

▽

"Hah... fuu... HAAAA!"

"Oops! Careful, Allen! I'm not gonna miss an opening like that, ze!"

Ever since the tournament, no matter how hard I swung my sword, Duke managed to dodge everything. Even with his Power Up active, he had become terrifyingly strong. He was even mixing in long-range attacks now. His stamina was leagues beyond mine. I still wasn't even close!

"HAAAA!"

"Nice! That's some sharp form, Allen!"

Just then, a familiar, gentle voice called out from behind us.

"I knew I'd find you two in the training hall. You both need to stop and eat something."

It was Shari. She was holding two large lunch boxes. The cafeteria at Nobless Magic Academy is free and has a huge variety, and they’ll even pack you a lunch if you ask. Which meant—

"Nuooh! Food?! Shari, are you a goddess?! You're a goddess, aren't you?!"

Duke stopped mid-swing and looked away. I wasn't going to miss this chance.

"Got you! Hah—yes! A hit!"

I landed a clean blow right on his forehead, but Duke didn't even flinch.

"That's cheap..."

"It’s a serious match, isn't it?"

"Hah, I guess so. Whatever, let's eat! I'm starving!"

"Yeah. Thanks, Shari."

I lowered my sword and walked over to thank her.

"Yes, yes. But you should at least shower first—oh, he's already eating."

"So good... this chicken is so good..."

After the second Calamity, I was disgusted with my own weakness. When that final fireball was launched, Weiss was faster than anyone. He found the flaw in the spell, destroyed the formula, and saved everyone. Rumor had it that he was so close with Cecil-san that they’d prepared the Teleportation Magic in advance just in case.

And then there's me. I couldn't do anything. I did nothing. I was too busy thinking about myself.

Eva-senpai and Teacher Milk had been moving at a level that shouldn't even be possible. Duran’s Michael had been so fast I knew I couldn't win one-on-one.

I have to get stronger.

"Allen, eat up or Duke is going to steal your portion."

"Wait—hey! What are you doing?!"

"Just one piece! Come on!"

"No! You always eat everything!"

"It's free! Just go get more later!"

"Then you go get it!"

I wasn't the only one feeling the pressure, though. Once we finished eating, Shari and Duke spoke up.

"We really need to get stronger, ze."

"You're right... I was the only one who lost my match in the tournament. I really felt like a burden."

We were all thinking the exact same thing. If I stop here, I’ll never catch up to Weiss.

"Alright! Duke, Shari... would you two take me on at the same time?"

"Huh? You're getting a little cocky, aren't you?"

"He's right, Allen. That’s a bit much—wait, do you mean... you're going to use your Gift?"

Until now, I’d been too afraid of the side effects. That’s why I couldn't use it when it really mattered. But that changes now. I have to look toward the future, even if I have to make a sacrifice to get there.

"Yeah. My body might be paralyzed for a few days afterward... but I have to keep pushing. I realized that if I don't practice using the Gifts of others, I’ll never be able to use them in a real fight."

"...Hah! I like it. So you're saying you can keep up with my Power Up? This is gonna be fun."

"Don't push yourself too hard. If anything feels wrong, stop immediately."

"I know."

My Gift... it allows me to mimic the abilities of others. But the drawback is massive. Depending on the magic used, my body becomes immobile afterward, and if I push too hard, I lose consciousness for an unknown amount of time. There are strict time limits on the usage and a long cooldown period. Plus, I have to clear certain conditions before I can even copy a new ability.

After the dragon subjugation, I was out cold for over a week. I asked everyone to keep it a secret from Weiss and the others, though Headmaster Gilles knows. I didn't want to show any weakness, and like Shari said, it’s not exactly a "heroic" ability. A big part of that is because Gifts aren't technically magic—they're more like the Unique Abilities of the Demon Race.

But I don't care about any of that anymore. I'm going to get strong.

"I’ve noticed something. Every time I hit my limit, the usage time increases."

"Seriously? Then we definitely have to do this, ze!"

"Just make sure nobody else sees you. If people find out you're using their abilities, they're going to be furious."

Shari was being kind, but I already knew that. Plenty of people already look down on me because I'm a commoner. If rumors spread that a commoner was "stealing" the abilities of the nobility, I'd have a target on my back instantly.

Besides, there was something I hadn't even told these two yet.

The Second Stage of my ability.

I’ll have to tell them... someday.

"Alright, let's try a combination of Duke's Power Up, Shari's Enchanter, and... Cynthia-san's Ice Magic."

"Oh, nice! That'll be good practice for us, too!"

"Fine. But don't expect me to go easy on you."

Duke looked at us with a grin.

"By the way, what did your Artifacts turn into? Mine is incredible!"

"Not telling~"

"I think I'll keep mine a secret for now, too."

"Che! You guys are no fun! Well, I guess that’s something to look forward to later."

I'll be the one to protect everyone.
Interlude: The World's Strongest Goddess

The place where I was born was the pits. It was the absolute worst, yet somehow, it was the best.

"Hey, give it back!"

"Ha! If you want it that bad, try taking it by force!"

At the very peak of a mountain of literal garbage, a boy had snatched away the doll—well, the toy—I’d managed to scavenge. 

The boy, a kid with a frame way too big for his age, went by the name King. He had short, cropped hair and eyes that always seemed to be glaring upward. King wasn't his real name, obviously. He just told everyone to call him that, so I went along with it. I didn't really have much of a choice.

"King, give it back to her!"

"Yeah, what he said!"

"Shut up! This belongs to me now!"

A whole crowd of orphans like us gathered at the dump. Everyone had their own story—war, slavery, being abandoned. I’d heard enough "woe is me" stories to last a lifetime. The only thing we all had in common was that we survived by picking through other people’s trash.

King was around the same age as me, eight or nine, but since he was a boy, he was a lot stronger.

"I saw this first," he barked. "Don't go trying to steal my haul."

"Liar! I'm the one who found it!"

"Hah! Then use your—gyaaaaaaah!?"

The next second, King took a flying kick to the ribs, sending him tumbling down the slope of trash like a discarded bottle.

There was only one person who would do something like that without a second thought: Eva.

"Here, your doll. Honestly, you're always letting people pick on you."

"Oh... uh, th-thank you."

She had long, silky white hair. It was so beautiful—nothing like my own pitch-black mess—and it suited her perfectly. Even though she was a girl, she was stronger and had more guts than any of the boys.

I absolutely adored her.

"Hey, Eva! What the hell was that for?! What if I’d died?!" King yelled from the bottom.

"Who knows? I suppose I would have offered a brief apology at your funeral. King."

Most of the trash in this place came from the Royal Capital. Sometimes you’d find a real treasure, which usually meant a fight would break out over who got to keep it. Despite everything, I didn't actually hate King. 

The three of us—King, my beloved Eva, and I—were almost always together.

Like the others, I didn't have parents. Well, I must have had them at some point, but I didn't know where they were. I didn't even have a single memory of them.

"...By the way, King, you stink," Eva said, wrinkling her nose. "Are you even bathing?"

"Once a week! You think I can afford luxuries like that? Besides, you smell too!"

"Me? Don't be ridiculous. I just finished my bath."

Now that she mentioned it, Eva was always spotless. She always smelled so nice. Wait, don't tell me...

"Eva, did you do it again?!"

"Fufufu. I sneaked in."

"You’re going to get killed if they catch you..."

"Maybe. But I like living freely."

Apparently, Eva would occasionally slip into noble villas on the outskirts of town just to use their bathtubs. She claimed she knew exactly which days were safe, but it was still incredibly dangerous. Out here, our lives were worth less than the trash we sat on. 

Life was brutal. The winters were freezing, and the summers were hot enough to kill you. But we had one thing: freedom.

If only we had money, though... that would really make this the best.

"Anyway, I brought this back too."

"Eva, is that...?! A Melo-Melon?!"

She reached into her bag and pulled out a massive fruit. It had a beautiful netted pattern and a color that looked absolutely delicious. I’d heard rumors about them—that they were bursting with sweetness.

"We’re all going to share it. Well, everyone except King."

"Hey! Why me?!"

"Only if you apologize properly."

That was just how Eva was. She was the glue that held the children here together. Even in a place this wretched, she was the only one who always acted with grace. She never showed a hint of weakness; she was always smiling, always having fun.

How is she... so strong?

"...Fine. I’m sorry," King muttered, bowing his head toward me. With his shoulders slumped like that, he actually looked kind of cute. I couldn't help but giggle.

"D-Don't laugh!"

"Sorry, sorry! Well, since Eva’s here, I guess I’ll forgive you."

"Fufufu, good. Let’s live even more freely," Eva said. "We—all the children here—are the freest people in the world."

That was Eva’s favorite saying. The freest people in the world. That was us.

"I’m gonna be even freer than Eva! I'm gonna get into Noblesse Magic Academy!" King declared.

"Nobless Academy?" I tilted my head.

Eva chimed in to explain. "It’s the most prestigious magic academy in the world. Apparently, even commoners can take the entrance exam, but... King, there’s no way you’d make it. I could, though."

"What was that?! I’m definitely getting in, just watch me!"

"You can't even beat me in a fight."

"You wanna go?! I'll get serious right now!"

"Fine then, give it your best shot."

"Ow, ow, ow! Stop pinching my cheeks, Eva!"

It was the lowest, most miserable place on earth. But it really was the best.



"Oh, welcome back, children."

An hour’s walk from the dump sat a tiny cluster of buildings that couldn't even be called a village. That was where our home was. The person who greeted us was my beloved Grandma.

She always told us she’d forgotten her real name, so she never told us what it was. Everyone just called her Grandma. She looked after a whole crowd of kids. Eva only stayed over once in a while; she always claimed she had a "secret hideout" but never told us where. 

That’s so like her. She’s the freest person I know. I love how mysterious she is.

"King, wash your hands."

"Shut up, Eva! You’re always nagging me about the small stuff!"

Watching them bicker always brought a smile to my face. We had no money and no luxuries, but I felt happy.

"How was your day?" Grandma asked.

"Not great... but look! I found a doll!"

"My, my, isn't that lovely?"

Grandma hadn't been able to work since her health started failing. She refused to take any money from us, claiming she had savings, but I promised myself that one day I’d get rich and give her the life she deserved. 

She protected us. She kept us hidden from soldier patrols and somehow managed to cook huge meals despite having nothing. If I’d been on my own, I’d be dead—or if I were lucky, a slave. Everyone there had a Darkness in their hearts. Even King would cry when he thought no one was looking.

But Eva was different. She was strong, kind, and never uttered a single complaint. The others all talked about escaping this life, but I secretly hoped it would never end.

"Go on, you wash your hands too. We’re all going to share this Melo-Melon."

As long as Eva was here, I was happy.

"Okay!"

That was the first time I ever tasted Melo-Melon. It was so good it felt like my soul was melting...



One morning, I was out at my "workplace"—the dump—earlier than usual. It was my best chance to find something good while the other kids were still asleep. 

It was almost Eva’s birthday. Well, it was the anniversary of the day we met, anyway. I wanted to find her a present. Then, I saw it: a small necklace. It was incredibly sparkly. It probably wasn't real gold or anything, but I was so excited I could hardly breathe.

That’s when I heard them.

"—Hey, what about that one?"

"Eh, why not?"

Two adults were standing right in front of me. People rarely came out here. Adults were dangerous. I’d heard stories about kids being kidnapped. I’d even had a few close calls myself. The rumors said they were being sold off as slaves.

I turned and bolted. I knew this dump better than anyone; I was sure I could lose them. Or so I thought.

"[Magic Bandage]"

Suddenly, a glowing cord flew through the air and lashed around my body. I couldn't move. I hit the ground hard, the breath knocked out of me.

"Whoa, when did you learn magic like that?" one of the men asked.

"Not bad, right? Picked it up in the Royal Capital."

They looked down at me like I was some kind of animal they’d just trapped. No... please... I don't want to leave. I don't want to go!

"She’s just a brat, but she’s got a cute face. Want a taste first?"

"Don't be an idiot. 'Untouched' stock sells for way more. Come on, let’s move."

A massive hand reached toward me. No. Stop it. Please, someone... help...

"Don't you touch her! Nuwaaaaaah!"

A flying kick caught the man square in the face. It was King!

"Hah! Getting rolled by a kid? Agggh!"

"Quick, run!"

Then came Eva. The moment she struck, the magical bandage loosened its grip.

"Tch, what’s a brat gonna do, call more brats?"

"You pieces of trash!" King yelled, pulling out a small, rusted sword. "Don't think you can just take whatever you want because we’re kids!"

"That’s right," Eva added, her right hand beginning to glow. "You really shouldn't underestimate us."

That’s... magic!

The men’s faces went pale. It was unheard of for kids like us to use magic. Usually, that was reserved for trained nobles or—or kids with insane natural talent.

"Well, well... looks like we hit the jackpot," one man sneered, drawing a heavy sword. "Kids with magic talent sell for a fortune. I guess the early bird really does get the worm!"

"Yeah, but the boy’s a waste of space. Let’s just take the girls."

I was frozen. What could I do? I have to fight too, I have to—

"What are you waiting for?! Run! Get out of here!" Eva screamed.

"Go!" King backed her up.

Their voices snapped me out of it. My legs started moving on their own. I was weak. I knew that. But if I couldn't fight...

"I’m going to bring help! I promise!"

The Royal Capital wasn't that far. The soldiers would help us. I turned and ran, leaving them behind. I ran until my lungs burned, until I thought my heart would explode out of my chest. 

But when I finally reached them...

"Huh? Are you stupid? Of course not."

"Sorry, kid. We’re Royal Capital soldiers. We can't just leave our posts on a whim."

"But King is...! Eva is...! They’re going to be killed!"

"Listen, if you want us to file a report, you have to go through the proper external channels."

No matter how much I begged, they wouldn't listen. I wouldn't give up, I kept screaming at them, until finally, they arrested me for "insulting an officer."

"Tch, what a noisy brat."

"Let’s just toss her in a cell for the night to cool her heels."

"Let me go! I have to go back! Please!"

King... Eva...



"You’re free to go."

Several days later, Grandma came to get me. She looked so frail; it must have been agonizing for her to walk all that way. But I didn't care about that.

"Grandma! King and Eva, they—!"

"...I know. Just... stay calm and listen to me."

Then, Grandma told me what had happened at the dump after I fled.

"...Eva is missing? And King... no... it can't be..."

I didn't want to believe it. It had to be a lie.

King’s body had been found back at the dump. Grandma couldn't even finish the story; she just wept, telling me how badly they’d hurt him. One of the other kids had been hiding nearby and saw the whole thing.

It’s a lie. It has to be a lie.

But Eva was nowhere to be found. 

“Kids with magic talent sell for a fortune...”

Eva was alive. She had to be.

"Listen to me," Grandma said, finally revealing the truth she had been keeping secret. 

It turned out Eva was actually the daughter of a noble. She had been sneaking out of her house to be with us, which was why she only appeared every now and then. Her "sneaking into villas" to bathe was a lie; she was just going home. She’d had a terrible relationship with her parents, though Grandma didn't know the details. Eva had been stealing money from her own home and giving it to Grandma to keep us all fed.

Why... why didn't she tell us?

Even if they hated her, the disappearance of a noble daughter was a huge deal. Grandma wasn't charged, but she was permanently banned from entering the Royal Capital. It was all our fault.

The word was that a rising group of slave traders was responsible. I was called in once to give a statement, but after that, the soldiers ignored me. They wouldn't even tell me anything about the investigation. They took King’s body away for "examination," so the rest of us never even got to say goodbye.

Grandma held a small funeral for him. I tried so hard to move on. King was so strong... how could he...?

A month later, Grandma’s health took a sharp turn for the worse. 

"I'm so sorry," she whispered. 

Right until the end, she had been dragging herself to the Capital every single day—an hour each way—trying to get them to look for Eva. A week later, Grandma was gone too. Our little group scattered to the winds.

"We are the freest people in the world."

Eva’s words echoed in my head. I will find her. I have to.

I said my final goodbye to that dump—the lowest, worst, and best place I ever knew.

I don't want to remember the years that followed. I did terrible things. I lied, I cheated, I survived. Then, years later, I finally tracked down the slave trader who had taken Eva.

"Repeat that," I growled. "What did you just say?"

"S-She’s dead! We didn't know she was a noble’s kid, it got too hot! So we... we sank her in the ocean—"

"Liar!"

"It’s the truth! I swear! H-H-Please, stop! Agggggggggh!"

I didn't want to hear it. I wanted to scream. But Eva...

I won't believe it. She’s alive. She has to be.

I hunted down every single trader who had been involved with King and Eva. I tore their world apart looking for the truth, but I found nothing. Only that first man had known anything. By the time I stopped to catch my breath, I had completely annihilated the largest slave syndicate in the region.

When it was over, I felt nothing but a hollow emptiness. If I killed every evil person in the world, would King and Eva finally be at rest? No. Slave traders were like weeds. You could pull them all out, and they’d just grow back.

Maybe this is enough. At least... I avenged King.

I was free now. Truly free. I would live exactly how she said. I would be the freest person in the world.

I decided to become an adventurer. It was the only way to live with total freedom. It had been my dream since I was a little girl.

"Hello! Is this your first time registering? Can I get your name, please?" the receptionist asked with a smile.

"Ah... my name is, Yu—..."

I want to be free. So... Eva. Can I have your name? I always wanted to be like you. I admired you so much. You’d forgive me, wouldn't you?

My hair had turned white shortly after that day at the dump. Seeing my reflection, I was almost happy. I looked a little bit more like her.

Hey... King. Can I take your name too? "Eva King" sounds a bit silly, so I’ll take your real one instead. I know you said you hated it, but I always liked it.

It was... Avery, right?

"My name is... Eva. Eva Avery."

I am Eva Avery. I am the freest person in the world. I won't be bound by anyone, and I will never take orders again. I don't want to remember my old name. In fact, I can't.

But to be free, you have to be the strongest. I’m done being powerless. I will get stronger than anyone.



A few years later, Eva was indeed the strongest. No one could stop her, no one could judge her. She was the only one of her kind—the freest person in the world.

"Noblesse Magic Academy... huh. That brings back memories. Maybe I’ll enroll."

She entered with the highest scores in history. She dominated the rankings as an underclassman. She won the 11th Student Sword-Magic Cup.

"...This is boring. Maybe I should just quit. I'm free, after all."

And then came the Three-Year Unified Tag Tournament. Eva stood there, a faint smile on her lips as the announcements blared across the arena.

[Underclassman Number 24, Iole Torus: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Carta Wiore.]

So that’s the notorious noble everyone’s talking about...

No one dared to defy her. No one even tried to surpass her. Eva was rotting away from boredom in her school life. But then, a boy drenched in murderous intent and overwhelming mana appeared before her.

Weiss Fancent.

"It’s an honor to meet you... Eva Avery-senpai."

"Ufufu. So you're the famous Weiss-kun. Nice to meet you."

Oh, this is delightful.

I think I’ll stick around just a little longer. After all, two very interesting boys have finally shown up.
Chapter 56: The Underclassmen’s School Trip

The blazing sun, white sandy beaches, the blue sea, and—well, everything else that came with it.

"Weiss, aren't you going to swim?"

"Weiss-sama, let's go for a dip!"

There they stood: Cynthia, wearing a black, frilly, back-lace swimsuit, and Lilith, sporting a pink number with a matching pareo.

Wait, do swimsuits like that even exist in this era? Ah, whatever. Best not to overthink it.

"Weiss-kun, u-um, would it be okay if I joined you too?"

"Fancent-kun, could you lend me your parasol?"

There was Carta in a suspiciously bouncy school swimsuit, a girl in a gray one-piece that didn't show much skin, and finally, Cecil, whose incredible style was doing… very bouncy things to her own swimsuit.

"……Fine, whatever."

Even though the summer break—the one we called Estarm—had technically ended, the heat of the season was still going strong.

The Calamity "Whip" incident was over.

In other words, it was time for the Reward 《Sea》.



"Cynthia-san, what do you think of this? Does it suit me?"

"Oh, it’s lovely. What about mine? I brought one that’s quite popular in the Royal Capital right now."

We were currently in my private room at the Noblesse Magic Academy. 

Things had been chaotic because of the Calamity, but the humdrum of daily life had finally returned. My points had seen a massive boost, and as a result, my room had been upgraded yet again.

My double bed was now a queen.
My two ornamental plants had multiplied into four.
A "welcome fruit basket" was now delivered once a week.
And, of course, academy staff handled all the cleaning.

It was the absolute height of hospitality. 

Part of this was thanks to my rank reaching C+. I’d heard rumors that if I hit rank B, the treatment would be even more lavish. Allen and his crew had apparently reached rank C thanks to their victory with the championship cup, but they supposedly hated the idea of private rooms and were sharing a double. 

They’re so close it actually makes me a little suspicious.

Anyway—

"How long are you two going to stare at those swimsuits? We’re leaving soon."

"I want to agonize over it until the very last second!"

"She's right, Weiss. As a woman—and more importantly, as a lady—this is only natural."

Cynthia and Lilith were locked in a deep summit regarding which swimsuits deserved a spot in their luggage.

Seriously, think about it for a second.

We were nobles. Even if we were students, did they really think such a joyful, tropical event existed in this pseudo-medieval era?

The answer: absolutely not.

But here at Noblesse, it was allowed.

Why? Because it was Noblesse. That was the only logic required.

"……Still, it’s finally happening."

This was a staple event for any school-themed story. 

The school trip, led by the faculty for the underclassmen. 

Our destination was a town called Chuko, located along the southern coast and famous for its beaches. Normally, one would just go and have a good time.

But while this world was my reality, it was also a game. 

I felt myself psyching up. By the time this trip was over, I was certain we’d have people dropping out of the academy.

Ah, I can't wait.

"Kukuku… Hahahaha!"

"Weiss looks like he’s having fun. I didn't realize he liked traveling so much."

"It’s because he gets to spend time with us! Weiss-sama is just so kind!"



——Chuko Port.

The salt air filled my lungs, and the summer sun beat down on the shoreline.

"Whoaaaa! This place is freaking gorgeous!"

"You're right. It smells like the ocean."

"Allen, Duke, make sure you don't wander off."

""Yes, Mom!""

The usual trio seemed to be in high spirits. 

Well, enjoy it while it lasts.

A few days after our preparations, we arrived in Chuko after several ship transfers. The underclassmen filed off the boat one by one. There were plenty of classmates I’d never even spoken to before.

Chatting and smiling was all well and good for now, but I wondered what kind of looks they’d have on their faces by the final day.

"Weiss, you seem to be enjoying yourself."

The person who called out to me was Teacher Milk. She was one of our chaperones this time, along with Darius and Chloe.

Unlike her usual attire, she was dressed in something… a bit more revealing. Her upper arms weren't too thin, but they weren't exactly thick either. They had just the right amount of softness. 

Damn, maybe I’m getting a little carried away too.

"Well, considering what’s about to happen, I’m looking forward to it," I said, referring to the game events I knew were coming.

"I see. So you are a boy after all," she replied, clearly assuming I was just excited about seeing girls in swimsuits.

"I wonder. Well, I am a male, so that might be part of it," I countered, my blood boiling for the upcoming "events."

"Hmm… I’ll have to beat that rotten spirit out of you later. To think you’re so desperate to see swimsuits… you’re a failure as a disciple."

"Wait, what?! What are you talking about?!" 

I genuinely had no idea what she was getting at.

And so, our summer truly began.

"Alright! Everyone, follow the teachers!"

I fell in line behind Darius. For once, it actually felt like we were students.

We walked along the coastline until we reached a slightly more open area. I had assumed it was within walking distance, but this was Nobless Academy—everything was a trek. We finally arrived, drenched in the sweltering heat.

Standing before us were two mansions that were far too large for a frontier town. Actually, "halls" was probably a better word. They were massive. Two identical buildings stood side-by-side, separated into boys' and girls' wings.

The exteriors looked a bit weathered and made me nervous, but the interiors were pristine. I’d seen them in the game, but I hadn't known the specifics.

Honestly, a facility that could house this many students shouldn't exist in a world like this, but I figured that was just "game logic" at work. No point in stressing over it.

The room assignments had already been posted. We were split into groups of four.

Looking at my roommates, I was… less than thrilled.

"Yo, Weiss! Good to be with you!"

"Weiss, it’s been a while since we were on a team together."

The ones greeting me were Vitamin and Allen. Being in the same room was annoying, but I guessed the points system had some hand in this.

"Don't touch my shoulder, Duke. You’ve been demoted to Lipid."

"L-Lipid? What’s that supposed to mean, Allen?"

"Who knows?"

I pushed open the door to our room. It was wider than I’d expected, furnished with two sets of bunk beds. I immediately claimed a bottom bunk. It was easier to get in and out of, and I could spread my gear on the floor. 

I was the strongest here; therefore, I had the right of first refusal.

"I definitely want the top! I wanna look down on everyone!" Duke shouted.

"I think I’ll take a top bunk too," Allen added.

God, they really are just kids.

Duke started stripping off his shirt because he was sweaty, but he suddenly let out a scream like a prepubescent girl.

"Ugyaa?! W-Who?! A girl?!"

Lipid was staring at someone with a short, fluffy black bob, large eyes, a dainty nose, and plump lips. One look at this person and the word "cute" would reflexively leak out of your mouth.

The person in question tilted their head.

"Eh? Are you talking to me?"

"W-Why are you here?! This is the guys' room!"

"Wait, what?! I know that!"

It was no wonder Duke was panicking. This person’s name was Olin Pastel. He’d been in a different class until now, but with the recent point shifts and class reorganizations, he had just been moved into ours.

A delicate frame, slender arms, skin as white as porcelain, and a face more angelic than anyone else’s—I'm pretty sure that was his literal design concept.

"Duke, that's rude," Allen chided.

"What do you mean, rude?"

I see. It seemed Allen was already in the loop.

"Olin is a boy."

"Wait… A boy?!"

"U-Um, yeah."

Yes, Olin was a boy. However, his character bio had read like this: The most adorable person in the history of Noblesse—an "Otokonoko" (feminine boy).

"Ah… sorry. I get mistaken for a girl a lot," Olin said sheepishly.

"Are you serious?! Man, you scared the crap out of me…"

Even seeing him with my own eyes, I was stunned. In the Noblesse popular character polls, he had always held a top spot. The reasons were simple: he was insanely cute. His skin was translucent, his limbs were delicate, his eyelashes were long—honestly, if he wasn't a girl, the world was a lie.

"Your skin is… way too nice, man…"

"Ehehe. You think so?"

The shy smile he gave Lipid was practically angelic. 

Wait, what the hell am I saying? I don't have those kinds of interests.

Olin was timid and wasn't the type to push his own opinions. That, too, contributed to his feminine aura.

"U-Um, it’s nice to meet you all."

"Nice to meet you, Olin!"

"Looking forward to it."

When Duke and Allen accepted him, Olin looked visibly relieved.

"Weiss-kun… looking forward to it…?"

"……Yeah."

I could handle a basic greeting. So, these were my three roommates.

The room had some nice decorations, but obviously, there was no TV or anything modern. We were connected to the girls' wing, but the teachers’ rooms were situated right in the middle. Going back and forth was impossible. Well, maybe if you died and became a ghost you could pull it off, but I didn't think anyone was that desperate.

"Alright! Now that we’re settled, let's get into our swimsuits!"

"Wait, already?"

"Not like we have anything else to do! To the sea!"

With that, Lipid stripped off his shirt to show off his physique. His biceps, lats, and abs were actually high-tier. This guy doesn't even know what protein is, yet he’s ripped…

I secretly compared myself to him and realized I was losing. Damn it. And he's just a side character.

"W-Wow… everyone is so impressive…" Olin said with a bashful smile. 

He was clearly intimidated by us. He had no physical strength, his magic was mediocre, and his grades were only slightly above average.

"S-Should I take my clothes off too?"

The room went dead silent. Even Duke, whose mouth usually ran faster than his brain, seemed to sense that this was dangerous territory. I mean, we were all guys, but still.

The truth was, in the original game, Olin had "destroyed" the brains of countless men. I won't go into detail, but a staggering number of players "awakened" because of him. 

As for me? That’s a secret.

"Ehehe. I guess I’ll change later then."

His timid behavior reminded me a bit of Carta. But it wasn't just his looks that stood out. He didn't realize his own potential yet, and neither did the people around him.

But I knew.

The reason Olin was so popular wasn't just his face—it was his hidden talent. He possessed the highest, most elite potential in all of Noblesse.

"Duke-kun, you're amazing! Keep going!"

"Uoooooh! For some reason, having Olin watch me makes my push-ups feel ten times more powerful! I don't know why, but uoooooooooo!"

Just then, a small squirrel-like monster hopped onto Duke’s back. Duke shrieked and jumped, sending the squirrel flying onto Olin’s head.

"W-What is that thing?!"

"Ah, sorry. He’s my magical beast."

"A magical beast?! Isn't taming supposed to be incredibly hard?"

"Maybe, but he’s small. I've always been good at getting along with monsters."

"Huh. Well, he’s definitely cute!"

"Ehehe. Right?"

While they were having their heartwarming little chat, I was the only one feeling a sense of foreboding.

Ah, so he’s still at "that" stage.

Olin was a late bloomer, more so than anyone else. He had a cute face now, but in the future, he would become stronger than any of them. After all, the title given to Olin Pastel in the world of Noblesse was: The Strongest Beast Tamer in History.

In the game’s final act, Olin fought the Demon King while commanding two Ancient Dragons—beings far more powerful than the dragon Allen and I had faced. 

A timid feminine boy growing up to ride a dragon into the final battle? Is there anyone who wouldn't be hyped by that?

"Maybe I should try some push-ups too. But I’m not very strong…"

"Oh, sure! That sounds—wait, Olin, don't just start stripping here!"

"Fueee?!"

…I wasn't excited. I definitely wasn’t.
057 Subjugation

Taming. It was a word I’d grown well-acquainted with through various works of fiction.

It involved making monsters obey you so you could fight alongside them—though some people just treated them as pets. The "fluffy" genre was always a crowd-pleaser, after all.

Naturally, the concept existed here in Noblesse Oblige as well, as did Summoning Magic.

However, much like Carta’s Flight Magic, it was both rare and incredibly difficult to master. Even making a weak monster serve you required an immense amount of talent and concentration.

There were various ways to tame a creature. 

The orthodox method in Noblesse involved chanting a specific formula, bestowing it upon the monster, and performing the rite atop a magic circle to connect your hearts. Of course, this required a massive amount of mana.

Even if you successfully subjugated a monster, keeping it under your command meant constantly draining the master’s mana. Therefore, taming a weak monster usually came with more disadvantages than benefits.

If you just wanted something for comfort, cute pets existed in this world too. And if you wanted them to fight, they wouldn't be strong unless you shared your own mana with them. It was a double-edged sword; if handled poorly, your own combat power could be cut in half.

The difficulty of acquisition was astronomical. Since it relied so heavily on innate talent, it was often impossible to learn later in life. 

It was said that high-level spells—Flight Magic included—required the caster to essentially possess multiple brains. Subjugation was the prime example of that. It was like growing four extra limbs and having to control them all to do different tasks simultaneously.

But there were people who could do it.

In terms of those close to me, that would be Olynn...

"Duke-kun, you're so amazing! Clap, clap!"

"Gah! Just hearing Olynn’s voice fills me with power!"

Shishitsu was currently performing push-ups at a terrifying speed. Every time Olynn clapped, the squirrel sitting on his head mimicked the motion. Even that small feat was actually incredible.

In his current state, however, Olynn was still weak. 

In the game, Olynn was what players called an Awakening character. He didn't start as the strongest; his talent only bloomed after a specific, special trigger.

"I wish I could be more like you, Duke-kun."

"Hehehe! Stop it, you're making me blush!"

I had always liked her—or rather, him. 

And I don't mean his appearance. The sight of him commanding multiple "Strongest Species" and standing tall against a horde of monsters had fascinated countless players.

But would Olynn really become the strongest in this world? Looking at him now, he was the image of a delicate girl, his upper arms thin and fragile.

I started to wonder. So far, the changes to the story had mostly been for the better. But... what if things could also change for the worse?

"Watching you is making me work up a sweat too. Maybe I'll take my top off."

With those casual words, Olynn reached for his shirt. As the fabric lifted, a slender white waist and a glimpse of a navel were revealed.

The expressions on my, Duke’s, and Allen’s faces froze in unison.

The way he’s undressing is... it’s exactly like a girl.

The tension finally snapped. Shishitsu exploded.

"I—I can’t stay here! Uoooooooooh!"

"D-Duke?! Where are you going?!"

Still shirtless, Duke charged out the door, with Allen hot on his heels.

That left me...

"Heave-ho... ugh, I can't get this jacket off. Weiss-kun, could you give me a hand?"

"...I’m going outside too."

"Eh? Wait, why?! Where are you going?! Hey!"

That was a close one.

I am Weiss Fancent. I must not be led astray by Olynn.

Well, this worked out fine. I decided to take a look around the mansion. Being able to investigate the fine details I never knew from the original game was one of my few privileges, after all.

As I walked, I spotted someone sitting in a chair, buried in a book.

Hah. Even in a place like this?

"Yo."

She didn't notice me. With her glasses on and her expression set in a look of grim determination, she looked quite beautiful.

"I see... no... but... ah, right..."

I assumed she was reading a book about Battle Universe, but I chuckled when I saw the spine. Man, why is everyone in this world such a good person?

"Cecil."

"Nn—huh? Fancent-kun? When did you get here?"

"I did call out to you. You’re a little too absorbed."

"I get like that with books. It’s the same when I’m playing games, I suppose."

I reached out and borrowed the book for a moment, flipping through the pages. It was filled to the brim with incredibly dense, complicated text.

The title was Kishi. It was a treatise on military strategy written by a great figure from the past—essentially the Sun Tzu's Art of War of this world.

Following the Calamity, Cecil had been deeply shaken by the fact that students were injured. Technically, there were zero fatalities, but that was only because the Demon Race had chosen not to press the attack. 

While it was highly likely we would have won regardless, it would have been a victory built on sacrifice. Unlike in a game, Cecil refused to accept that, and she had been blaming herself ever since.

I told her she was wrong. It was thanks to her that so many people had been saved. But it seemed she still wasn't satisfied.

"...Thanks, Cecil. But don't put too much pressure on yourself. I’m grateful for what you did."

"...I understand. But next time, I'll do better."

Cecil’s eyes reminded me of the protagonist, Allen. They were straightforward, looking only at the path ahead.

Heh. How reliable.

While we were talking, a crowd of underclassmen swarmed out into the hallway. They had all changed out of their uniforms and were dressed in casual summer clothes.

"Duke, shouldn't you at least put on a shirt?"

"I'm just gonna take it off later anyway!"

It seemed Shishitsu had finally sorted out his feelings. He was still half-naked, but more importantly, it was almost time for the group assembly.

Actually, I just noticed that Cecil wasn't in her uniform either. With legs that long... those short pants weren't a bad look at all.

"Are you mesmerized?"

"Well, maybe I am."

"Fufu. I don't hate your honesty. But Cynthia-san will get angry if we're late, so I'll see you later."

Yeah, this side of Cecil is definitely one of her charms.

I headed back to my room to change as well. Thinking it was surely safe by now, I swung the door open—only to find someone who looked like a girl no matter how you sliced it. A girl, a maiden... no, an otokonoko.

Olynn was checking himself out in the full-length mirror, wearing a swimsuit.

He had on a thin, translucent rash guard—I had no idea where one even bought something like that. For some reason, it had "moe sleeves" that partially covered his hands. Above all else, his skin was incredibly fine-textured, without a single blemish.

"W-Weiss-kun?! ...Um, what do you think? Does it suit me?"

"...Yeah. It suits you."

Before I could stop myself, the honest truth slipped out of my mouth.

Dammit. I really don't want to "awaken" to this.
058 The First Trial

A blazing sun, white sand, and the deep blue sea.

I sat under something like a beach parasol, wearing something that resembled a pair of sunglasses. Next to me sat something like a tropical juice, and on a plate before me lay something like a watermelon.

The reason I kept adding "something like" to everything was simple: none of these things actually existed in this era. Well, whatever. Best not to overthink it. Noblesse Oblige is something you’re just supposed to feel.

Yeah—exactly like I was feeling right then.

"Weiss, shall we head out soon? It looks like we’ve finished our Sui-suika."

Cynthia spoke while clutching something like a beach ball. She was wearing a black swimsuit featuring flounces and back lace. Honestly, Cynthia’s bountiful jiggling was far more beautiful than the ocean waves.

"The water is cold and feels amazing, Weiss-sama!"

That was Lilith, wearing a pink swimsuit with a pareo. She had a moderate level of jiggle—not bad at all. In fact, hers was probably the most crowd-pleasing variety.

"True," I muttered, removing my something-like-sunglasses. "Maybe I’ll hop in for a bit."

But just as I stood up—

"Weiss-kun, Teacher Milk says it’s time for the match. Come on. You too, Cecil-san."

"Me? ...Well, I suppose I don't mind."

The next to appear was Carta, clad in a school swimsuit and sporting a quadruple-threat jiggle. Wait, did her jiggle count go up by one since I last saw her? Is she still in a growth spurt?

In contrast, Cecil looked quite mature in her one-piece. With her long, slender limbs, she looked like an elegant older sister. Even though, technically, we were in the same grade.

...Wait, a match? Already? This early?

I suppose this was another plot alteration. Fine then. If that was the case, I couldn't afford to hold back.

"Got it. Let’s go."

If Teacher Milk was calling, I had to move fast. Just then, Olynn came jogging over. For some reason, his top was extremely short, leaving his navel brazenly exposed. Wait... is that a hint of a jiggle on him? No, no way. Impossible.

"M-May I come too?" Olynn asked.

I started to answer, but Cynthia stepped in front of me. I felt a strange, overwhelming pressure radiating from her.

"You must be Olynn-san. It is a pleasure. I am Weiss Fancent’s fiancée, Cynthia Violetta. So, you’re the 'very cute, very lovely' Olynn-san I've heard about? Just so we’re clear, I am Weiss Fancent’s fiancée. Please do make sure you remember that."

"Y-Yes! Thank you for the formal introduction!"

I wasn't entirely sure why Cynthia felt the need to emphasize her status twice, but it felt a lot like she was marking her territory. But Olynn was a guy. Nah, I’m probably just imagining things.

"Weiss, shall we?"

Cynthia grabbed my arm. Her jiggle pressed firmly against my skin. The guys in the vicinity watched me with eyes full of pure envy. Most of the students still didn't have fiancées. They say that relationships during Nobless Academy—especially during this school trip—tend to deepen significantly.

"H-Hey, do you think I have a shot with Carta-chan?"

"Shut up, man. Weiss will kill you."

"Then... what about Cecil?"

"I heard if you beat her in Battle Universe, she’ll go on a date with you."

"Forget it. That's impossible..."

If I strained my ears, I could hear how restless everyone was. I guess for normal students, this was the event of the year. Personally, I felt like advising them to worry less about girls and more about surviving what was coming next.

Alright, time to focus. The match was about to begin.



"Weiss, I didn't think I'd get to have a serious contest with you again so soon."

"Likewise. But I don't plan on losing."

Standing before me on the sand was the Jiggle-Teacher herself. Surprisingly, she was sporting a pure white bikini. Her toned thighs were a testament to her status as a veteran warrior.

"Let's do our best, Weiss-kun."

"Yeah."

Olynn stood beside me. His thin arms were a bit worrying, but we were a team now. Behind us, Cynthia and Duke stood in reserve. On the opposing side, Teacher Milk was flanked by Allen, Shari, and Lilith.

It was an unusual joint-class battle. In a way, it was actually quite interesting.

"I won't lose, Weiss!" Allen shouted.

"Yeah? Then bring it on!"

Cecil blew the whistle.

—PEEP!

"Die."

That was hardly a line a teacher should say to her student at the start of a game, but Teacher Milk didn't care. She leapt high into the air. My vision was suddenly filled with a double-jiggle seen through a mesh pattern.

Wait, I didn't have time to look at that!

Teacher Milk struck the ball she had tossed upward, slamming it with incredible force. It was aimed directly at my face. The power was monstrous; if I hadn't used Flash (Time Lapse), I wouldn't have even seen it coming. Terrifyingly, she had clearly infused it with mana. The ball, encased in high-density energy, flew like a cannonball. It approached with a literal sonic boom.

She’s strong... no, she's too fast! Should I dodge?

No, impossible. There was no way I could catch that safely. So, I did the only logical thing: I grabbed the mountain of muscle—the Gorilla—standing next to me and swapped places.

"Eh? —GYAHHH-HA-HA-HA-HAA!"

The ball slammed into the Suntanned Black Gorilla’s face, sent him flying instantly. But, as expected of Duke, he bounced right back up and started barking at me.

"Hey, Weiss! Don't use me as a hf-jh-jrw-gw..."

His speech was slurred. The destructive power of that hit was truly horrific. I ignored Shishitsu's rambling and looked ahead.

"Isn't it a foul to use mana?!" I yelled.

"Don't be ridiculous. This isn't just a game; it's a match specifically designed for Mana Manipulation."

I see... I’d completely misunderstood. I thought this was just recreation, but I was wrong. This was a serious training exercise in enchanting physical objects with mana. If I hadn't realized that, I would have been looking at a Game Over right at the opening whistle.

Still, the match wasn't over. I decided to try and treasure my Gorilla shield a little more.

"Hey, Weiss! If that was anyone but me, they'd be dead!"

"Probably. But hey, you saved me. Thanks."

"Eh? R-Really? Haha! Well, I guess I can forgive you then!"

Simple-minded guys are so easy to handle in these situations. Regardless, I finally understood the rules. No more holding back. I was going to win this.



"0–20. Teacher Milk’s team is in the lead," Cecil announced in a cool, detached voice while holding a book. She didn't sound worried at all, but nobody dared complain.

Having blocked the ball with his face multiple times under the scorching sun, Shishitsu’s legendary stamina was finally hitting rock bottom.

"Huff... huff... this is brutal... it hurts... I mean, Shari! You! You've done this before, haven't you?!"

"I have not. Anyone should be able to do this much."

"Lilith, you're surprisingly good at this too," Cynthia noted.

"Thank you, Cynthia-san!"

Just as Shishitsu said, Shari was incredibly skilled at enchanting objects. It might have been the power of the spirits, but her spikes felt heavy and dense, unlike ours. Surprisingly, Lilith was just as capable.

Honestly, I’d underestimated them. This mana-ball showdown required a much higher level of magical finesse than I’d anticipated. Shari and Lilith were the clear standouts. Allen, Duke, and I were completely useless.

However, there was one more surprise.

"Hah!"

"1–20. A point for Olynn."

Olynn landed a spike while letting out a frail, delicate cry. She—no, he—also possessed high-level technical skills. Then again, considering Olynn's future potential, I suppose it made sense.

"Nice one, Olynn!" I cheered.

"Ehehe, I did it!"

Come to think of it, the other guys had gone quiet. Usually, they’d be hooting and hollering.

"Isn't Olynn... like, way too cute?"

"Yeah... I think I... love..."

"Don't say it! Don't you dare go over to the dark side! Hey!"

I guess they were just struggling to maintain their self-control. I decided to leave them to it.

I kept trying to land a hit, but things just weren't clicking. At the moment of the spike, I’d flood my palm with mana and try to transfer it to the ball. It sounded simple, but the execution was grueling.

Dammit...

"Weiss-kun."

"...What?" I snapped.

Olynn had approached me. The squirrel on his head was chirping a rhythmic pi-pi-pi. I felt like Cynthia was staring at me from a distance, but I told myself it was just my imagination.

"Um, I was thinking..."

"Yeah?"

"I-I'm sorry!"

"...No, my bad. I’m just a little on edge. What is it?"

"I think you're putting too much force into it. Oh, um, I don't mean your muscles, I mean your mana! Enchanting is just about moving the mana in your palm gently. You don't need raw power. It’s a lot like how I work with Pipis."

"Gently... huh?"

Now that he mentioned it, words like that weren't exactly in my vocabulary. I could see Shari and Lilith doing it, but was the Jiggle-Teacher really capable of being 'gentle'? No, I shouldn't doubt my master. I could already see a future where she killed me for thinking that.

Wait, so that squirrel on his head was named Pipis? Well, whatever.

"...I'll give it a shot."

I tossed the ball high. Just like before, I flooded my hand with mana as I prepped the spike. But right before impact, I consciously relaxed. To my amazement, the mana in my palm began to flow smoothly and quietly.

The moment the ball hit my hand, I let the mana slide into it with a gentle touch—and the ball blasted forward with terrifying velocity.

"Ho? Not bad."

Teacher Milk actually smiled. The power of the shot was immense, yet she still looked composed.

"Allen, I'll leave the rest to you!"

"Eh? E-Eh?! Fueeeeeeeee?! Wait—"

Just as I thought she was going to return it, she dodged with a light, graceful hop. The ball slammed directly into the face of Allen, who had been standing right behind her, and sent him flying.

As expected of the protagonist. He really knew how to nail a punchline.

...Wait, more importantly, if I could apply this technique to a sword, the results would be incredible.

"You did it, Weiss-kun!"

Olynn held out a hand toward me, his face glowing with a brilliant smile. Without thinking, I reflexively gave him a high-five. Man, what a great smile. I finally understood why he was a "brain-breaker" for so many men...

『Weiss, I am watching you.』

Cynthia didn't say a word, but her lips moved to form the warning.

...Yeah, Olynn was dangerous in more ways than one.

After that, Duke managed to get the hang of it thanks to Olynn’s advice, and Allen eventually followed suit. However, in the end, we still lost the match to Teacher Milk’s merciless, high-speed spikes.

The sun was blinding, and my back was drenched in sweat. But when I looked out, the blue sea was waiting for us.

"Weiss, shall we go for a swim?"

"Yeah, sounds like a plan."

I was getting stronger, the scenery was fantastic, and I was actually having fun.

Damn. This thing called a school trip was the absolute best.
059 Test of Courage

We underclassmen had overcome all sorts of trials.

The Entrance Exam, the Tag Tournament, the Survival Exam, the Sword-Magic Cup, and countless classes. To put it bluntly, even the nameless background characters—the "mobs"—had become elite in both mind and body. 

And yet, those same excellent male students were currently wearing expressions of absolute, bone-deep tension.

I, of course, wasn't looking directly at anyone. 

If I use Dark Eye and Time Lapse, I can see everything in slow motion... a devilish voice whispered in the back of my mind. I chose to ignore it.

"Phew, that was fun!"

The person who appeared while flapping their clothes to vent the heat was Olynn. 

Just for the record, Olynn’s voice was essentially a girl's. If someone covered my eyes and asked "Who am I?" in that voice, I wouldn’t have a clue. Well, I suppose that was the character concept, after all.

"H-Hey... it’s Olynn."

"Don’t look, damn it! He’s a guy!"

"I—I know that, but still!"

The reason everyone was so high-strung was simple—this was the locker room.

"That was a blast, Allen!"

"Yeah, I learned a lot. Teacher Milk is as amazing as they say."

The two idiots didn't seem to have a care in the world, but the other students were a different story. The locker room is, naturally, a place where one removes their clothes. We were all drenched in sweat from playing at the beach. You didn't need to be a genius to figure out what came next.

That was exactly why everyone was agonizing over how to proceed.

"Phew. Now then, bath time, bath time! ♡"

I could’ve sworn I saw a heart floating at the end of that sentence, but it was probably just my imagination. I had a spirit of steel. I had trained myself to remain calm no matter what happened. I quickly stripped and left the area behind.

There were only indoor baths on this floor, but apparently, there was an open-air hot spring on another level. They didn't have showers, of course, but they had installed magic-based equivalents. By utilizing a teleportation spell, warm water would spray from the tip of a wand. 

I didn't quite grasp the magical theory behind it, but in Nobless Academy, you just learned to roll with that sort of thing. 

I loved baths. I loved them so much that the first thing I did after reincarnating into this world was renovate the House Fanscent bathhouse. To a connoisseur like me, this bath was still "soft." 

Once I finally clear this world, I’m going to build the most legendary bathtub in existence...

"I-It’s no use! My nose is bleeding—!"

"H-Hey, stay with me!"

"Don’t die! Don’t you die on meeeeeee!"

Just as I was about to wash up and soak, screams erupted from the locker room. I wasn't entirely sure what was happening, but it sounded like a disaster. 

Damn it... quit trying to shake my mental fortitude.

"Wow, it’s huge!"

Olynn entered the bath area, though for some reason, he had a towel wrapped all the way up to his chest. He was a guy, but I suppose he felt shy. Duke and Allen followed behind him. 

Ho, those are some decently trained abs.

"Alright! First, let’s just dive in and—"

The bastard Shishitsu tried to hop straight into the tub. I reached out and grabbed his leg with a hand reinforced by mana. After that ball match, my mana control had sharpened, and my physical strength had followed suit.

"You, Shishitsu... do you not even know the concept of kakeyu? If you’re covered in sweat, wash yourself before you get in. Do it, or I’ll kill you."

"......Y-Yes, sir. I’m so sorry."

"Weiss, you're terrifying..."

Realizing I was dead serious, Allen and Shishitsu scurried away with their shoulders hunched. Don't you dare underestimate the Way of the Bath.

"Is it okay if I sit next to you?"

Olynn approached, having presumably finished washing up. I couldn't help but notice... his skin was incredibly smooth.

"......Fine."

"Ehehe, thanks."

Apparently, the squirrel that usually lived on his head hadn't followed him this far.

"......By the way, I managed to get the hang of things thanks to you. We lost the match, but it was a meaningful fight in a lot of ways."

"E-Eh?! Wow, hearing you say that makes me really happy. I don't get praised very often."

Well, that was probably true. For now, at least. 

But I was truly grateful. The Dual Sword I’d received as a victory prize was incredibly difficult to handle. Mana Manipulation would likely be the key to mastering it. With this, I could grow even stronger.

However, upon hearing my thanks, Olynn’s expression turned uncharacteristically somber.

"I’m the one who should be saying thank you, Weiss-kun."

"......What do you mean?"

"The match was great, but I’m just really glad I ended up as roommates with you. And Duke-kun and Allen-kun, too. Usually, people just make fun of me for looking like a girl... and I get avoided more often than not."

I’d thought he was too airheaded to notice, but it turns out he knew exactly what was going on. Well, I suppose it was inevitable. He gave off a certain "untouchable" aura in more ways than one. 

But that wasn't all. Titles of nobility were supposed to be meaningless within Nobless Academy, but the reality was different. Even someone as nice as Allen was rarely seen talking to anyone outside of Duke or Shari. Discrimination was a stain that wouldn't wash out.

Then there was the other side of the coin: the emotions people felt toward those with special talent. 

Envy.

In my case, I gave off such an unapproachable vibe that very few people had the guts to casually strike up a conversation. Because of the Point System, we were all classmates, but we were also rivals. 

Well, that was one of the better parts of this school, honestly.

Olynn had a title and a friendly personality, but he also possessed the rare aptitude of a Tamer. Much like Carta’s Flight Magic, natural-born talent tended to breed resentment. It’s hard to like someone who stands at a height you can’t reach no matter how much blood you spit.

"Then just use your strength to shut them up."

"E-Eh?! Do you think I can? I’ll... I’ll try my best!"

It might have sounded like a pep talk, but I was just stating a fact. Eventually, he would do exactly that. Besides, Olynn was a character I’d always liked. I found myself wanting to be a bit more lenient with him than others. I’m only human; I have my favorites.

"I’ve finished washing thoroughly!"

"Uh, me too."

"......Stay right there."

I used Dark Eye to scan them for dirt. Allen was fine, but Shishitsu’s feet were a mess.

"You. Do it over."

"No way! I washed them—!"

"Do you want to die?"

"......No, sir."

In a sense, I didn't hate Shishitsu either, but I would not tolerate any slackers when it came to the Way of the Bath.

"Hey... Allen-kun. Weiss-kun is really strict about baths, isn't he?"

"Actually, there’s a rumor going around behind his back that he’s the 'Bath Baron.' Oh, but you can’t ever tell him I said that."

"U-Understood."

I could hear them whispering, but I had more important things to worry about. These guys... they still had a long way to go.

"Hey! You lot! You're still dirty! Have you no consideration for others? Go back and wash again!"

"""Y-Yes, sir! Sorry!"""



After the bath, I ran into Cynthia and Lilith in the hallway. Their hair was still damp; they must have just finished as well.

"Oh, Weiss. How was the bath?"

"It was acceptable. I’d prefer the temperature a bit higher, though."

"Fufufu, you really do love your baths, Weiss-sama!"

Come to think of it, I hadn't ever "done it" in a bath yet. 

...Well, maybe once in a while wouldn't hurt?

No. The fun ended here. Up until this moment, we had been enjoying the "Candy" of Nobless Academy. What came next? The "Whip."

I needed to switch gears. This was one of the most brutal events in the entire Academy curriculum.

"Cynthia, Lilith. Once you’re back in your rooms, change into your training gear and focus on mana unification. Equip the weapons you won today and pack a minimum set of medical supplies."

The two of them blinked in surprise at my sudden demands. But I rarely joked, and our bond of trust was deep. They realized instantly that I was dead serious. 

Their expressions shifted 180 degrees.

"Understood. Shall I inform Carta-san and Cecil-san as well?"

"I’ll leave that to your discretion."

"Understood, Weiss-sama!"

"Right. See you later."

I returned to my room, finished my preparations, and waited for the moment to strike. The official schedule said we were heading to dinner next, but that was a lie. 

An exhausted body, a mind that had completely let its guard down... what awaited us was an extremely "entertaining" event.

"Man, I’m starving! I bet dinner is going to be amazing seafood!"

"I wonder. Though, the assembly time is later than I expected."

"True. Also, Weiss, why are you already in your training clothes?"

"Because it’s starting."

"Huh? What do you mean—"

Right on cue, the Magic Birds released inside the mansion began to shriek.

"Assemble. Assemble in the courtyard. Assemble. Assemble in the courtyard."

We trained every day. We knew that Magic Birds were never used for "fun" announcements. There was only one occasion for this: an exam.

My roommates, Duke and Allen, traded looks of alarm while Olynn hurriedly threw on his clothes. I walked out calmly and was the first to arrive at the courtyard.

This location was perfect for an exam. There were no towns nearby, meaning no one would report us no matter how loud we screamed. And just like in the original game, there was no moon tonight. In a world of darkness, you couldn't even see a face unless it was right in front of you. 

I looked up at the sky. Not a single star.

Ah, perfect weather for an exam.

Teacher Milk, Darius, and Chloe were already waiting. As usual, Darius was the only one wearing an apologetic look, but we were at this school by choice. Remain calm at all times—that was a mantra beaten into us at Nobless.

Before long, students came rushing out of the mansion. Everyone was terrified. It was pitch black out, and they had no idea what was coming, but the oppressive atmosphere told them enough. Some tried to talk to settle their nerves, but most were desperately trying to switch their minds into combat mode.

Magic is a world of imagery. It’s hard to chant when your head is in the clouds; if your mental construction is weak, your power is halved.

Once everyone was accounted for, Teacher Milk stepped forward.

"If you're as perceptive and elite as I think you are, then you already know. ——This is an exam."

A sudden compliment followed by a cold, heartless declaration. Everyone had probably been clinging to a sliver of hope that this was just some weirdly intense fun event. Those hopes were crushed instantly. They finally realized this was going to be a nightmare.

"...Good faces. Faces filled with fear and resolve."

There is only one classic night event in a school setting. The answer is a "Test of Courage." 

Usually, boys and girls would pair up and pass through checkpoints from start to finish, and maybe some romance would blossom. But Nobless Academy didn't do "pleasant."

"Look to your left."

Everyone followed her command. We saw nothing. Or rather, we could just barely make out the silhouette of a massive mountain.

"I’ve scattered rings all over that mountain. Find them and protect them until the time limit. Sounds simple, doesn't it? But don't be naive. Don't expect the rings to be in safe places. And I’ve got some 'happy' news for you: the more rings you collect, the more points you earn."

The atmosphere among the underclassmen shifted instantly. They were shaken, but these were people with competitive spirits. At the mention of a contest, their blood began to boil. Mine included.

"The time limit is midnight. That gives you about five hours. Dinner will be your reward afterward."

At the mention of food, some of the students' expressions softened slightly. But Teacher Milk didn't give them a second to breathe.

"However, some of you probably won't be getting any dinner. Because anyone who doesn't have at least one ring when time is up... is expelled."

"You're kidding..."

"Is she serious?"

"Expelled...?"

The students, silent until now, began to murmur in horror.

"——Is what I wanted to say, but the Headmaster stopped me. However, if you have zero rings, your points will be drastically slashed. Naturally, depending on your current standing, some of you will still face expulsion. As for exactly how many points you’ll gain or lose... I’m not telling."

The brief moment of relief was immediately replaced by a plunge back into hell. We all had a decent pool of points. Normally, failing one or two exams wouldn't result in expulsion. But Nobless Academy loved to take that sense of security and weaponize it against us.

This wasn't just an exam. It was a warning and a demonstration. No one wanted to fall here. If the point penalty was an unknown variable, the strategy was the same for everyone. Some would spend the night desperately clinging to a single ring.

But then, there were people like me.

I’m going to crush every single one of them.

There was one more factor designed to drive us to despair. In certain situations, we would have no choice but to work together.

And that was because...

"This forest is known as the Forest of Death. Some of you might have noticed already, but at night, this place teems with monsters. Specifically..."

In the original game, Chloe was the one who said it, but I remembered the line perfectly.

This forest was a breeding ground for the Undead.
060 A Rival in the Night

In most stories, undead monsters are basically treated like bottom-tier fodder. You know the ones—your classic Skeletons, Zombies, and Ghouls. 

But here at Noblesse, things aren't quite so simple. It isn't just the usual suspects; any number of magical beasts can decay, have a wandering soul latch onto them, and rise again as a shambling nightmare. 

The most annoying part? Every single one of them has the "Painless" attribute. Even if you land a hit that should be fatal, they’ll keep lunging at you with missing limbs or their faces blown halfway off until the "soul of magic"—their life force—is completely extinguished. 

To make matters worse, their "magic core" isn't always where the heart is supposed to be. It’s like a deadly game of hide-and-seek where the prize is my life. Plus, with no moonlight tonight, I’m forced to fight in total pitch-blackness. I’m no exception to the rules; I have to flood my eyes with a constant stream of magic just to move around without tripping over my own feet. 

And unlike the Survival Exam, we have to worry about the other underclassmen trying to crush us. Just a quick mental tally of the variables was enough to tell me how brutal this event was going to be. 

Naturally, we all had to sign liability waivers. Not that any of these idiots were cowardly enough to withdraw, though—myself included.

“Kaka? Kakaka? Kakaka?”

The very second the Teleportation Magic dropped me off, a Skeleton was there to welcome me. If I remembered correctly, these guys were only supposed to spawn in the upper layers of the forest. The higher you went, the stronger the monsters became.

I’ve hit the jackpot. Just my luck.

A dry wind whistled through the clearing, making a sound like brittle bones grinding against one another. Skeletons were actually possessed by the souls of the departed, and they mimicked the movements they had used in life. The sword in its right hand was a formidable weapon forged from pure magic. Because it was imbued with mana, it hurt a hell of a lot more than a standard blade.

“Sorry, pal. You’ve got terrible taste in opponents.”

Skeletons have a pack mentality. If you find one, a second and third are usually lurking nearby. But I stayed calm. Honestly, I was more excited than anything else. I was dying to test my new gear.

After the tournament, I’d had a special sheath made for my back. I reached back and drew a strange weapon—it was nothing but a hilt. Etched into the surface were intricate magical crests. It was a vessel for both Darkness and light, a weapon built around a specific formula.

I funneled my power into it. Thanks to Olynn’s pointers, the blade was instantly shrouded in a Darkness far more potent than anything I could have conjured through self-study. It looked a bit like Cynthia’s Glass Sword, but the underlying nature was worlds apart.

This was my Eternal Dual Sword.

I’d left my Whip behind for this one. Tonight was a trial run for the Dual Sword, and besides, I’d recently discovered that Magic Turbulence (Enroute) doesn't work on magical beasts. Their internal formulas must be different.

“““Kaka? Kakaka? Kakaka?”””

They began to swarm, but I didn't care. If anything, I was grateful. I get to test this thing in a real fight so soon? This is great!

“The rings are the priority this time, so there’s no point in racking up a high body count. That means I can use you for all sorts of experiments, you bag of bones.”

I let a grin spill across my face and charged.

The Skeleton’s strike was fast, but I slipped past its guard and shattered it in a single blow. A second one immediately lunged with a counter, but I evaded it using an Unnatural wall and crushed it with a follow-up strike. I pulverized the final one with a head-on smash.

Bones shattered into dust as their magic dispersed. Usually, the souls would eventually reform, but because my sword possessed the property of light, the souls couldn't settle back into the physical world. 

Hah. If I used this on a human, their magic would probably leak out like a sieve.

I didn't slow down, turning the remaining Skeletons into powder to test the blade's precision. It sliced through them like tofu. It was amazing to think I could suppress enemies with pure destructive power even without relying on Time Lapse.

In Noblesse, damage is amplified when you use an opposing attribute. Fire and water, earth and wind. Since light and Darkness are such rare elements, the advantage they provide is even more devastating.

After overrunning the trio without breaking a sweat, I spotted a ring hanging from a tree branch. Its placement was no accident. The higher the danger, the more rings you’d find.

And then—

“Kaka? Kakaka? Kakaka?”
“Gugaegiaaa?”
“Bigagarururu!”

How nice of them. My practice partners are coming to me. 

This was the best. Well, for everyone else, it’s probably a living hell.



Several hours passed. I’d encountered an insane number of undead monsters, but I hadn't run into a single human. 

Come to think of it, when it was time to warp me into the forest, Darius had insisted on doing it himself, swapping places with Chloe. That bastard... he must have sent me to the middle of nowhere just to keep me away from the other students.

Well, whatever. Thanks to his meddling, I’d already collected twelve rings. It was fewer than I’d hoped for, but the point value should be significant. 

The Calamity had taught me the value of allies. Getting on the good side of powerhouses like Eva was essential for clearing this game. But I only had room for the "strong." It was the same back during the Flame Sphere incident; if there hadn't been any dead weight to protect, I wouldn't have had to push myself so hard. 

That conviction was unshakable, no matter who stood in front of me. Whether it was Allen or Cynthia, I wouldn't hold back. 

But then—

“Tch... Of all the people.”

Emerging from the shadows ahead of me was Lilith, her clothes stained with a spray of fresh blood. 

Ever since I’d arrived in this world, she had been nothing but devoted. She’d mastered magic she was ill-suited for, enrolled in Nobless Academy, and stayed by my side even after I’d become Cynthia’s fiancé. 

My resolve wavered for a split second, but I forced myself to tighten my grip on my sword. She was always serious when it came to me. I need to show her the same respect. I have to be ready.

“I’m not holding back—”

The moment I flooded my body with magic, Lilith vanished from sight. 

I heard a sharp, dry whish—the sound of metal slicing the air. I dodged by a hair’s breadth, but the sheer speed and the weight of the magic behind the strike were off the charts. 

I slowly leveled my blade at her.

“...No need for useless words, right?”

“Yeah.”

That was all that needed to be said. Lilith had already made up her mind. Hah. Looks like I was the naive one here.

I noticed three rings hanging at her waist. They were held by a specific spell so they wouldn't rattle or get in her way, but they were still up for grabs.

Come to think of it, this was our first serious match since our training sessions before entering the Academy. We circled each other, measuring the distance, waiting for an opening. I knew how capable she was, but—

“Haaah!”

She closed the gap using Silent Step. 

I was floored. She was fast—way faster than the Lilith I remembered. Even though we were in a pitch-black forest where you couldn't see your own feet, she charged without a hint of hesitation. And despite the darkness, she wasn't even channeling magic into her eyes. 

Even I was forced to use Dark Eye. Is she actually used to fighting at night?

“Phew... phew... Haaah!”

“Your speed is impressive! But your strike is too weak!”

“Kuh—!”

I caught her blade with a counter-swing, and in a single moment of impact, I snapped her sword in half. It seemed the Dual Sword had even more destructive power than I’d imagined. 

Lilith leaped back, eyes wide with shock. With her primary weapon gone, my victory was all but guaranteed. I knew she carried hidden knives, but she couldn't block my strikes with toothpicks like those.

“It’s over.”

“...I will not lose.”

Lilith wasn't giving up. Her eyes reminded me of Allen’s—that look of pure, stubborn defiance when someone is trying to make the impossible happen. 

God, you’re amazing. 

Any ordinary student would have been broken by that last exchange. But I’d already made my choice. 

Lilith Scarlet, even if I have to cut you down, I’m moving forward.
Settling the Serious Match

I was four years old on the day I realized this world was rotten.

“Lilith, starting today, this person is your papa.”

I was born in a small town to the west. I had a father and a mother. I didn’t have any siblings, but we lived a modest, happy life.

Or so I’d selfishly told myself.

“Hello, Lilith-chan. It’s nice to meet you.”

I only learned the truth much later, but the lives of the impoverished are often built upon the most loathsome businesses. In my town, the most popular trade was human trafficking. Men and women with no money would have children, wait until they displayed a certain level of intelligence, and then put them up for sale. It was a tedious process, but apparently, it was a simple job that yielded a decent profit.

It took a very long time for me to realize that my parents’ love had been a total sham.

“...Like this?”

“Yes, exactly. That’s the carotid artery.”

Once you were sold, your life depended entirely on your buyer. You could be a pet, a laborer, or a plaything for someone’s depravity. My first master wanted a child Silent Witch. 

In a twisted sense, I was raised with great care and affection. I was taught which parts of the human body to break to ensure the most efficient results. I was taught how much a person could endure before they lost the ability to speak during an interrogation. Before I knew it, killing people had become as casual as eating breakfast.

“Lilith, the job is over. Get out of this town.”

“Wait, what do you mean—?”

“It’s over.”

When I was ten, I was discarded again. Someone high up in the hierarchy had their eye on me; with that one sentence, I was rendered useless. Apparently, simply keeping me around had become a liability. My master eventually hired assassins to kill me.

How absurd. The world must really hate me. 

And so, I said goodbye to my master.

The days that followed were harsh, but they were also fun. In the first country I visited, I ate delicious food I’d never seen before, and it slowly restored the heart I had begun to forget. And then...

“Do you want work?”

“Yes. I heard through the back channels that you were looking for someone skilled.”

“...I am not looking for a child.”

“I may be a child, but I have the skills. Would you like to see for yourself?”

“—Very well.”

I earned Zebis-san’s approval and was hired by House Fanscent. I was taught that nobles attract a lot of resentment, and that a true butler is one who works in the shadows, proactively handling threats without the master ever noticing. So, I spent my time purging the evil that sought to harm House Fanscent from the darkness.

I don’t kill women, children, or the innocent. That was the one rule I was taught, and I followed it religiously. 

During all this, the eldest son, Weiss-sama, was a bit of a handful. To be honest, his attempts at harassment weren’t even very good. More than anything, I just hated how he wasted my time.

But then, he suddenly changed.

“...Sorry. Did that hurt?”

I was stunned. At first, I thought it was an act. But I was wrong. Weiss-sama—he truly changed from that day forward. It was a revelation. Weiss-sama taught me that people actually could change.

From then on, I found myself chasing after him. Part of it was a desire to reclaim something I’d lost, but I also began to sincerely respect the way he acknowledged his past faults and tried to live righteously.

Yet here I am, facing off against him. 

The thing is, I still have a hidden side that I haven’t shown him yet. Weiss-sama doesn’t know the real me. This exam is about collecting rings, and everyone else is the enemy. Weiss-sama understands that perfectly.

In that case... I’m going to give this everything I’ve got.

To win against Weiss-sama, I need to sink into the deep, deep darkness. I need the old me. 

I thought I didn’t need her anymore. But the current me doesn’t stand a chance of winning.

Remember. Remember those days. Just for this one moment...

Deeper... deeper into the dark...

————

――――――――

—Ah, it’s bEEn a whilE. 

hAvE yOu bEeN wElL?

▽

A sinister mana began to drape itself over Lilith. It was a cocktail of bloodlust and madness unlike anything I’d ever felt. To my absolute horror, she vanished into thin air.

No, that’s not quite right. She had completely suppressed her mana. 

Dark Eye allows me to perceive an opponent’s mana and visualize their form. Thanks to that, I can see enemies even in pitch-black darkness. Even a normal person can see to some extent if they flood their eyes with mana. But Lilith had completely erased her presence—and her mana along with it.

That’s impossible. No matter how much you suppress your power, a tiny amount of mana naturally leaks from the human body. She’s zeroing it out perfectly?

Whish!

Out of nowhere, a sharp knife came whistling through the air. I activated Time Lapse and checked the projectile as it passed me by. It was a concealed throwing knife coated in matte black. It was enchanted, too—the power behind it was staggering.

Lilith did this?

I couldn't sense any mana. I couldn't see a figure. But I was surrounded by an overwhelming aura of murder. I had no idea where she was. I’d thought I knew everything about Lilith Scarlet—her movements, her personality, her combat prowess. 

I was dead wrong. I thought I understood everything because I knew the "plot" of the original work and the future.

Haha... Honestly? I’m grateful.

Lilith, if you’re actually this strong... then I don't have to hold back when I crush you.

Whish—whish—whish—whish—whish—
—Whish—whish—whish—!

She unleashed a seemingly endless barrage of knives, yet her figure remained completely hidden. The speed was terrifying. A normal underclassman would have been knocked cold by the first strike. Even with my high resistances, I’d take significant damage if any of those connected.

But I dodged. I dodged and dodged and dodged. I focused every nerve in my body, trying to catch the faintest hint of her presence.

There. Lilith was flooding her mana for just a split second when she attacked. 

I’ll strike right there!

Whish!

The next instant, I charged straight ahead. She was right at the source of that knife. I pushed Time Lapse and Dark Eye to their limits, barely managing to perceive a microscopic trace of mana in the darkness. 

It took both of those skills just to find her. What terrifying talent. When it comes to pure mana manipulation technique, she might actually be better than me.

But that alone isn't enough to win.

Lilith realized I’d pinpointed her location, but I already had her in my sights. She moved through the darkness at high speed, drawing more knives. She had eight of them—each with a different enchantment—and she flicked them toward me from between her fingers with blinding speed.

God, she's fast! 

She must have flooded the gaps between her fingers with mana and then detonated it like gunpowder the moment she threw them. 

Man, combat really is a constant learning experience. This is great.

However...

“Sorry, Lilith. If I were anyone else, this might’ve ended differently.”

I swatted every single knife out of the air, used Unnatural to accelerate, and cut her down. As her mana leaked out, she slumped forward on the spot. The bloodlust vanished, and her mana levels plummeted instantly.

“Kh...”

I couldn't afford to go easy on her. Even through her training uniform, that had to have hurt like hell. 

...But this is for the best.

I walked over slowly and took Lilith’s ring. It would be easy to finish her off here, but...

“...Why... don’t you finish it?”

“Rings are the only things that grant points. There’s no point in taking you out of the game. If I have time for that, I’d rather go look for the next ring. Later.”

...That was the truth. There was no benefit to defeating her. However, Lilith’s mana was nearly depleted; she’d probably pass out soon. Just moving would be a struggle.

This forest is dangerous, but the Undead Monsters here tend to be the type that stay still rather than roam around. As long as she doesn't do anything reckless, she should survive. That said, if she ends up with zero rings, she might get expelled. 

Well, what you do now is up to you, Lilith.

“...Thank you... so much. I... I will never give up.”

As I walked away, I saw that the light in Lilith’s eyes hadn't faded.

Heh. That’s my maid for you.

I let a small smile slip and vanished into the woods.
062 Selection

"Plant Bandage! A-Alright! Weiss, I don't care how strong you are, with this—!"

A tangle of vines snaked around my body. Earth Attribute, maybe? He was doing a decent job of weaving them together with his magic.

By the end of their first year, students stopped relying on basic spells and started using more complex, personalized formulas. It definitely made the game harder, but it was pretty interesting to watch.

Not that it mattered to me. I let my mana surge, blasting the vines into splinters.

"...W-What!?"

"Creative trick," I said. "Catch you later."

I crushed him without mercy and snatched his three rings. Just like with Lilith, I didn't finish him off. If this guy managed to scrounge up more rings later, they’d eventually find their way back to me anyway. 

The endgame of this exam was a gold mine—you could just swoop in and steal rings people had spent the whole day bleeding for. Still, even if he was just a lower-class student, he was a survivor of the Calamity. That guy hadn't even earned a mention in the original story, but he was clearly a powerhouse. 

Man, this is the best.

I wasn't sure exactly how much time was left, but the clock had to be ticking down. After taking out Lilith, I'd run into a literal crowd; I currently had thirty rings in my possession. Thankfully, the rings shrank as you collected more of them, so they weren't bulky. They must have been enchanted to feel lighter, too. I’d expected them to be a clanking, heavy nuisance, but someone had actually put some thought into the design.

There was one other change from the original story: the rings were imbued with a faint trace of magic. It was like a scent—each ring carried one of the Four Great Elements. Because of that, a student with the Fire Attribute would have an easier time sniffing out a "fire" ring. 

On the surface, it looked like a way to make things fair, but it was actually a pretty twisted mechanic. Instead of finding rings at random, students were funneled toward specific areas where they were more likely to encounter each other while searching. This had Teacher Milk's brand of cunning written all over it. She really wanted us to tear each other apart.

I ran into a few Undead Monsters along the way, but they weren't much of a challenge for me anymore. Judging by the distant cries of agony, though, plenty of other people were struggling. I was probably monopolizing a huge chunk of the rings. There were going to be a lot more "zeros" than there were in the original plot. 

Teacher Milk had made it clear that failing to get a ring meant a massive point deduction. We were looking at a wave of expulsions. It was a shame, but selection was necessary. Keeping dead weight around would only drag the rest of us down during the next Calamity. I needed allies, but they were useless if they weren't strong. That was a lesson I'd learned the hard way.

I encountered a Ghoul and pulverized it instantly. A moment later, I sensed several presences nearby. One of them was very familiar. I activated Dark Eye, and saw that he was being surrounded.

...Well now, what to do?



"You guys, head over there!"

"Got it! Dammit, what is this monster... so annoying!"

"Heheh, you idiot! Olynn, you can't get through there!"

There were three men. Since it was a joint exercise with other classes, I didn't recognize them. They each had a single ring hanging from their waist.

"Ah, ugh..."

Outnumbered and cornered, Olynn collapsed to the ground. They must have set a trap; the moment Olynn stepped forward, the soil had softened into a bog before hardening again. It was a simple trick, but devastatingly effective in the dark.

"Pi-pi-pi-piru!"

A tiny squirrel stood defiantly in front of the fallen Olynn. The male students just smirked.

"Haha! Even if you can tame beasts, this is all you’ve got?"

"I guess he's just one of those guys with talent who's too lazy to put in the effort, huh?"

"No doubt. See ya, Olynn. Don't take it personally."

The students raised their swords to strike, but to my surprise, the squirrel moved with terrifying speed. It vanished, blurring into a streak of motion that only I could track, and headbutted one of the students right in the chin.

"—Wha...?"

"Hey, hey! You okay!?"

"Dammit, you brat! What do you think you're doing!"

"Pi-pi-pi!"

The remaining two weren't complete idiots, though. They immediately used magic to bind the squirrel. Olynn had his eyes closed—he must have been pouring mana into the creature to manual-pilot it. A first-class Tame user can move monsters like their own limbs or set them to auto-pilot. In the future, Olynn would be able to command any monster. He’d even be able to turn them into suicide bombers if he wanted. There is no special attack more terrifying than a high-mobility flying monster on a collision course. Well, I don't know if Olynn would ever go that far.

"Screw you, Olynn! Just sleep until the exam is over! Hope you get expelled, you piece of trash!"

They ruthlessly swung their swords at him. 

But...

"————Eh? A... E-EH? Weiss-kun!?"

"That was a good show," I said. "I really should pay the entrance fee for a circus act like that."

"Eh? A circus...?"

I was just joking, but looking closely, I realized these were the same guys I’d already stolen rings from earlier. In the original story, Olynn didn't get expelled here, but my interference must have caused the timeline to sour. I’d been content to just watch, thinking it couldn't be helped if he died for being weak, but after seeing a glimpse of that much talent... it was more "profitable" to keep him around to help me avoid my own ruin.

"W-What the hell, Weiss! Why are you helping him? You... don't tell me you and Olynn are—"

"…………Die."

I put a little more "oomph" into it than usual as I took one of them down. It was an overkill strike that definitely would have ended him if not for the protective enchantments on the training uniforms. He collapsed without even a groan.

You... if you spread weird rumors, I really will kill you.

"D-Dammit! Just because you're strong doesn't mean you can bully the weak!"

"Hah. Now that's a funny comeback."

I hadn't been knocking people unconscious until now, but my blood was up. I didn't give a damn if these guys got eaten by the Undead while they were passed out. Honestly, it might be better that way—it would keep them from flapping their mouths about me.

Just die already.

"Pi-pi-pi-ru!"

"...Huh?"

Before I knew it, the squirrel had broken free of its binding and positioned itself as a shield in front of the last student. I halted my blade just in time. A few centimeters more and the squirrel would have been split in two. My Dual Sword skill included a formula-cancellation effect; since the squirrel was a summoned monster, it would have vanished into dust without even leaving a corpse.

Wait—

"Why are you protecting them? You were about to be killed."

"...If even he passes out, all three of them will die out here."

Ah... so this is why Olynn was the most popular character. Calculations of profit and loss didn't exist in his brain. Allen acted for his own sense of justice, but his ethics were strictly human—he’d do whatever it took to win. If someone was evil, Allen wouldn't hesitate to cut them down.

But Olynn was different. Even though they’d been trying to kill him a second ago, the thought had already left his mind. 

...Good grief.

"You really don't change. ——Get up."

I reached out a hand. Olynn crawled out of the dirt with a look of pure shock, huffing as he caught his breath.

"...What do you mean, I don't change?"

"Don't worry about it."

In the original story, his character was divisive. Actually, most people hated him at first. "Goody-two-shoes" characters aren't exactly popular these days; people prefer selfish, ruthless protagonists. But Olynn possessed a level of genuine goodness that smashed right through those modern values. A rare specimen like him was a treasure, even in a place like Noblesse.

But well...

"Hey, you. Hand over everyone's rings."

"Hi—! H-Here!"

"Want me to kill you?"

"N-NO! Y-YES SIR! TAKE THEM!"

Those guys were definitely going to be expelled, but that wasn't my problem. I was taking everything they had. Obviously.

"Weiss-kun, you're merciless..."

"Hah? You got a problem with that?"

"Eh, hehe... No. But, thank you."

I collected all the rings. Two were unconscious, but as long as one was awake, they probably wouldn't die. 

"Olynn, give me yours, too."

"E-EEEEH!? Why!? Didn't you just save me?"

"I saved you because we're roommates and as a 'viewing fee' for the squirrel. I’m not that nice. You can find at least one more before the time runs out."

"Fueee... fine."

Teary-eyed, he reached for his waist. To my surprise, he handed over ten rings.

"...That's a lot."

"Ehehe. Actually, I tamed a little guy who's good in the dark. He was too far away to help me earlier, though." He stuck out his tongue and gave his head a playful bonk. 

Heh. He's tougher than he looks. He’d been taming two creatures simultaneously.

"I’m leaving. If you get into trouble again, I'm not helping."

"I-I know. But Weiss-kun, you're a lot kinder than the rumors say. I'm surprised."

"I'll kill you."

I needed to get away from him as fast as possible. In every sense of the word, he was dangerous.

The surrounding mana was still—

"AUUUUAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!"

A woman's scream ripped through the distance. I looked up and saw a glow near the mountain peak. Is that... a cave!?

I hurriedly scanned the area with Dark Eye and Time Lapse. An incredible surge of mana hit me.

"Not now..."

It was like the lure of an anglerfish. In Noblesse Oblige, trap-like events occasionally appeared to bait players. Back when it was just a game, I enjoyed the developers' "playful spirit," but I couldn't afford to feel that way now. Depending on the timing and location, those traps often contained monsters so powerful they were laughable. To find out what it was, you had to walk right into the trap. 

Most of them were "first-time kills"—encounters that weren't even designed to be cleared on a first attempt. The risk of dying was astronomical. They only appeared under very specific conditions, and even in the original game, they were random. Someone, somewhere, must have triggered the flags.

"Did you hear that voice!?"

...I forgot Olynn was still here. Given his personality, this was bad. 

"Yeah, probably a monster or some students fighting. Leave it alone."

But Olynn closed his eyes. What is he doing?

"...No. Someone is being attacked. ——No, it's dangerous! Ah, it got them...!"

"Olynn... what did you see?"

"I sent my tamed monster into the cave. But it was killed instantly... Weiss-kun, this is bad! A girl is being attacked!"

"A girl? Who?"

"I don't know. I couldn't see her face."

For a split second, Lilith flashed through my mind. No, that was impossible. No matter how much she wanted rings, she’d never fall for a trap like that. Regardless, Olynn looked like he’d already made up his mind.

"What are you thinking?"

"...I'm going to help her."

"Don't. You felt it too, didn't you? Whatever is in there is a freak of nature. You go in, you die."

"But...!"

Olynn's eyes gave me his answer. He was going.

"I'm not letting you go."

I readied my sword. I’d knock him out if I had to. I wasn't going to let him die for some developer's prank. It wasn't that I was worried about him—it was purely for the sake of avoiding my own ruin.

"Weiss-kun, let me go."

"No."

He wasn't going to listen. I’d have to force him—

"Pipin!"

To my shock, Olynn didn't hesitate to have Pipin attack me. The squirrel moved with speed and destructive power far beyond what I’d expected. I caught the blow with my sword, but the impact forced me back.

"Weiss-kun, I'm sorry! Thank you for saving me!"

Using that opening, Olynn vanished into the forest. I tried to give chase, but Undead Monsters swarmed me from both sides. I cut them down in seconds, only to hear the wind whistling above. I looked up with Dark Eye and saw Olynn hanging onto the legs of a flying monster, soaring through the sky. He was heading straight for the cave.

"Ah... dammit...!"

Those traps had countless patterns. Monsters, eldritch horrors, sudden dungeons... the only common thread was that they were all impossibly difficult. If I lost Olynn here, it would be a massive blow to my plans. The difficulty of avoiding my "ruin" would skyrocket. 

Even so, following him was insane. It was a suicide mission. 

And yet... what was this feeling welling up from deep inside me? 

It's not me. This is... Weiss, is this your emotion?

...Shit.

"Unnatural."

Before I knew it, I was sprinting through the air, heading toward the cave.
063: The Unreasonable Monster

The cave entrance loomed before me, but the light that should have been there had been snuffed out.

I could feel a trace of mana leaking from the depths, but it was muffled, as if something were actively blocking my senses. Just like in the original game, there was no way to know what was happening inside without walking straight into the trap. 

If I set foot inside, there would be no turning back. 

The danger level was off the charts. If I didn't go in, Olynn—who was still very much a work-in-progress—was a dead man. Every second I stood here vibrating with indecision, his survival rate plummeted.

And yet, a part of me had fully intended to abandon him. 

But my heart—or some nagging thing deep in my soul—refused to let me leave. 

What the hell am I supposed to do?

God... damn it.

Suddenly, for some reason, Allen’s face flashed through my mind. If it were him... even if he knew the plot, that idiot would have charged in without a second thought.

"...I’m a total moron," I muttered.

Then, I stepped into the cave.

Midway through, I felt a ripple of distortion. It was a nauseating, jelly-like sensation, similar to passing through a Magic Gate. The moment I felt it, I knew I’d well and truly triggered the trap.

The cave wasn't actually that deep. The rock walls were jagged and craggy, appearing perfectly natural at first glance. However, a massive surge of mana was radiating from the back.

If it had been a simple mechanical trap, I could have handled it, but this was shaping up to be the absolute worst-case scenario. Still, levels existed for monsters and living creatures for a reason. There had to be monsters that were at least "better than that guy." 

I wasn't optimistic enough to hope for the "weakest" possible encounter, but I prayed for anything even remotely manageable.

My prayers went unanswered. What appeared before me was the absolute worst high-rank monster I knew.

Its body was pitch black and humanoid, with ears that were sharp and elongated. It stood taller than I did. Rather than a monster, it was more fitting to call it a demon. 

Its species was a Demon. They were creatures that lived for the joy of slaughtering humans, and their mana capacity was sheer nonsense. To make matters worse, its attribute was Darkness—the worst possible matchup for my own powers.

"ftgyfujmgegef?"

The Demon noticed me and shrieked. Unlike mindless monsters, these things possessed intelligence; it sounded like it was actually trying to speak some twisted language.

In the back of the cavern, a female student I’d seen a few times lay collapsed on the ground. I felt a surge of relief that it wasn't Lilith, but Olynn was already standing in front of the girl, trying to protect her.

"Weiss... I'm sorry. This is all my fault—"

"Shut up," I snapped. "We'll talk later."

I searched for an opening. I knew the first move was critical, but there was no telling what kind of underhanded tricks a demon would pull.

Olynn, still shielding the girl, let his mana swell to its limit. He aimed his palm at the Demon and let it rip. To my surprise, it was a massive mana cannon—not quite on Carta’s level, but still incredibly powerful.

But sadly, that attack didn't even reach the monster. It scattered and vanished into thin air before it could connect. Just like in the game, its Barrier was likely a passive ability.

"7hkowwgaaa!!!"

The demon pointed its index finger at us.

A thin needle of wicked, black mana shot from its fingertip. It was a concentrated bolt of darkness, traveling at a terrifying speed with enough force to punch through steel.

Olynn tried to throw up a basic Magic Shield, but that flimsy thing wouldn't stop a hit like this. I lunged forward to save him, drawing my Eternal Dual Sword. Using Time Lapse, I forcibly deconstructed the magic formula and shattered the Demon’s attack.

"Amazing..." Olynn breathed.

"Magic is useless against this thing. Don't fire recklessly," I warned.

"wtbohsafawwtt!"

Even if I managed to break its Barrier, its body was coated in Dark Magic, meaning any half-baked attack would just slide right off. Or rather, even if I did manage to land a hit... well...

This Demon was placed here for the sole purpose of murdering players. They were supposed to be native only to the Demon World. We players never found out how one ended up in the human world, but I'm sure some "unreasonable" circumstance had screwed it over, too.

There was no reasoning with it. The thing was clearly agitated.

Now, how do I handle this?

"This girl seems to be unconscious," Olynn reported. "She's alive, but I can't wake her up."

"She’s likely under a sleep spell. Do you have any summons left?"

"They’ve all been taken out. But I can still fight!"

"Fine. Just don't attack without thinking. Wait for my lead."

"...Understood."

This Demon was easily among the strongest class of monsters I had ever faced. Right now, it was still acting cocky, looking down on us. I had to exploit that arrogance and strike.

Beyond that... I just hoped to God this wasn't exactly like the original story.

—Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction.

I slammed my hand onto the ground, inflicting every debuff in my arsenal on the Demon. All of those negative effects were then funneled back into me as buffs. Though the rush wasn't as intense as it was with the dragon, a torrent of sinister mana flooded my veins. 

I could have designated Olynn and the girl as allies for the buff, but this brand of dark mana was so foreign and volatile that they probably wouldn't survive the transfer.

Without a moment’s delay, I activated Dark Eye and Flash and sprinted forward.

The Demon shrieked another string of unintelligible gibbererish and pointed its hand at me, firing a Dark Mana Cannon even more powerful than the last one. A normal person wouldn't have been able to block it, let alone see it coming.

But my attribute was Darkness, and I had Time Lapse to unravel his spells.

"That won't work on me!"

I gripped my Dual Sword tight, only to consciously relax my muscles a fraction of a second before the impact. It was the technique Olynn had shown me. To my shock, the mana flow was incredibly smooth.

The mana I’d drained from the Demon was converted, and a sinister aura began to dwell within my blade. By coating the edge with a thin film of light, my destructive power against darkness doubled.

"gyhagwjoaw!"

"I don't have a clue what you're saying!"

The Barrier tried to stop me, but I didn't care. I hacked right through it. The sound of shattering glass echoed through the cave as I cleaved into the Demon. 

Black blood sprayed violently, drenching my clothes. Behind me, I heard Olynn let out a cry of joy. The Demon buckled, let out a pained shriek, and collapsed.

"You did it, Weiss!"

"Move! We’re leaving, now!" I barked, not giving him a second to celebrate.

Olynn looked startled but quickly scooped up the unconscious girl. The three of us scrambled toward the cave entrance, but—

"Wait, I can't get out... Is this a barrier!?"

"...Of course it is."

Just like the original story. It was the worst kind of trap. I’d had a hunch, but it seemed the Noblesse devs really were sadistic bastards. Once you entered an area like this, there was no escaping.

And I didn't have any "Continues" left.

I tried to scan the exit with Time Lapse, but all I got was a garbled mess of characters that looked like program error codes. Deconstructing the formula was impossible.

But there had to be a flaw somewhere. I just had to find it before—

"Weiss, behind you!"

"—Tch!"

A Dark Mana Cannon twice as powerful as the previous ones roared toward us from behind. I dodged at the very last second. The blast struck the cave wall with a deafening boom. 

The wall, however, was indestructible. Not a single scratch remained. It was then I realized we couldn't even tunnel our way out; the cave was reinforced with a special kind of mana.

"ghjikuaguataww!!!"

"H-How... How is he still alive...?" Olynn was trembling. 

The reason was simple.

"Because he's immortal."

The path forward wouldn't open until he was defeated. But no matter how many times we struck him down, he would just keep getting back up. The only intended way out of this event was [Death].

Back in the day, the player base had absolutely shredded this event in the forums. People screamed about how "unreasonable" it was to put a demon in a "shitty event" like this. I was one of them. I’d typed out my fair share of angry rants.

But as I looked at the monster, I thought back on everything that had happened so far.

Was it really... truly impossible to win?

I had cleared a scripted loss event. I had slain a dragon that was supposed to be a forced retreat. I had even won the Sword-Magic Cup.

Noblesse was an unreasonable, shitty game. But it was also the most fun I’d ever had.

If that were the case... there had to be a hidden win condition. 

There was only one thing for me to do. I would just have to kill this bastard hundreds of times, thousands of times—however many times it took until I found the way out.

"Come on then, you immortal piece of shit. I'll kick you back into hell as many times as it takes."
064: A Single Means

Never in my life had I wished so hard for the game's plot to be wrong.

This Demon was a freak that had transcended the very concept of death. It seemed the laws of this world didn't apply to it at all. I had a vague memory of the lore stating it had been born in the Demon World and then "unreasonably" cast down into the Human World.

But that piece of trivia wasn’t worth a damn to me right now.

"Gywaghiwaawe? Wrwgga?"

"I told you, I don't have a clue what the hell you're saying!"

I lunged forward to launch another attack, but the monster summoned a swarm of bat-like creatures from its back. To my horror, there were dozens of them. Every single one possessed the innate traits of an Undead Monster: self-regeneration and a total immunity to pain.

They were small, but the mana overflowing from them was significantly higher than the small-fry mobs we’d seen outside. To make matters worse, we were stuck in a cave. There was nowhere to run.

"Weiss-kun, I’ll support you from behind!"

"Don’t push yourself. If you take a direct hit from that Demon... you’re dead."

Olynn nodded. It wasn't an exaggeration; it was the cold, hard truth. The only reason I had even managed to wound the thing was thanks to my Dual Sword. With my old equipment, I wouldn't have been able to take it down even once. 

Furthermore, the Demon—this guy—got stronger the more time passed. That’s how it was set. Its compatibility with being Immortal was honestly the worst. Good grief, the dev team really outdid themselves making a monster this obnoxious yet fascinating.

"Gahiwguaawfgauew!"

"Speak a language I can actually understand, you bastard!"

At the Demon’s command, the bats scattered and began swooping down on us. Because they were so small, they were a massive pain to aim at. I evaded the first and second, but the third one’s wing grazed my cheek. 

The most annoying thing about these Undead types was their ability to hinder blood coagulation. Even a trivial scratch would cause damage to tick up over time, and depending on the individual, some of these monsters could even drain your mana. I might be gaining mana from the magic circle on the ground, but that only affected my stats. No matter how high my level, I couldn't just magically replace lost blood.

Right then, one of the Demon’s arms began shifting into a wicked-looking sword. It was adapting to the fight. Its internal program was "growing" as it calculated how to win. The number of bats would only increase from here.

But there has to be a flaw. There’s always a flaw. I just have to find it.

The bats charged again, but suddenly, one of them flitted forward to protect me. Its tiny body was glowing. Wait, could it be—?

"Olynn, don't tell me... did you Tame it?"

"Just one for now. But with this, I can fight too!"

"Hah, I’m counting on you then!"

To perform a Subjugation in such a short window... as expected of Olynn. 

I sliced through the enemy bats as they came. Olynn manipulated his subjugated bat, slamming its body into the Demon to create openings. Support arrived at the exact moments I needed it. It was a feat only he could pull off—a result of him constantly using his Dark Eye on everyone around him.

"Hah, not bad! To think the day would come when I'd actually fight alongside you."

My words were a reflection of the future I knew from the original work. I truly wanted to see Olynn fighting from the back of a dragon with my own eyes. 

Ah, I see. That’s probably why I came here.

I had already overcome the Calamity. I should be able to make the impossible possible.

After that, I spent what felt like an eternity defeating the Demon, touching the walls, and searching for any kind of exit. Over and over and over again.

Apparently, its memories carried over through its resurrections, because the Demon grew more enraged and powerful with every death. Hours passed. The types of summoned monsters shifted—Ghouls, Skeletons, and bats. But Olynn performed a Subjugation every single time, keeping the advantage in our court. 

I was genuinely grateful for Olynn's compatibility with the Demon's summons. Thanks to the Blessing of Healing, my mana wasn't running dry, but there was simply no end in sight. I had killed the thing over twenty times now. The floor was literally carpeted with the corpses of monsters.

However—

"Gyagigyaggyagga!"

The next thing to crawl out of the ground was a grotesque creature I hadn't even seen in the original work. It looked like a Composite Monster, possessing the rotting flesh of a Ghoul and the exposed bones of a Skeleton.

"Huff... huff..."

My mind was fraying faster than my physical body. Willpower was everything here. In the original game, this guy was strong, but he wasn't an unbeatable wall. But it didn't matter how many times I took it down; it was a cycle designed to break a player's spirit.

I tried blasting the wall with Time Lapse, but I couldn't find a single crack. Still, I trusted the developers. An "impossible" situation like this shouldn't exist. 

What is it? What am I missing—?

"Gigigagyagyagya!"

"Shut up, small fry."

As I struck down a Ghoul, Olynn noticed something and gasped. I stayed silent. Ah, so he finally figured it out?

"The space just distorted... is this space-time!?"

"We're inside its Subspace. Time is warped in here."

"No way..."

Olynn had probably heard the rumors. High-rank Devils and the Demon Race possessed domains. Inside them, the flow of time and space became distorted. One second on the outside could be an entire hour in here. In other words, help was never coming. We were destined to fight here until we died.

"Gagjoawgagagagwg!"

The Demon lunged at me, blending in with the Ghouls. Unlike a few hours ago, its blade was sharp and its movements were calculated. It was learning. It was beginning to understand my attack patterns and the timing of my magic. 

It would revive no matter how many times I killed it. It had unlimited time. And its mana fully restored every time it died. 

Think. Think—

—...I see. That’s it.

There was one way, wasn't there?

A single means of escape.

"Olynn! Tell me everything about Subjugation!"

"Eh!? What are you talking about!?"

"The formula! I’ll memorize it instantly, just give me the answer!"

"W-wh-what!? What are you planning to do!?"

I shouted at Olynn while trading blows with a Ghoul and the Demon simultaneously. 

"I'm going to—Subjugate this guy!"

I knew Olynn had been trying to do the same thing from the back, only to give up in despair. If the levels were too far apart, the skill was simply impossible to trigger.

But I was different. I could use the same Dark Magic as this monster, and my mana capacity was dozens of times larger than Olynn's. If it was me, there was a chance.

"T-That’s impossible! It took me years just to learn the basics of Subjugation!"

"Yeah, that's why I'm doing it right now! In the middle of this!"

I knew I was being reckless. I wasn't underestimating the skill. But this was the only option left. I was done whining. During the Calamity, I had been so ashamed of myself—frozen in shock by the words of the Demon Race. 

I wasn't going to let that happen again. If I was going to die, I’d die clutching onto hope. It was as simple as that.

"S-Subjugation requires you to directly apply the target's characteristics, their magic, and the formula! After that, you have to control your mana perfectly... and most importantly, you have to understand their heart!"

"Understand... their heart?"

What a massive pain in the ass. But it made sense. That was exactly why Olynn had the aptitude of a Tamer. Because he treated everyone equally, he could empathize with the feelings of monsters. Allen couldn't use Subjugation in the original work, so I hadn't known the specifics.

I felt a smirk tug at my lips now that I knew the secret. Not that it made the difficulty any lower.

"Gyhjkowagatguagihiw!"

I stared at the Demon as we exchanged strikes, trying to read it. What are you thinking? Trapped in a hole like this... what have you been thinking all this time?

...Is it anger? Do you hate that you don't even know why you were born?

The creature had a certain degree of wisdom. Anger would be the natural conclusion.

...No, is it really that simple? Let's swap places. If it were me...

"Weiss-kun, I’ll apply the formula! But—"

"I know. You can't do it many times, right?"

The reason Subjugation was considered high-difficulty was that you couldn't afford to fail. In Noblesse, there were plenty of identical monsters, but if a Taming attempt failed, that specific monster would never trust a human again.

But—

"Hey, Demon... are you the same as me?"

"G7hjgpwkfgvgtw!"

...Yeah. Those words definitely reached you.

"Olynn! The next time I get close, hit him with the formula!"

"O-okay!"

"And give me the trick! How do I do it!?"

"It’s like the ball—just do it gently—"

At that moment, the Demon closed the distance instantly. This was it—a once-in-a-lifetime chance. I didn't hear the rest of Olynn's sentence, but I understood. 

I evaded its sword-arm by a hair's breadth. I could hear the air sizzling against my ear. From behind, Olynn transformed the formula into a magic projectile and fired it at the Demon. Normally, that would be impossible, but I somehow knew that the current Olynn could pull it off.

"Weiss-kun, now!"

If I didn't Tame it within this window, I'd never get another shot at Subjugation.

I am making this work. No matter what.

I reached out and gently—very gently—placed my right hand on the Demon's forehead. 

There was no murderous intent in the touch. I just had to persuade it. I had to make it understand my feelings, and I had to understand its own.

Yeah. I get how you feel perfectly, buddy—

"...g8jfaajwaf"

"...Hah."

The Demon lowered its sword-arm.

An instant later—

[Subjugation of the Devil, Demon, successful.]

An announcement echoed inside my head. It was the system voice that played upon a successful Subjugation.

Haha... of course. It’s almost funny how well I could relate to this thing’s emotions.

The very next moment, I felt the door to the cave swing open. Those damn Noblesse developers. I knew they had hidden a way out other than [Death].

"Weiss-kun, that was incredible... Subjugating a Demon... it should be impossible. You're amazing! Seriously amazing!"

"It turns out this guy was the same as me."

"The same? What do you mean?"

I didn't plan on answering him. What that monster had been feeling was... solitude. It had been here all alone. It wasn't just angry. It was lonely. It was hurting. It was sad. The only reason it attacked us was to fill that hollow emptiness. 

Our situations were... pretty similar.

The Demon had been a grotesque humanoid, but suddenly, it let out a little pop and was enveloped in a cloud of smoke. When the smoke cleared—

"Debibibibi?"

"...Huh?"

For some reason, it had transformed into a "chibi" version of itself. It still had the bat wings, but it looked incredibly cute now. I recalled hearing that a monster’s appearance could change after Subjugation. 

...But what the hell was this?

"Weiss-kun, your Demon is so cute..."

"...Demon."

"Debibibibi?"

They say a high-rank subjugated monster stays with its master until the day they die. Which meant...

Wait, am I stuck with this thing for the rest of my life?

"Debi?"

"...Don't give me that cute head tilt."

I turned my gaze toward Olynn. The number of monsters he had subjugated was already too many to count. I used to think his character was just a "nerfed" version of the original. I’d wondered if such an unreliable-looking guy could ever truly become strong.

I should have realized it the moment he transferred into our scholarship class, which never happened in the original plot. Just how much effort had this guy been putting in behind the scenes?

"Let’s get out of here. I don't feel like getting trapped a second time."

"Fufu, agreed."

Yeah, as I thought. I really don't dislike this guy.

"By the way, is that girl still alive?"

"She’s been under a spell this whole time. Dispelling the sleep effect will—"

As Olynn moved to help, the "Demon" floated forward and pressed a tiny finger against the female student’s forehead. 

It was a chantless dispel. This little devil... he can do that too?

...Maybe he’ll actually be useful?

"Debibi?"
065 Olin Pastel

"Olynn, you really are such a darling child."

Ever since I was little, people have mistaken me for a girl. 

It seemed my mother and father didn't actually want a son; they wanted a daughter. That’s why whenever we went out, they insisted on tying my hair in ribbons or braiding it. I wasn't even allowed to cut it.

My family was quite wealthy, so I grew up in total comfort, never wanting for anything. At least, not on the surface. In the ways that actually mattered, I never felt free. 

My parents looked so happy whenever someone called me "cute." They’d beam with pride every single time. But I’m a boy. I wanted to do manly things. I’ve felt that way for as long as I can remember.

We lived in a mansion out on the frontier, and because we were nobles, I didn't get many chances to visit the Royal Capital. I didn't mind my studies, but I absolutely hated sitting still for hours on end. So, every now and then, I’d sneak off into the forest—the one I was strictly forbidden from entering—to play with the monsters.

"Ehehe. There, there. Good girl."

People always say that monsters are inherently evil, but that’s not true. Sure, their basic instinct is to harm humans, but I don't think that’s their true nature. If you can just connect your hearts, you can become friends.

It wasn't until much later, during my magic training, that I realized what I was doing was actually called Subjugation.

"Olynn-chan, you’re just so precious today too, aren't you?"

"Gyahaha! Seriously, look at him!"

Being "girly" made me an easy target for bullies. I tried to change my first-person pronoun to the rougher, manlier ore to toughen up my image, but my mother scolded me, saying such "foul language" was forbidden. I couldn't bring myself to use the feminine watashi, so I eventually settled on boku.

"Noblesse Magic Academy..."

I don’t remember exactly when it was, but my magic tutor told me about the Academy. As a noble, my path was basically set—I’d go to an "escalator" school where my future would be decided for me without me having to lift a finger. I wanted to resist that fate. With that singular spark of rebellion, I took the entrance exam.

The test was brutal. I thought I was decent at my studies, but the world was full of people way more amazing than me. However, to my absolute shock, I was the only person there who could perform Subjugation on monsters. 

My tutor used to tell me all the time, "Olynn, you have a magnificent talent." I always assumed they were just lying to keep my spirits up, but it turned out to be the truth.

Thanks to that gift, I passed the test. My long-awaited Academy life—far away from my parents—finally began. 

I tried so hard to fit in, focusing on how I talked to people and how much distance I kept. But no matter what I did, everyone still called me a girl. People often accused me of "acting cute" on purpose, even though I was doing nothing of the sort.

And then, just as I was losing hope, I saw him. He was the embodiment of the manliness I’d been searching for—someone so cool my eyes nearly popped out of my head.

Weiss Fancent.

The top-ranked student among the underclassmen and a notorious noble—there wasn’t a soul who didn’t know his name. When I finally saw him with my own eyes, he was completely ruthless toward our classmates.

But he was so... incredibly cool.

If I wanted to be in the same class as him, I had to earn more points. Becoming an honor student wouldn't happen with just "ordinary" effort. 

I want to catch up to him. I have to.

From that day on, I headed straight for the forest the moment my classes ended. I went to the Forest of Subspecies, the place where the Survival Exam had been held. After Weiss and Allen defeated the dragon there, people avoided the place even more than before. For me, though, it was the perfect training ground.

Subjugation requires several steps: you need a deep understanding of the monster species, a perfect formula construction, and precise Mana Manipulation—all of which have to be executed within a strict time limit. If you fail, you can never attempt to subjugate that specific monster again.

That’s why this forest was ideal. There were well over a hundred different species of monsters here, and every single one of them was hungry.

"Gigagagagau?"

"Bring it on," I muttered, staring down the pack. "I'm going to subjugate every last one of you."

There were several times I nearly died. Every time I felt like giving up, I pictured Weiss. He never fawns over anyone; he simply suppresses his enemies with overwhelming power. He really was the coolest person I’d ever met.

Eventually, I managed to claw my way up to the rank of honor student. Maybe my contributions during the Calamity helped my case. 

God, I'm so glad I worked hard.

To my surprise, it turned out Professor Chloe was the only one who knew what I’d been doing. 

"Try not to be too reckless, okay?" she told me one day.

"Eh? A-Ah... hahah... yes, ma'am..."

She must have known all along and just let it slide. She really is a wonderful teacher.

When the school trip came around, I finally got to talk to Weiss. When I found out we were rooming together, I thought my heart was going to leap out of my chest from nerves. Duke and Allen still acted a bit weird whenever they looked at me, but at least they treated me like a normal person.

Then came the ball game. I taught Weiss how to perform mana transfer, and when it was over, he looked at me and said, "Thanks, Olynn."

I was so happy. It felt like I’d finally been recognized by the person I admired most.

When the Undead Monster exam started, I swore to myself that I would take first place no matter what.

"You showed me something good today, Olynn."

But when I was on the verge of being wiped out, the one who came to my rescue was... Weiss. 

I was walking on air because he praised my Subjugation. Even when I acted like an idiot and did something reckless, he stood by me. And then... he actually subjugated a Demon.

It was impossible. Since I’m a specialist, I understand better than anyone just how insane that feat was. 

Oh, Weiss... I want to be just like you.

I don't care if people call me a girl anymore. I just want to be strong. During the Calamity, I wasn't strong enough to subjugate the truly powerful monsters. 

But that’s going to change. I’m going to get stronger. One day, I’ll even make a dragon bow before me.

My name is Olin Pastel. 

I’m a man, and I’m going to be the greatest Tamer in the world.
Chapter 66: The Exam Concludes

"Debi?"

"……For now, just stay quiet."

Whether this thing was actually going to be useful was a problem for future-me to solve.

I stepped outside the cave immediately and spotted something glittering nearby. Why hadn't I noticed it before? No, I’d been in such a frantic rush that there was no way I could have seen it.

I crouched down, and a massive hoard of rings came into view. There were twenty of them in total.

We were near the mountain’s peak. I’d reached this height using Unnatural, and Olynn had arrived via the monster he’d subjugated. Stumbling upon this place would require a monumental coincidence; otherwise, only those capable of flight like us could possibly reach it. Even a guy like Carta wouldn't be stupid enough to use something as conspicuous as Flight Magic here.

Who could have left these? By process of elimination, it had to be Teacher Milk. I could practically see her getting bored of scattering the rings and just dumping the pile in one spot to get it over with.

"Wow, that’s amazing! Congratulations!"

Olynn turned a beaming, genuinely happy smile toward me just for finding them. Good grief, did this guy not have a single greedy bone in his body?

"……Half are yours."

"E-Eh?! Why?! Are you sure?!"

"Of course I am."

No matter how much of a villain I pretended to be, I wasn't about to steal someone else's credit. Subjugating the Demon was only possible because of him.

I handed him his share. There was likely very little time left in the exam, but for some reason, Olynn just stood there, staring fixedly at the rings in his palm.

"What are you looking at?"

"……I was just thinking. If I have this many, maybe I can share them with others. I mean, there might be people about to be expelled, right?"

Hah… what an idiot.

It was a sentiment perfectly in character for him, though.

"Even if that’s true, why do you feel the need to go that far? Do you have some burning desire to be liked by everyone?"

"……No. It’s just, the only reason I was able to become an honor student and make it this far was because I was given the time to grow. I think if everyone else had that same time, they could become strong too."

Hah. What a classic Olynn response.

Well, whatever. What Olynn did with his property was his business. I had no right to interfere.

"Do whatever you want."

"……Hey, Weiss-kun? I have a favor to ask."

"Huh?"

"Since I taught you how to subjugate that monster… maybe as a thank you?"

"What?"

"Could you help me find Cecil-san…?"

"Excuse me?"

And so——.

"Here you go! Just one, okay?"

"Yessss! Olynn, seriously, thank you so much!"

"Alright, next person!"

"Oh man, I’m saved… thank the gods…"

There stood Olynn in front of the cave, wearing a moronic grin while handing out rings to the bottom-tier losers who were on the verge of expulsion. It was so stupid. A completely meaningless act of charity.

Worse yet, he’d actually had the gall to ask me to find Cecil for him. This guy… he could be surprisingly pushy when he wanted something.

"To think you’d suddenly show up and ask me to use Telepathy to summon everyone with zero rings. That’s not like you at all, Fansent-kun."

"……I owe Olynn a debt."

Well, building up some credit with him wasn't a bad move. If I wanted to learn how to handle this Demon, I needed Olynn. Looking at the long game, I judged this a bargain.

"By the way, what… is that monster?"

"Debi?"

"……It’s a Demon."

"A Demon?"

Cecil poked it with a finger, and for some reason, the Demon looked absolutely delighted. I didn’t know if this thing was male or female, but it certainly seemed to be a social butterfly.

"Hey, Weiss-kun, how about this one?"

"……This guy’s a zero, too."

"Thank you!"

And then Olynn had the nerve to use me as a human lie detector. The rings were imbued with mana; one look with my Dark Eye made it crystal clear if someone was hiding a stash or not.

Seriously, what a softhearted fool.

He was all smiles now, but once we got back, I was going to summon him to help me so many times he’d wish he’d been expelled. He’d better be ready for it.

"Okay, that’s the last one!"

"Olynn, you're a lifesaver!"

But Lilith never showed up. She shouldn't have been able to move well after our encounter. Then again, her pride was ten times higher than anyone else's.

And then——.

[Time limit: 5, 4, 3——]

The announcement from the Magic Bird rang out. Based on the results alone, I was undoubtedly the top of the class. My position as the ace of this term was secure.

But man, I was exhausted.

"Wha—Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?!"

Suddenly, Olynn let out a scream. I looked over and saw that the mountain of rings he’d been holding had vanished. Did this idiot really…?

"Don't tell me you gave every single one away?"

"……It looks like it……"

[2, 1, 0——. Rings are now being automatically collected. Any rings acquired after the time limit will not be counted. Please gather in the courtyard.]

The Magic Bird’s announcement signaled the end of the ordeal.

…You absolute moron.



"Man, that was brutal. My clothes are basically rags now."

"That might have been the hardest test yet… I’m dead on my feet…"

"Oh, really? I thought it was quite easy."

As we moved to the courtyard, the lowerclassmen came shuffling in. Allen and Duke looked like they’d gone through a meat grinder; they only had five rings each. Surprisingly, Shari had ten. Then again, magic traps and monsters were a good match. If she used her spirit powers, she could probably sniff out the mana signature of any ring. Or perhaps she had an Artifact I didn't know about.

"Weiss, how did you fare?"

Cynthia had five as well. Not bad.

"Yeah, it went alright."

"Debibibi?"

"……And this monster is?"

"I’ll explain later."

It was going to be a pain in the ass if everyone started grilling me. And wait… was this thing planning to hover next to me forever?

"What’s with that little devil? Isn't it kind of cute?"

"Shh! You want Weiss to kill you?"

"But can't you feel that insane mana coming off it?"

Lilith was nowhere to be seen. Don't tell me she didn't—

"……I’ve arrived."

At that moment, Lilith limped out of the forest. She held a single ring in her hand. She was staggering, looking like she might collapse at any second. Cynthia rushed over to her side and began chanting Recovery Magic.

…Of course she made it.

"Lilith, well done."

"Ehehe… it makes me happy to be praised. But next time… I won't lose."

The reason she hadn't responded to Cecil’s summons was likely because she wanted to stand on equal footing with me. Lilith was always by my side. When things got dangerous, she and Cynthia were the ones most at risk. That was why I was so hard on her.

In a way, I’d actually been okay with her being expelled—I didn't want her in the line of fire. If she went back to the House Fanscent estate, the danger she faced would plummet. And yet, I’d been selfishly wondering if I should drag her into my dangerous future just for my own convenience.

But Lilith understood perfectly. Even knowing the risks, she wanted to stay by my side.

I guess… this is for the best, then.

"Still, Weiss-sama, you’re just too strong. I really gave it my all, you know?"

"Yeah, I know."

"Fufufu, I wish I could have seen it."

Cynthia seemed to catch the drift of our conversation immediately. Instead of getting angry, she just smiled. Lilith and I had fought a serious duel. Regardless of the outcome, there was no bad blood between us. That feeling had clearly reached both of them.

They really were great girls.

Then, Teacher Milk stepped forward.

"Well done, everyone. The detailed point tallies will be released later. Dinner has been prepared. You’re allowed to sleep until noon tomorrow."

The carrot after the whip. This was one of the few things I actually liked about Noblesse.

"Yessssssss!"

"Best news ever!"

"I’m going to sleep right now…"

Honestly, this system was effective. It made even a demon like Teacher Milk look like an angel.

"To my surprise," Milk continued, "there were zero people with zero rings. Not a single person is being expelled. My projections suggested we’d lose quite a few of you, but you’ve done well."

She glanced back at me as she turned to leave. Seeing as she wasn't surprised by the Demon's presence, I wondered… did she fight one too? But if she had, she shouldn't have been able to leave the barrier. Was there an escape route I didn't know about?

Interesting.

"Phew… I’m beat."

Behind me, Olynn let out a massive sigh of relief.

Back when the countdown was reaching its end…



『Olynn!』

『Eh?!』

I had tossed him a single ring at the last second.

『Weiss-kun……』

『You idiot. Good grief, have some limit to your selflessness.』



I didn't know exactly how many points he’d lost by giving away his hoard, but if that Teacher Milk said the numbers were close, his points must have tanked. Olynn had only just become an honor student, so his cushion was thin. The chance of him being expelled was incredibly high.

And if he were gone, it would be a huge problem for me. Especially with the battle against the Demon King on the horizon.

But this was strictly a one-time thing. I wasn't going to help him again, no matter what. He was probably the only person, past or future, who could ever make me work this hard.

This debt is going to be massive.

"Olynn, if you’d had zero rings, you would have been expelled on the spot."

"E-Eh?! Thank goodness…"

Teacher Milk had timed that comment perfectly, as if she could see right through us.

Close call.

"Ehehe. Weiss-kun, peace!"

"…………"

Olynn flashed a carefree smile and gave me a V-sign. Maybe helping him was a mistake after all.

At that moment, Cynthia quickly stepped between us. It looked like Lilith had recovered enough to walk.

"Now then, let’s go. It’s time for dinner, Weiss. You mustn't let your eyes wander, Weiss."

"R-Right."

"Weiss-sama… um… how was our fight?"

"You were strong. Seriously, where did you learn a move like that?"

"When I was little! Ehehe."

"……Wait, what?"

Tomorrow we were scheduled to tour Chuko Town. Even though it was a "school trip," for lowerclassmen, it was only a two-day, one-night affair. I’d thought it was too short, but the schedule was proving to be way too dense.

"By the way, Weiss-sama, what’s the deal with that monster? It’s been flapping its wings right next to your face this whole time."

"……I’ll explain later."

Once I’d eaten, I was going to sleep like the dead until noon. For once, I wanted to truly indulge in my laziness.

"Debibibi?"

Hey… this thing was going to sleep too, right?
The Final Day

"Weiss, it looks quite good on you."

"……You think so?"

"That hat is absolutely wonderful! Let's buy it! We are definitely buying this!"

Reflected in the full-length mirror was a hat sitting atop my head—a stubby, ridiculous little thing that defied easy description. Honestly, I was the one who had put it on, but still... It was a riot of colors and decorations, practically oozing an 'ethnic' vibe.

Apparently, these were popular souvenirs here in Chuko. Since it was the final day of the trip, we underclassmen had been turned loose to shop.

Thanks to Olynn, we had zero expulsions and zero deaths. There were plenty of injuries, sure, but nothing a little Recovery Magic couldn't fix. I suppose that was to be expected from the students of Nobless Academy after surviving a Calamity.

As for the Demon that had been floating airily beside me earlier, it was nowhere to be seen. According to Olynn, as long as a servant’s magical power is strong enough and their ideologies align with their master's, they can hide within the master's mana pool. To be honest, I didn't really grasp the mechanics of it, but I didn't want to hear "Debibi?" whispered in my ear every five seconds anyway, so it worked out perfectly.

By the way, we settled on the name "Debi." Lilith was technically the godmother, though she insisted on calling it "Debi-chan." 

Since subjugated monsters supposedly retain their Unique Ability, it should be capable of something useful. In the original game, Allen didn't have any aptitude as a Tamer, so I’d have to squeeze Olynn for the finer details. How much mana it consumes, whether it actually listens to orders—I’d just have to investigate all that later.

It was entirely possible my fighting style would have to shift 180 degrees, but that was a happy miscalculation. It would likely be a drain on my nerves and my mana, but there was no doubt that I’d become stronger.

I’d mentioned the situation to Teacher Milk just in case, but she just shrugged me off. "Subjugation is outside my expertise. Ask Olynn." I knew she wasn't the type to take interest in things she didn't know, but wow, she really didn't mince words. Incidentally, she never did tell me whether she actually fought a demon or not.

And then, there was the other matter—.

"Eh? Are you sure?"

"Of course. Here, take this one too."

"Hey, don't try to outshine us!"

"Olynn, you can have this one, too!"

Thanks to the business with the rings, Olynn had been fully accepted by the class. Was it just my imagination, or were the guys looking at him with slightly lecherous expressions? Well, whatever. It was a good thing, I suppose. At the very least, I didn't dislike the guy. He was excellent as a tactical asset, and I wanted him to keep up the good work.

—Stare—

Suddenly, I felt a strange gaze prickly against my skin. Thinking it might be another Calamity, I whirled around, only to find Cynthia watching me intently.

"W-what is it?"

"Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about how you always seem so concerned with Olynn-san."

"T-that's not true."

"Is that so? Well, it’s fine. If Weiss wishes to consume him, I shall respect that to the utmost."

Cynthia is certainly generous, but her wires are seriously crossed.

Somehow, my gaze drifted back toward Olynn anyway. When he noticed me looking, he gave me a bright smile. Seeing this, Cynthia and Lilith both glared at me with narrowed, judging eyes.

"So, Weiss-sama... you were an all-rounder after all."

"Lilith, did that word even exist in the world of Noblesse?"

"It’s quite alright. You only need to be honest with us."

Good grief... Weiss, whoever you were before I took over this body, please help me.

"Yo, Weiss! That hat looks great on you!"

Right on cue, Duke (the artist formerly known as Shishitsu) swaggered over. I immediately snatched the hat off my head and shoved it toward him, telling him it would suit him much better. I had to change the subject, and I had to do it now.

"Seriously?! Maybe I should buy it..."

"I think you should."

"To think Weiss would actually praise something... I guess I have no choice but to buy it!"

Bless his loud voice. Cynthia and Lilith looked at him with exasperated expressions, finally letting the previous topic drop. Alright, Duke. I'm promoting you from Shishitsu to Mineral. Stay hydrated, buddy.

"Allen! Weiss says this one is good! You gonna get one?"

"Heh, it does look pretty cool. I actually don't have a hat."

"Then maybe I'll get one too," Shari added, joining the group. "It’ll be a nice memento."

Things got livelier than I expected as Allen and Shari merged into our group. Wait, now it looks like I’m actually enjoying this trip. Dammit... another unexpected miscalculation.

"If we're all getting them, why don't we get matching ones?"

At Shari's suggestion, Lilith raised her hand enthusiastically.

"Shari-san, I agree! Right, Cynthia-sama? Weiss-sama?"

"Fufufu, why not? I think a black one would suit Weiss best, don't you?"

"Uh, yeah. Sure. Whatever..."

Since I was the one who’d suggested it to Duke, it felt wrong to back out now. ...I wonder why I'm even going along with this.

"Cecil-san! Carta-san!"

Lilith even called out to the two standing a short distance away. She really was personable, talking to everyone without discrimination. The politeness and bright demeanor she’d cultivated as a maid were top-notch. It made me all the more curious about the sheer bloodlust and madness she’d shown last night. I’d have to ask her about that eventually.

In the end, we all bought hats in colors that supposedly suited us. Shari was smirking at me the whole time; she definitely knew I was embarrassed. That girl... she did this on purpose.

Afterward, the teachers led us to a lunch featuring "Paeria," a local dish packed with seafood. It was a stir-fry of vegetables, shellfish, and meat mixed with rice. Teacher Milk and Darius went back for seconds and thirds, bickering the whole time like siblings. It was actually pretty funny.

The biggest surprise, however, was Chloe. Unlike during the Point System, she was actually chatting with the students, asking if they’d had fun and fussing over the exhausted ones to make sure they stayed hydrated.

Sometimes I forget when I'm on guard, but I really am a student. This school trip had become a vital event for me—one that reminded me of my place in this world. Avoiding my destruction is the top priority, but I am actually living here. Because these are days I never got to experience in my former world, I need to carve them deep into my heart.

Finally, we were given one last block of free time by the sea. I was "full" in more ways than one, so I didn't feel like swimming. Instead, I sat in the shade and watched the characters I knew from the game running around and playing. It was, honestly, fun. 

The memories were growing thicker by the day. But I knew the original story. From here on out, things would only get more brutal. If one of them were to die... how would I feel?

Anxiety, frustration, and a sense of urgency gnawed at me. I thought deeply about the Demon Race. ...But strangely, I didn't feel discouraged. If anything, I was overflowing with motivation. 

Total Domination. A perfect Game Clear. That is my goal.

"Weiss-kun."

As I sat by the shore, Olynn approached me. The squirrel on his head... was it just me, or was it bigger?

"Did that thing grow?"

"Ehehe, actually, it seems my mana capacity increased."

"That affects the summon too?"

"Yeah, though it depends on the individual. —But more importantly, thank you."

"For what?"

"For coming to save me. If you hadn't been there, Weiss-kun, I probably... would have died."

I'm a calculating man, Olynn. If it hadn't been you, I might have abandoned you. It was all for the sake of the future; there was no need for him to be grateful.

"It was for my own sake. You’re useful. I’ll be sure to have you repay the debt eventually."

"Fufufu. Anytime, for anything. If you need me, just ask."

A sea breeze blew, and Olynn brushed a strand of hair behind his ear. Good grief, is this kid really going to be subjugating dragons later?

"By the way, how is the Demon?"

"Who knows? —'Debi.'"

The next instant, a black rift opened beside my face. Out popped the tiny, highly-deformed Demon.

"Debibibi?"

"That's how he is. I have no idea what he's saying."

"I'm sure you'll understand him as you get closer. It was like that for me and Pippin. If you have questions, just ask. I'm so happy to have a fellow Tamer!"

"Yeah. When we get back, you can help me see how well Debi follows my orders. I want to see if he inherited that immortality, so I'll probably have to kill him a few times to check."

"Debibibibi!?"

Apparently, the little guy understood my words just fine, as he let out a terrified shriek.

"W-Weiss-kun, you're merciless..."

"I'm not big on coddling."

We spent a while longer just staring out at the ocean until the ship's departure time drew near.

"Ah, we have to go."

"—Olynn."

As I stood up, I reached out and plopped something onto Olynn's head.

"Fueh? Eh? A-A hat?"

"A reward for the Tame. I just happened to pick it up."

"Ehehe, thank you. But... why pink?"

"Well, it makes you look like a total feminine boy, doesn't it?"

"I-Is that so? Ehehe..."

Summer was almost over. There are four seasons in Noblesse Oblige. Autumn, winter... and when spring comes, I’ll be an intermediate student. There are certain upperclassmen I need to meet before then, but for now, the first thing on the agenda when we get back is more special training.

"Debibibi?"

"Alright, Debi. Shall we start by seeing how many of my attacks you can tank?"

"De—DEBIIIII!?"
068 Hesitation

"Weiss, what’s the plan?"

"Given how little time is left, people are going to start making reckless moves. We’ll let them come to us and then crush them. For now, we wait."

"Understood. I'll keep watch on our six."

Clad in her jet-black training uniform, Lilith drifted away from Synthia and me to scout the perimeter.

[Time limit: 10 minutes remaining. Time limit: 10 minutes remaining.]

A Magic Bird shrieked the announcement as it circled high above.

Currently, we were in the training grounds of the Noblesse Magic Academy—specifically, an area designed to look like a cluster of ruined houses and urban sprawl. Apparently, this place had originally been a small town, but the Headmaster had saturated it with special sorcery. He’d placed a permanent enchantment on the area so that any damage incurred would automatically repair itself over time.

To put it simply, this was a city-based combat test designed for practical application. Once you hit the latter half of your first year as a lowerclassman, these types of scenarios became much more frequent.

Real wars usually happened out in the open fields, but in a world crawling with adventurers and criminals, urban combat was an inevitability you just couldn’t escape. I remembered getting jumped by the three Bhutan brothers during a practical test a while back... though, if I’m being honest with myself, I was the one who went looking for that fight.

[Allen Team has defeated Beefy Team. Points are being transferred.]

The Magic Bird in the sky broadcast the update.

We were organized into "Teams" because this specific training session was being conducted in groups of three. At Noblesse, they alternated between individual matches and team battles to keep us on our toes. It was efficient, sure, but it also hammered home the importance of camaraderie.

My team consisted of Synthia and Lilith. Allen, as expected, was paired with Duke and Shari.

We were currently the points leaders. Ever since Synthia mastered the Glass Sword 《Glacies》, she had become damn near invincible. Lilith, too, was getting exponentially stronger by the day.

However, there was one team nipping at our heels with terrifying persistence.

Just then, I felt a surge of bloodlust from Lilith behind me. Or, to be more precise, she was intentionally flaring her mana to signal us: Prey located.

"Let’s move, Synthia."

"Right!"

We dashed toward the rear. Following Lilith's gaze, I saw a group of lowerclassmen locked in a frantic struggle. They were clearly desperate for points as the clock ticked down.

After surviving the Calamity, I’d been trying to prioritize learning tactics. I knew I wouldn't survive long in the future if I just brainlessly hit whatever was in front of me. Making the first move was important, but sometimes, you had to be the third party who swooped in to clean up.

"Now! Go!"

At my command, Lilith and Synthia lunged forward.

I caught one of the lowerclassmen with a strike from outside his field of vision, dropping him instantly. Synthia and Lilith moved to mop up the rest, but—

"Haaah!"

A Magic Cannon blast rained down from high above. It was Carta. The projectile slammed into the lowerclassman, causing his mana to leak out—the sign of a technical knockout. Without missing a beat, Pippin the squirrel darted in and finished off the last one.

"Tch. They stole our kills."

I looked toward the source of the attack. On the roof of a nearby ruin, a woman wearing glasses flashed a smug smile at me. Points earned by a teammate were shared across the group. Which meant...

[Cecil Team has defeated Fizz Team. Cecil Team is now in 2nd place.]

It was the trio of Carta and Olynn, led by Cecil.

Ever since the Calamity, Cecil had been deviating wildly from her role in the Original Story. The fact that she’d spent the entire school trip buried in strategy books was one thing, but now she was practically vibrating with motivation.

Between Carta’s high-altitude Flight Magic combined with her devastating Magic Cannon, and Olynn—who was so frustrated by his helplessness during the Demon fight that he was constantly pushing the limits of the monsters he could perform Subjugation on—they were a force to be reckoned with. And with Cecil’s monstrous intellect backing them up, they were a tactical nightmare.

In a direct individual match, I was undefeated. Cecil knew that, which was exactly why she refused to fight me head-on. She’d engage, retreat, and reposition. The Calamity had been the same way—real combat was a messy, chaotic scramble. There were no "Ready, Set, Go" moments; it was just a constant cycle of kiting and closing distance.

I used to think I could achieve a Clear as long as I was personally strong. I was wrong. I had to become the strongest in terms of tactics, too. Honestly, their team was probably the most balanced group among the lowerclassmen.

"W-Weiss?!" one of the defeated kids stammered.

"See ya."

I finished off the very last straggler just as the timer hit zero.

[Results: 1st Place - Weiss Team. 2nd Place - Cecil Team. 3rd Place - Allen Team.]

We won on paper, but I’m sure it was by a narrow margin. If things kept going like this, they’d definitely overtake us eventually. I can’t let that happen. Not a chance.

Still, a part of me was actually happy. The stronger they got, the more satisfying it would be to overcome them—and more importantly, the more I could rely on them.

Well, some people were taking the loss a bit harder than others.

"We lost... it's all my fault..."

"No, Allen, it’s my fault... my muscles just aren't developed enough..."

"It’s because I’m nothing but baggage..."

The usual trio—Allen, Duke, and Shari—were huddled together in a circle of misery.

Please, guys. I’m begging you. Don’t let your strength be inversely proportional to mine. Stop weakening!

"Do you think... they'll be okay?" Synthia asked, looking concerned.

"Don't sweat it, Synthia. They’ll bounce back. Besides, I'm pretty sure they're still hiding their real trump cards."

I knew for a fact they were doing Secret Training every single night. The use of Artifacts was permitted in these tests, but they probably hadn't mastered theirs yet, which is why they hadn't brought them out.

Then again, I didn't feel like I’d truly mastered mine either. My raw attack power had spiked, but I still didn't understand the unique utility of this specific weapon.

I looked down at the Dual Sword in my hand. A jet-black blade, supposedly the Strongest Sword, currently wreathed in light. But that was all it was—a sword.

“Build an arsenal that belongs to you and you alone,” Teacher Milk always said.

I’d been avoiding the whip to get used to the sword, but I felt like I was missing something overwhelming. I needed to train harder. I wasn't trying to be a Shonen Manga protagonist, but I found myself craving something like a Special Move.

Not that life is ever convenient enough to just hand me one.



Later that evening, after training wrapped up, I found myself wandering the schoolyard. The Noblesse Magic Academy really was beautiful. It was lush with nature, easily rivaling the Royal Capital National Park.

Tactics were a pain. You couldn't just build a tactical mind overnight; it required actual experience. And there were so many things I still didn't understand within the confines of this academy.

The world outside, huh...

Actually, the timing was probably perfect. If things followed the Original Story, it was almost time for that to happen.

As I was lost in thought, the last person I expected to see appeared right in front of me. I mean, she was a student here, so it wasn't a miracle or anything, but still.

"How’s it going, Junior?"

The invincible, strongest goddess herself: Eva Avery.

She was still undefeated in individual matches. She sat at the absolute peak of the intermediate-year students, a height no one could reach. Every student who entered Noblesse dreaming of greatness was told the same thing: “Don’t compare yourself to Eva.”

She was an anomaly. No matter how much talent someone had, I couldn't see a single Vision of a future where she lost. Because I knew the game's lore, I knew exactly how "broken" she really was.

But I didn't plan on being just another admirer. Surpassing Eva was one of my ultimate goals. And apparently, a chance to test myself had just fallen into my lap on a whim.

"I'm doing alright. Though, seeing you out here is a rarity."

Despite being a student, Eva was a total Shut-in who rarely left her room. Since her meals were always delivered, the game lore described her as someone who spent her days Indulging in Idleness on the Bed.

While the intermediate students usually wore the same uniforms as us, Eva almost always wore Casual Clothes. It wasn't technically against the rules, but nobody else really did it. Today, she was wearing a white one-piece dress, which only added to her Sense of Otherness.

She let out a sleepy yawn before speaking.

"I woke up at a weird hour, you see. I need something to wake me up. How about it?"

We Noblesse students all held Individual Points. You could challenge other students based on your rank, but because Eva was so high up, you usually couldn't even request a match with her unless you were in the top tier. However, if a senior nominated a junior and the junior accepted, those rules went out the window.

This was a stroke of luck I hadn't even dared to hope for. It wasn't an Official Match, so no points would change hands, but it was still the best possible development.

"I couldn't ask for more."

"Hehe. Well then, shall we?"

The Noblesse Training Room was located in the basement. It was designed to allow spectators, but unless it was an official bout, people usually didn't bother showing up.

Except this time.

"Weiss, go for it! Just try to stay alive!"

"It’s Eva-senpai! For real!"

"Weiss, don't die on us, man..."

The news that Eva and I were walking toward the training room together must have spread like wildfire. A massive crowd gathered in seconds. Some people were even in their Pajamas—I couldn't tell if they hadn't gone to bed yet or had just jumped out of it. Even some of the seniors I rarely saw were present.

Though, naturally, most of them were just worried I was about to get murdered.

"Hehe. You’re quite the Popular Person, aren't you, Weiss?"

"It’s your fault for being a legend. Anyway... what are the rules?"

"Anything goes. Use your subjugated monsters, use your Artifacts—whatever you like. Though, I won't be using any of that myself."

Eva never carried anything. Even in the game, she didn't use weapons. I knew she had a Magic Staff for travel, but that was it.

"...I won't hold back then. Debi!"

"Debibibi!"

With a pop, Debi appeared next to my head. I’d recently discovered that Debi could act as a storage space for a decent amount of items. Carrying a sword around all the time was a hassle, so having him hold my gear was incredibly convenient.

I grabbed the hilt of the Dual Sword. As I poured dark mana into it, the blade materialized. Since many of the spectators hadn't seen my sword—or Debi—before, they started shouting in excitement.

"What the hell is that sword?! And a servant monster? It’s... scary-cute!"

"Weiss can do Subjugation too?"

"Look at that mana density. It’s insane."

I’d been practicing with Debi, but the Coordination was still tricky. They say fighting with a summon is like having four limbs; imagining Olynn doing that with multiple summons was honestly hilarious. Since summoning consumed mana constantly, if I didn't nail the synergy, it would just be a handicap.

Still, I was dying to see how I stacked up against the Eva Avery.

"We don't need a bell. Just come at me whenever you're ready."

She tossed her silver-white hair. Her casual stance made it look like she was just waiting for a cup of coffee.

Alright. Let's start by testing the waters.

I lunged forward in silence. I wasn't stupid enough to try a straightforward frontal assault. Right before reaching her, I conjured an Unnatural Wall on both sides, using them as platforms to zigzag at high speed. Even for Eva, reacting to this kind of speed right after waking up had to be a challenge.

I sent Debi to her rear, flanking her from both sides. Then, I swung.

"Haaah!"

"Debibibi!"

My full-power strike coincided perfectly with Debi’s Dark Mana Cannon. It hadn't been long since I subjugated him, but his output was no joke. A normal lowerclassman would have been knocked cold in one hit. This was the Coordination I’d perfected under Olynn’s tutelage.

Even Eva wouldn't be able to—

"Hehe. Not bad. I like the energy."

Eva simply gathered mana into her bare hands. And with just that, she caught my blade and deflected Debi’s magic. No Barrier, no complex spell circles—just pure, overwhelming magic resistance.

"Eva-senpai is a literal monster!"

"She blocked Weiss's attack that easily?!"

"Forget that, look at the power of that demon's magic!"

...Seriously? She’s a walking cheat code. What kind of mana pool is she working with? This is totally broken.

Eva flashed a delighted smile. "You're strong. Really, truly strong."

"You've got a lot of nerve saying that after blocking me so effortlessly."

"I don't do empty flattery. By the time you graduate, you’re going to be something terrifying."

Coming from her, it was the ultimate compliment. But to me, it just felt like she was pointing out how much of a gap there still was. In other words, I was still "weak."

Heh. Fine by me.

"Is that so? Then how about this!"

The next one... I was going in with the intent to kill.

【Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction】

I’d grown, too. The dark aura spread across the ground faster than ever before, reaching Eva in an instant. As the power flooded into me, I couldn't help but shudder.

It was bottomless. An overflowing surge of power that kept pumping into me even after I’d hit my limit. It was just like the fight with the dragon. If I just sat there and absorbed it, my body would eventually swell up and explode.

"Oh? Are you alright?"

But I wasn't going to let that happen. I just had to burn through the mana as fast as it came in.

My speed tripled. I felt dozens of times stronger than I had seconds ago. This magic was a double-edged sword that became more potent the stronger the opponent was. Since the mana was shared with Debi, he unleashed a Dark Mana Cannon even more powerful than the last.

I followed up with a flurry of sword strikes, but Eva continued to parry and catch everything with her bare hands.

Then, she let out a quiet laugh.

She hadn't moved her arms, but an indescribable sense of dread washed over me. I leaped back instinctively, putting a massive amount of distance between us.

In that split second, I’d seen them. The invisible hands.

"Impressive. You could see these too?"

In the Original Story, Eva dropped out of the academy, and her secrets were never fully revealed. But in that moment, I felt like I’d glimpsed the source of her power.

Under the watchful eyes of the crowd, we continued our dance.

To be blunt about the result: I didn't lose, but I definitely didn't win. My attacks were landing, but they were doing zero damage. Eva really was just using me for her morning stretches. It wasn't even that she was "holding back"—it was just exercise to her.

Still, looking at the other intermediate students, even "exercising" with Eva was considered an impossible feat.

"He’s actually trading blows with Eva... so that’s Weiss."

"Insane..."

"Yeah..."

The way they looked at Eva wasn't with a competitive spirit—it was pure, distant admiration. She was on a level where "winning" or "losing" didn't even make sense anymore. That realization felt a little lonely.

When the match ended, the crowd showered me with praise. Nobody approached Eva. She didn't seem to mind, though; she just looked satisfied.

She told me she had fun, and as she turned to leave, I pushed through the crowd to call out to her.

"Thank you, Eva-senpai."

"...No, thank you. It was a blast."

This hadn't been a real match. If this were Battle Universe, this would have been a "tutorial duel." I felt like Eva had been showing me the path—telling me that it was vital to never stop reaching for the top.

"Weiss-sama, that was incredible! Your movements were unbelievable!"

"Indeed, Weiss. You’ve made me very proud."

Strangely enough, I found I could accept the praise from Synthia and Lilith without any self-deprecation. I wasn't equal to the "strongest goddess" yet, but I had become strong enough for her to acknowledge me. I wasn't going to get arrogant, but maybe it was okay to give myself a pat on the back once in a while.

That being said...

"Synthia, Lilith, do me a favor. Skip the afternoon lectures and help me train. I want to refine my tactics with Debi while the feeling is still fresh."

"Of course! I’ll stay with you as long as you need."

"Let's skip! I’d much rather be moving my body anyway!"

I had no intention of slowing down. Not until I reached the top.
069: The Sub-Story

Noblesse Oblige was your quintessential RPG.

The main story was a straightforward "royal road" tale: the commoner protagonist, Allen, rises up despite the pressures of aristocratic society, meets friends, suffers through partings, and eventually defeats the Demon King. 

It was simple and clear, yet it was the kind of story that almost no one could truly hate.

The reason the game had such a massive following, however, was the sheer volume of branching side stories and a narrative that shifted based on the player’s choices. The Academy was merely one small part of that world.

For example, say a player visited a town. Saving a girl from a group of thugs was a total cliché, but in Noblesse, even that had branching paths. Would you raise her affection and recruit her as an ally, or would you simply say your goodbyes and never see her again?

There were even players who never bothered to clear the main story at all, choosing instead to wander the world forever. Some of those "mere" side stories were written with a level of depth that rivaled the main plot.

And then, I received a letter.

The sender was my father, Agate Fansent.

House Fanscent managed a wide array of businesses. I tried to stick my nose into whatever parts I could, but even so, there were many ventures I hadn't fully grasped yet. The contents of the letter were related to one of them.

As part of my Practical Test, I had obtained an official adventurer’s license. Between that and the time I spent hunting bounties in Traba Town, I had somehow climbed the ranks to B-rank before I even realized it.

My father must have known. I hadn't exactly intended to hide it, but I hadn't gone out of my way to tell him, either. I already knew his information-gathering skills were top-notch, so I wasn't particularly surprised he’d found out.

More importantly, though...

...I remember this sub-event.

I couldn't help but smirk as I folded the letter. I glanced over at Cynthia, who was currently lying on the bed wearing next to nothing.

"Cynthia, something has come up. I’m going outside."

"Oh? And where are we going, Weiss?"

After the School Trip concluded, Noblesse Magic Academy entered a state of temporary closure. This was a change that hadn't existed in the Original Story. Following the Calamity, the Academy decided to overhaul its security—specifically, installing barrier magic circles—to ensure no more teleportation marks could be placed within the facilities.

According to the rumors I’d gathered, the Headmaster was personally scouting for a new defensive magic teacher. I’d heard that Chloe and Darius had also been recruited through the Headmaster’s personal eye for talent. That level of passion and discernment was likely what had cemented the Academy’s prestigious status in the first place, even if the game hadn't delved into it.

I had been agonizing over how to spend this unexpected vacation. I had several sub-stories memorized; I could go hunting for magic items that might be useful later, or I could try to scout talented people for House Fanscent. This abundance of choices was exactly what made Noblesse so special.

Then, my father’s letter arrived. Since it was an event I already knew, I couldn't stop a grin from spreading across my face. 

I had intended to head out alone, but by the time I turned around, Cynthia was already standing there, fully dressed and ready to go.

"...That was fast. Just so you know, it’s a bit of a trek."

"As long as I am with you, Weiss, I do not mind where we go."

I really couldn't compete with that level of loyalty. ...Actually, is it just me, or is she getting even cuter?



Travel in this world was primarily done by foot, carriage, monster-drawn carts, or ships. Just like on the School Trip, if you were heading to a distant country, the sea was your best bet.

"These state-of-the-art ships are incredible! To think we covered this distance in just two days!" Lilith exclaimed.

"Yeah, I’m impressed too," I admitted.

"I’m sorry for dragging you along, Lilith," Cynthia added.

"Don't be! If you and Weiss-sama are going, it’s only natural that I come along too!"

In the end, Lilith had joined us. I’d told them they should take it easy since it was supposed to be a vacation, but apparently, neither of them felt like resting. It might be an exaggeration, but I had the feeling that if I told them I was dropping out of school, they’d both do the same without a second thought.

Honestly, it made me a little happy.

"Weiss, are you smiling about something?" 

"It’s your imagination."

The ship docked at the port, and we officially entered the country. Thanks to my noble status, we bypassed the tedious red tape and stepped onto solid ground.

The country was called [Bruno]. It was quite a distance from the Academy, but as Lilith said, we’d arrived much faster than I’d anticipated.

The defining feature of this city was its sheer, staggering size. If I remembered correctly, it was one of the largest in the world. The reason it could rival even the Ostrava Royal Capital was because the country was in a constant state of expansion and renovation. They were perpetually building walls just to tear them down and push the borders further out.

Prosperity requires a lot of factors to align. First and foremost, commerce has to be booming, which is heavily tied to tax revenue. It’s no exaggeration to say that taxes are the single most important thing to a merchant.

In that regard, [Bruno] had remarkably low taxes. Toss in four distinct seasons, a thriving agricultural sector, a low monster population in the surrounding area, and stable politics—the list of perks went on forever.

And the event being held today was one of the vital organs that kept Bruno pumping.

"I hate to speak ill of him, but Agate-sama certainly is impulsive," Cynthia remarked.

The crowd disembarking at the port was a melting pot of races. There were people who looked filthy rich, people who looked like they’d never worked an honest day in their lives, and people who looked incredibly dangerous. All of them were here for the same reason mentioned in my father’s letter.

"He wrote that I shouldn't push myself, but making a name for the family is never a bad thing."

House Fanscent was a prestigious name. Despite being a Duke, my father worked tirelessly. He could have spent his days wallowing in luxury and laziness, but he seemed to have zero interest in that. It’s hard to believe he ever raised a 'Son of Indolence' like the original Weiss. 

My father also donated heavily to underprivileged children. According to Zebis, my mother had started that tradition while she was alive, and he had simply carried the torch. 

So why the hell was the original Weiss such a piece of garbage?

As we moved from the port into the city, the architecture became even more imposing. Between the unfamiliar stalls and the various races, there were guys walking around with such massive builds that they made us look like toddlers. It was easy to forget while tucked away at the Academy, but the world was overflowing with people. Every time I saw a new country, that reality hit me hard.

Once this whole mess was over, maybe traveling the world wouldn't be such a bad idea. Though, I had no clue when "over" would actually be.

"Weiss-sama, the Adventurer's Guild is that way! ...Wait, Weiss-sama?"

I didn't answer. I was currently glued to a specific stall.

"Get 'em while they're hot! Melo-Melon boiled dumplings!"

...Excuse me?

Before I knew it, I was sprinting.

"Give me one—no, two."

"Weiss, I want some too."

"Me too, Weiss-sama!"

"...Make it five."

I ate two myself. Naturally, the taste was divine.

"""Delicious..."""

If I became a full-time traveler, could I just do food tours every day? Is this the peak of human existence?



"That concludes your registration! The event begins in one hour!"

"Right, thanks."

After finishing the paperwork, we waited inside the guild hall. The walls were plastered with bounty posters and requests for herb gathering. Mixed in were things like 'Goblin Extermination' or 'Flash of Light Guild, Seeking Members!' 

"The chuunibyou is strong with this place..." I muttered.

"Weiss, what is a 'choo-nee-bee-yo'? Lilith, do you know?"

"No clue..."

Just then, a man with a massive frame lumbered over to me. He was wearing a greasy smirk, and the cronies behind him all had the same punchable expressions. 

Ah, right. I forgot. 

Back at the Academy, no one dared to mess with me anymore. But once I stepped into the outside world, there were suddenly thousands of people who had no idea who I was. It was such a refreshing change of pace that I’d momentarily lowered my guard.

"Look at the brat, acting like a big man with two girls on his arm. I saw you sign up, kid. You really think you can compete at that size?"

The guy was a giant, probably pushing two meters. It reminded me of—what was his name? Boudan? Yeah, that guy. Looking back, I think I was actually a little intimidated by Boudan at the time. Though, watching him freak out after I took his arm was pretty comical.

"What's so funny, brat? What are you laughing at?"

The man clearly took my reminiscing smile as a personal insult. He had an adventurer’s tag pinned to his chest. He was B-rank, just like me. It was honestly insulting to be ranked alongside a guy like this.

"Nothing. I just remembered a piece of trash I met a while back who looked just like you. Don't worry about it."

I could feel Lilith radiating pure bloodlust behind me, but she wouldn't move without my say-so. The man’s face went red, then suddenly turned deathly still as his anger peaked. The atmosphere in the guild hall grew heavy.

"Hey, isn't that 'Giby the B-Rank'? He’s a regular in the tournament."

"That kid picked a fight with the wrong guy..."

"Someone should help him..."

A massive greatsword was strapped to the man’s back. Cynthia, Lilith, and even the bystanders probably already knew exactly how this was going to end.

"Brat’s got a big mouth. But hey, I’m an adult, so I’ll be generous. I’ll let you go if you get on your hands and knees and apologize. The little girls too."

"I was thinking the same thing. I’ll forgive you if you curl up into a ball and put your face in the dirt."

I suddenly recalled a conversation I’d had with Teacher Milk. 'If it were me, I would have taken his arm off inside the guild hall before he ever had the chance to drag me into an alley. That’s what it means to take the initiative.'

At the time, I’d been speechless. Now, I understood exactly what she meant. 

But, we were about to start a tournament. I decided to settle for simple self-defense.

Come on. Do it.

"You little shit! I'll kill you!"

Giby roared, drawing his greatsword and swinging it down toward my skull. His form was smoother than I expected; he’d clearly put in some work to reach his rank. However, he clearly lacked the brain cells to consider the consequences. If you kill someone in the middle of a guild hall, you get thrown in a dungeon immediately.

Good grief. I wanted to punish him, but by stopping him here, I was technically saving his life.

"...Wh-What?!"

The sword stopped dead in the air, inches above my head. I hadn't even bothered to move. A guy like this didn't have anywhere near enough power to crack my Barrier.

A few onlookers noticed the magic effect and let out gasps of "No way!" 

Giby’s eyes went wide. He was trembling. He was looking at me like I was some kind of freakish monster.

"I’d rather not get blood on my clothes today. I’ll go easy on you."

I used Unnatural to launch myself upward and delivered a snapping roundhouse kick directly into Giby’s right arm. A sickening crunch echoed through the hall as the joint shattered, his arm bending in a direction that nature never intended.

"GYAAAAAAAHHHH!"

Giby let out a pathetic wail and hit the floor, clutching his ruined limb and groveling just like I’d suggested. His cronies scrambled over to him, but not a single one of them dared to look at me. The adults in the room were stunned into silence—mostly.

"As expected of Weiss-sama! Clap, clap!" 

Only Lilith was smiling, providing a one-woman standing ovation. Cynthia just looked on with cold, indifferent eyes; the guy had started it, after all. It seemed she was slowly being dyed in my own colors.

But man, it was quiet. I thought adventurers were supposed to be a rowdy, gutsy bunch. Maybe I was wrong—

"Holy shit! Did you see that kid?!"

"Is he in the tournament too?!"

"Move it! I need to change my bets right now!"

...Ah, I see. They were just waiting for the punchline.

In a world where violence was a valid form of communication, no one was actually worried about Giby’s arm. Quite the opposite—the strong were celebrated. 

I had to admit, this felt a lot more comfortable than the Academy.

"Cynthia, Lilith. Shall we?"

"Yes!"

"Of course. I’m quite looking forward to watching this."

To summarize my father’s letter: House Fanscent had risen to its current heights through Agate’s sheer competence. However, a house built on a single pillar is fragile. And unfortunately, I was still famous as the "Indolent Son." He’d sugar-coated it, of course, but the message was clear.

The Noblesse Sword and Magic Cup was a school event, not an official match, so the rumors of my "change" hadn't spread to the general public yet. My father’s wish was for me to enter the world-famous [Bruno Adventurer Tournament] and produce "respectable results." 

But I knew his real hope was for me to win. He just didn't want to put that pressure on me. He really was a good father.

I would use this tournament to broadcast the name of House Fanscent—and the name of Weiss Fancent—to the entire world. I hadn't been able to fight to my heart's content during the team-based Sword-Magic Cup, but this was a pure individual match.

This was a classic sub-story. I didn't remember every single contestant from the game’s roster, but it didn't matter. My goal was simple: suppress everyone with overwhelming force. 

While I was at it, I planned to keep Dark Eye and Time Lapse active at all times, peering into and stealing every useful magic I saw. This place was crawling with people confident in their skills; surely some of them had something worth taking. Even if I couldn't master the spells instantly, I could memorize the formulas and train once I got back to school.

It was two birds with one stone. Actually, since I got to eat those dumplings, let’s call it three.

After this tournament, no one would ever call Weiss Fancent "indolent" again.

Today was the day I rewrote my own story.
070 The Bruno Adventurer Tournament

"—Is that all you've got?"

My first-round opponent was a woman named Sentinel. I couldn't tell her exact age, but she looked to be somewhere in her twenties. She was a Fire Magic user who favored a simple yet high-output style, launching waves of intense heat at me.

The interesting part was that the flames I evaded didn't just go out; they lingered on the ground, still burning. At the very last second, she commanded them to surge toward me from all four directions. It was her ultimate spell—a cleverly laid trap.

"Now you're finished!" she screamed.

Except I’d noticed the trick long ago. 

The eyes granted by Time Lapse are special. I can tell at a single glance whether mana is flowing through something or not. Still, it was a technique I’d never seen back at the Academy. Remote-controlled magic... how intriguing.

First things first: I'm stealing that move.

I waited for Sentinel to exhaust her energy, then knocked her unconscious with a single blow. Naturally, there were no such things as "training uniforms" in this tournament. You wouldn't even be disqualified for killing your opponent, but my primary goal was to raise the profile of House Fanscent. Specifically, I needed to make the name "Weiss" known far and wide.

Rather than a desperate, bloody struggle, isn't it much more exciting for the crowd to witness someone being pinned down by overwhelming, effortless power?

[Winner: Weiss Fancent!]

Cheers erupted from the stands. Apparently, this Sentinel woman had won tournaments in other countries before. Not that she was anything special. By the standards of the lowerclassmen at Noblesse, she was mid-tier at best.

Still, there was plenty to learn here. Every mage has their own quirks. Even with the same Fire Attribute, combat styles vary wildly from person to person. By the time this tournament ended, I was sure I’d be even stronger.

I won't let the Demon Race escape during the next Calamity. I need to be able to overwhelm them alone, even without Eva or Teacher Milk.

"Lord Weiss, that was incredible! Your movements were breathtaking!" Cynthia gushed as I returned to the sidelines.

"I suppose so."

"Weiss, you were as dashing as always. Here, let me dab away the sweat... dab, dab."

"I’m not even sweating, Lilith..."

The venue was packed with adults and the cheering was thunderous, but Cynthia and Lilith remained their usual, eccentric selves. The tournament was divided into Northern and Southern blocks; I had come from the North, while Sentinel had hailed from the South. It wasn't quite a team-based split, but it made the brackets easy to follow.

"Look at that guy, he's even got two incredibly cute girls with him."

"God really does give with both hands, doesn't He? Actually, that looks like more than two gifts to me..."

Well, I don't exactly hate being praised by the masses. Go ahead, keep the compliments coming.

I spent the second and third rounds spectating. Apparently, that Sentinel woman had actually been one of the more competent fighters. Most of the others were nothing of consequence. 

Then again, magic is largely a matter of compatibility. You can’t measure everything by a simple difference in raw power. Take "Debi," the Demon, for example. He has that "Immortal" unique magic, which lets him eventually outlast and defeat enemies much stronger than himself. Even Carta’s Flight Magic is basically a cheat code.

Victory or defeat wasn't decided by mana capacity or levels alone. In terms of pure monster-hunting speed, someone like Sentinel might actually be more efficient than me. I could use Fire Attribute magic, but its destructive power wasn't anything special yet.

I have so many weaknesses to address, and I can't stop obsessing over them. During a Calamity, monsters swarm in massive numbers. Next time, the Demon Race will likely be playing for keeps. Currently, I lack a high-yield technique for exterminating enemies over a wide area.

I had entered this tournament hoping to find a solution, and I’d already found one lead. Magic is a world of mental imagery. If I can use Time Lapse to understand the formula and then reconstruct it myself, I can imitate it—provided I put in the effort.

Well, it’s impossible for small fry, but I’m different. It’s not a perfect system, though. Just like in the fight with Tucker, the more high-level the magic, the closer I have to be to truly grasp it. Whether or not I can "steal" a move during a match is largely up to luck.

Still, this was getting boring. There really wasn't anyone impressive in the ring. On second thought, I’ll eventually run into the heavy hitters if I just keep winning. I might as well conserve my energy until the later rounds.

"Cynthia, wake me up when my next match starts, okay? I couldn't get much sleep on the ship."

I’m a delicate soul. I really regret forgetting my favorite pillow.

However, Cynthia was staring off into the distance. Lilith was doing the same. Following their gaze, I looked toward the far side of the arena and saw a familiar face standing there. He seemed to have noticed me, too. Wait, has he been watching my matches this whole time?

"Why are those idiots here...?"

The man on the opposite side of the bracket was called to the ring. He instantly obliterated his opponent.

His name was—

[Winner: Allen!]

"Nihehe!" He let out a goofy laugh and shot a grin in my direction.

Duke and Shari were there as well. They didn't seem to be registered as participants; they were likely just spectating, much like Cynthia and Lilith. It was a bit of a headache for high-ranking nobles to compete in adventurer tournaments. Since their families were prestigious, they probably couldn't get permission from their parents.

But such things don't matter to a commoner.

Come to think of it, I haven't had a serious fight with that guy since the entrance ceremony. We only faced off during the very first exam. I hate to admit it, but we've spent more time fighting on the same side.

...Actually, this is perfect.

Allen, I’m going to crush you. You’ve been trailing behind me in grades this whole time, so you must want to beat me more than anyone. But I won’t let you. I’m going to use this tournament to hammer our hierarchy into your head once and for all.
The Disparity

I’d been caught off guard by Allen, but my mission hadn't changed.

Because this tournament skipped the qualifiers, the number of matches was staggering. The reason was simple: the more matches there were, the longer the audience stayed entertained. Betting pools thrived on it, and as fatigue set in among the contestants, upsets became more frequent. The more the odds skewed, the wilder the crowd got. It was a brutal system, but that was part of the charm of the Bruno Adventurer Tournament.

Except for one thing.

"W-Winner, Weiss Fancent!"

I was the outlier. 

While everyone else was locked in desperate, grueling struggles that dragged on forever, I was playing a different game. I tore through the second and third rounds, stacking up victories with instant kills and overwhelming force.

I’m not sure if it was bad luck or good, but my opponents were apparently regulars at the top of the rankings. One guy named Bond used earth magic to sprout seeds he’d scattered across the arena, attempting to bind my limbs with plants. It was similar to magic I’d seen back at Nobless Academy, though his mana was clearly superior. 

Unfortunately for him, he didn't have enough to stop me. I put him to sleep with a single blow. 

Another guy tried to gather ambient mana from the air to fire off a big shot, but he was too slow. Not enough, I thought as I ended it.

Then came the fourth round, where I ran into a rather interesting woman. She was someone I didn't recognize from the Original Story.

"Nell's attacks aren't working!?" 

She looked about my age. She had snow-white hair, long, pointed ears, and wore a pristine white outfit. She was a beauty—the kind of girl anyone would call a "bishoujo" without a second thought. The way she referred to herself in the third person was a bit weird, though.

Beyond her looks, her swordsmanship was solid and her magic was incredibly refined. She manipulated the water attribute with ease, maintaining a perfect balance between offense and defense. She used defensive magic to coat parts of her body in water to absorb impact, but it wasn't ordinary water—it was squishy and resilient, like jelly.

She was the first person to actually block one of my attacks.

"Hoh, not bad," I noted.

"Hmph! Keep that smug attitude while you can! Nell is going to show you her special move!"

But what I really wanted—what I was dying to see—was the spell she cast next.

"Rain from the Heavens!"

She fired magic into the sky, where it burst like a firework and came drizzling back down. However, every single droplet was encased in mana. It was a wide-range bombardment that restricted the opponent's movement even if they tried to dodge.

"No one has ever blocked this tech—"

"—Is that what you were going to say?"

I activated Flash (Time Lapse), slowing my perception of time to a crawl. In the next instant, I wove through the downpour using nothing but pure physical movement. I was actually impressed; each drop had enough force to punch a hole in the dirt. 

To think someone this strong was still flying under the radar. Noblesse really was a goldmine of talent.

I could hear the crowd buzzing. From their perspective, I must have looked like a blur of impossible speed. But I had a question for her.

"Nell, where did you learn that magic?"

Nell smirked at me, but then her face suddenly turned bright red.

"Wh-wh-wh-wha?! Hitting on me in the middle of a match?!"

"…Huh?"

She stopped dead in her tracks and started fidgeting and squirming, completely ignoring the fact that we were supposed to be fighting. What is wrong with this girl?

"J-Just because you're a little handsome and strong, don't think Nell is just going to follow you home!"

"What are you even talking about…?"

I didn't get it, but whatever. I’d already memorized the spell formula. I could have let the fight go on to see what else she had, but I didn't want the audience to think I was actually struggling.

"But... if you manage to beat me, I guess I could consider—"

"Yeah, whatever. See ya."

The match ended right there. As a thank-you for showing me such a cool spell, I made sure to hold back enough not to break her. She’d probably wake up by the end of the day. 

I was a little concerned that she muttered, "Guh… kill me…" as she passed out, though. More importantly, I noticed that right before my strike landed, her water defense had moved instinctively to protect her neck. Yeah, the world was a big place.

"Winner, Weiss Fancent! He advances to the finals!"

"That kid is a monster! Who the hell is he?"

"He's a noble, right? Since when can nobles move like that?"

"Holy crap… I think I’m a fan."

The crowd was screaming. Apparently, I was the youngest finalist in history, but I couldn't have cared less about the record.

"Weiss-sama, you were incredible," Lilith praised me afterward. "If I had to face you, I’d lose all my confidence and move back to the countryside."

"Haha, that might not be such a bad life."

I appreciated the compliment, but my mind was already on the next match. There was one other man winning his way through the bracket with the same overwhelming dominance I was.

"He really made it through, didn't he?"

Cynthia was looking toward the arena, where the announcer was declaring Allen the winner of his bracket. He was my next opponent.

Just thinking about our history made my heart race. I was dying to know—just how big was the gap between us now?

Before the final match began, I turned to the two girls.

"Cynthia, Lilith. Tell me—am I strong?"

"Eh? Of course you are!"

"Naturally. I have never once doubted your strength," Lilith added firmly.

There was no hesitation in their eyes. No lies. And yet…

"But you think Allen is strong too, don't you?"

"Th-that’s…"

"Yes…"

...Ah, I really am the villainous Weiss, aren't I? I realized. I was so obsessed with power that I wanted to make the disparity between us undeniable. I’d never said anything like this to them before, but I couldn't help it.

"Watch my fight. I’m going to show you both that I am the strongest."

Sorry, Allen. I’m not going to be nice today.

"Thank you all for waiting! It is no exaggeration to say this entire tournament was held for this final match—for this winner! First, to the North! The boy who crushed everyone in his path with absolute power! The eldest son of the prestigious House Fanscent! WEISS FANCEEEEEEEENT!"

The hype for the finals was unreal. The cheers were so deafening I thought my eardrums might actually burst. The scale of this was nothing like the Sword-Magic Cup. My main goal was my father’s wish: to etch the name of House Fanscent into the minds of everyone here.

"And to the South! The shock of the season! The second youngest finalist in history! ALLEEEEEEEEEEN!"

Allen walked onto the stage with a bashful smile, but the moment our eyes met, his expression shifted into one of total focus. We stood face-to-face.

"It’s been since the entrance ceremony," he said. "Finally."

"Come to clear the humiliation of that day?" I asked.

"Exactly. But more than that, I want to test my own strength. Because I’ve been… chasing you this whole time."

He delivered that cheesy line with total sincerity. Normally, I’d have a quip ready, but not today. I acknowledged him as a threat. If I couldn't beat him here, I’d never be able to Clear this world. 

To me, Allen was the protagonist. Back in my old life, he was the hero I admired. But now, he was just a benchmark.

"Match, START!!"

I took the initiative. 

Activating healing, protection, and destructive impulses through chantless casting, I lunged. In the world of Noblesse, you didn't have to chant, but the mana cost for skipping it was astronomical. It didn't matter. This was the final round. I was pouring everything into this.

Scale Up, Dark Eye, Time Lapse, Dark Heal, and Dual Sword—I even brought out the whip I’d kept hidden until today. I’d released Debi the second the match started, pumping mana into him to make him move at speeds the human eye couldn't track. 

I opened with a full-power overhead swing at Allen.

"—Guh!"

He blocked it. As expected, he wasn't going down that easily. For swordsmen like us, the real fight starts when the blades lock. In the past, we would have just stayed there, testing each other's strength.

But I wasn't the same person anymore.

"Are you really okay with this?" I asked.

"What do you mean by—"

I sent a silent command to Debi. Much like magic, I could give him orders without speaking. 

A Mana Cannon fired directly at Allen's back. He wasn't great at defensive magic. Now, what are you going to do?

"Ice Frost!"

To my shock, Allen used Cynthia’s signature magic to launch himself high into the air. As I looked up, his sword began to glow with a brilliant light. 

Is that the same as mine? No, a holy sword of light? I see. I couldn't quite wrap my head around the logic of the magic he was using.

—I get it now.

Haha, you’ve gone and broken the Original Story too, haven't you, hero?!

"Weiss! I! Won't! LOSE!"

He dove at me from the sky, intentionally keeping the sun at his back to blind me. A shrewd move. But that was what made this worthwhile.

I dodged at the last possible millisecond. His sword slammed into the dirt, and I swung to take his head while he was recovered. If it hit, it would be fatal, but I figured I’d worry about that after the fact. 

It was a guaranteed hit. But then, Allen yelled.

"Unnatural Wall!"

He used my magic to block me. 

I see. So your Gift is... Copy!

"Interesting! This is getting interesting, Allen!"

"Haha! I feel the same way, Weiss!"

From there, the fight became a high-speed game of counters. Even so, not a single one of Allen's attacks touched me. He was desperately clinging on, cycling through Carta’s Flight Magic, Shari’s Magic Enchantment, and Duke’s Power Up. 

A "copycat" cheat skill isn't exactly rare in fiction, but seeing it in person was almost hilarious. My Time Lapse was a result of understanding spell formulas and modifying them; it wasn't a perfect copy. I couldn't replicate rare magic like Cynthia’s or Shari’s. 

But he could. It was impossible, though I’m sure it came with a heavy cost. He was betting his life on this match.

But I had a promise to keep. My declaration to Cynthia and Lilith was my vow.

I knew then, with absolute certainty: 

Allen, you’re still weak.

He would catch up to me eventually, I was sure of it. I’d be waiting. It was a bitter pill to swallow, but I knew I couldn't defeat the Demon King alone.

If his power was "Copying," then mine was "Learning."

I raised my hand to the sky. I instantaneously reconstructed the formula for the dark rain I had seen Nell use only minutes ago. 

Dark droplets began to fall. Simultaneously, I commanded plants to erupt from the ground, entangling Allen's limbs. He was pinned, but I wasn't done. I gathered every scrap of elemental mana lingering in the air and manifested Unnatural Walls in all four directions. 

They weren't just walls. I modified the formula to turn them into magic turrets. 

Cannons of fire, water, wind, and earth opened fire simultaneously.

And for the finishing touch—

"Debibih!"

Debi lunged in for a direct physical restraint. He might have been small, but he had the strength of three grown men. At the same time, I coated my blade in more mana than I’d ever used before.

My version of the magic was still a work in progress—my dark rain wasn't quite as potent as Nell’s—but for Allen, it was more than enough.

Was I overdoing it? Maybe. But if he was going to show off "protagonist perks," then this much was only fair.

"—See ya, Allen."



"The winner is Weiss Fancent! Allen put up a spectacular fight, but in the end, he couldn't land a single scratch on his opponent! It ended with a ruthless, one-sided barrage! Therefore, I declare the winner of the 30th Bruno Adventurer Tournament to be Weiss Fancent! The youngest champion, the fastest match, and... UNSCATHED! I declare here and now that this record will never be broken!"

"WEISSSSSSSSS!"

"That was insane! He's so cool!"

"Weiss! Weiss! Weiss!"

"Was that monster a Subjugation familiar?!"

The cheers were the loudest they’d been all day. Duke and Shari rushed to the fallen Allen's side. Since we were technically enemies today, I didn't go over.

Cynthia and Lilith were waiting for me at the edge of the ring.

"…You’re too much, Weiss-sama. I don't even have words," Cynthia whispered.

"As expected of my fiancé. I am so proud of you, Weiss," Lilith said.

"Yeah. I’m glad you think so. This should spread my name everywhere. It’ll make my father's job a lot easier."

Allen, you aren't weak. Honestly, you're way stronger than you were in the Original Story. A Copy Gift is basically a cheat code.

But I’d been grinding, too. Ever since I arrived in this world, I hadn't missed a single day of training. I won today because I knew what I had to become.

Hurry up and catch up, Allen.

"Anyway, we’re free now. Want to go get some fruit?"

"Weiss-sama, are you actually human? Aren't you tired at all?"

"Fufufu, I expected as much, so I already found a specialty fruit cafe here in Bruno," Lilith said with a smile.

"Cynthia... are you a genius?"
The Charm of Debi

The adventurer system is actually quite a brilliant setup.

It’s built on a foundation of clever, utterly devious guild management. 

Clients pay a specific fee to post an advertisement—a so-called "request." These tasks are incredibly varied, ranging from herb collection and escort missions to monster extermination. 

What makes it so perfect for the client is that, while they obviously have to pay the guild's overhead, they only have to pay the adventurers success-only rewards. 

If the mission fails, the adventurer gets nothing. They can sink all the time and effort they want into a job, but they won't see a single cent. 

From the guild’s perspective, it’s all profit and no risk. Those bureaucrats live off the commissions. Whether an adventurer fails or dies, the guild bears zero responsibility. They just wave them off with a smile and a "Have a safe trip!" 

If they don't hear back from the adventurer by a certain deadline, they simply find the next sucker. If the mission succeeds, they take their cut of the reward. It’s a cycle that repeats for eternity.

The only ones ever in danger are the adventurers themselves.

Honestly, the fact that this is a socially acceptable business model makes me want to vomit.

And yet, the stream of applicants never runs dry. I suppose that’s the reality of a noble-dominated society with such a disgusting gap between the rich and the poor.

Then again, it’s not all bad, I thought. It keeps the peace, and it allows people at the top like me—the talented elites—to exploit those below us.

What really grinds my gears, though, is how fiction always depicts guild management as being fueled by goodwill. 

Just think about it for a second. "Payment only on success, high risk of death, please provide your own time and consumables." How can anyone say that with a straight face without realizing how idiotic it sounds?

Then, as your rank increases, they find excuses like "renewal fees" to squeeze even more useless commissions out of you. Still, I suppose it’s manageable if you’re strong enough. If you reach S-rank like Teacher Milk or Eva, the reward for a single mission is astronomical. 

Though, even then, I have no idea how much the guild is pocketing off the top.

"Debi, can you handle this on your own?"

"Debibi!?"

It felt like crap being a pawn for people like that, but here I was, fulfilling an adventurer’s request. My reasoning was simple: if I reached S-rank, my social standing in this world would be unshakable. 

Combine that with the fact that I was already a noble, and my influence would be immeasurable. 

Besides, since I’d finally made it outside, this was the perfect chance to give Debi some field training. I had come to a place known as the Cave of Demons to complete a B-class Request.

I had been warned repeatedly that entering without a party of four was suicide, but I came alone. Cynthia and Lilith had practically begged to tag along, but that would have made things far too easy. 

If there’s no sense of danger, there’s no point, I reminded myself.

I hadn't even bothered to ask about the cave's layout. Or rather, I didn't need to. For better or worse, my head was already packed with information on almost every hunting ground in the world. While I didn't remember every single detail, I knew for a fact that this cave was crawling with Golems.

"Gogagagagaaaa!"

The rugged, rocky skin on these things wasn't just for show. They were slow, but their resistances were top-tier. It was common for magic to be completely ineffective against them, yet trying to fight them at close range was a recipe for disaster. If one of them grabbed a limb, their sheer physical strength would rip it right off.

To make matters worse, they were time-consuming to kill. If you let them linger, they’d call for reinforcements, and suddenly you’d have a pack of rock-hard monsters slowly closing in from all sides. For most, that would be a massive mental burden.

For me? Not a problem.

I pulverized the first one with my Dual Sword.

As the second and third ones lumbered forward, I cast an Auto Mode spell on Debi. It was a technique Olynn had taught me.

"But Weiss-kun, it should take at least six months for even you to master—"

"Debi, move on your own."

"Debi!"

"...No way... He did it..."

Of course, there was a catch. While in Auto Mode, mana consumption spiked, and since Debi wasn't moving according to my direct will, our Coordination became much more difficult to manage.

However, the Noblesse are built for learning. Debi might have been a monster, but the moment I performed the Subjugation, he began to develop a distinct will, just like us. The more he fought, the stronger he’d get, and eventually, we’d start to instinctively understand each other's movements.

That said, there was no point if he couldn't hold his own. If he turned out to be a weakling, I had no intention of ever summoning him again.

"Debibii—!"

Debi raised both hands and unleashed a Dark Mana Cannon. 

Golems have high magic resistance, I thought. He’s going to have to learn that the hard—

"—Gauuuuuuu..."

Before I could finish the thought, the Golem vanished without a trace.

...Wait, what?

"Debi!"

The little guy turned back to me and gave a smug thumbs-up. 

Whose idea was that hateful smile? Did he get that from me?

I didn't have much time to dwell on it. Two Golems remained, and some monsters possess Rage Skills. While not universal, certain species receive a massive stat buff when their comrades are killed. These Golems had clearly entered a rage state; they swung their massive arms with terrifying speed.

Even Debi would struggle to—

"Debibii~♪"

"Gaugaugau!"

The little devil dodged the attacks while practically humming to himself. Monsters have feelings, too, and the Golems clearly realized they were being taunted. They swung wildly in a fit of rage, but Debi—perhaps doing it on purpose—transformed his right arm into a sharp blade.

Because of his stylized, "chibi" appearance, it looked more like a dagger, but the tip was coated in Dark Magic.

...It looks a lot like my own style.

He zipped past the Golems, severing their limbs with incredible speed. After the third Golem went down, Debi wiped his forehead in a dramatic gesture of exhaustion, even though he wasn't sweating a drop.

Then, he flew into my chest with an adorable "oomph" and looked up at me with big, pleading eyes.

"Debidebibi!"

"...I guess you're doing okay," I muttered.

"Debii!"

Olynn had mentioned that monsters often take after their master’s personality or act in ways they think will earn them affection. 

Taking after me? No, definitely not. 

And it wasn't like I thought Debi was cute or anything. Not at all.

"Debi."

He perched himself lightly on my shoulder. He was even flapping his wings in tiny bursts, clearly trying to make sure I didn't feel his weight.

This guy... is he really...?

"...You’re actually kind of cu—"

No! Stop! I can’t say that out loud. 

Damn it, this little guy is making me break character.

We pushed deeper into the cave until we encountered a Golem significantly larger than the others. I’d seen enough of Debi’s solo potential; now it was time for Coordination. This thing was likely the boss, the actual target of the request.

Stronger variants are often born when monsters cannibalize their own kind. If left unchecked, they eventually wander out of their territory to hunt humans. I didn't care about the logistics; I just needed to kill it.

"Debi, move so it's easy for me to strike."

"Debi!"

I couldn't tell if he actually understood, but he fluttered up into the air. He was burning through a lot of mana, so he’d better earn his keep.

"Gauuu!"

Standard Golems have simple attack patterns, mostly relying on brute force. Boss-level ones are a different story. This one immediately cast a defense buff on itself. Any half-hearted strike was just going to bounce off.

"Let’s see about that."

I tested its defenses with a quick slash, but I only managed to chip the surface rock. I’d need to knead more mana into my blade to reach the core.

"Gaugauga!"

"—Interesting."

I felt a surge of adrenaline I never experienced back at Nobless Academy. It wasn't just the thrill of the fight; it was the test of my Dark Eye power, my ability to adapt to the unknown, and my crisis management. 

Crap. Maybe this is why everyone wants to be an adventurer.

"Debibii!"

Just as I prepared to dodge an incoming swing, Debi manifested a black wall in mid-air. The mana signature was remarkably similar to my own Unnatural.

When the Golem’s arm slammed into the wall, it didn't bounce off. It got stuck, as if the darkness itself had turned into a thick, viscous glue. It looked like the arm was trapped in black mochi.

The Golem groaned, its stone joints grinding as it tried to rip itself free.

"You're pretty useful, aren't you?"

A few seconds was all I needed. I let my mana overflow, focusing every drop of power into a single, devastating strike. 

With one clean motion, I cleaved the Named Golem known as the Adventurer Killer right down the middle.

The Golem collapsed and went still. From its shattered torso, a glowing, bead-like object rolled across the floor. This was the heart of a powerful monster—a Magic Core. If you forged it into weapons or armor, it would skyrocket their durability, and if you were lucky, the gear would inherit the monster’s traits.

One of the best parts of playing Noblesse Oblige was the weapon enhancement system, so seeing a rare drop like this was one of the true highlights of monster hunting.

Debi scrambled to pick up the Magic Core and flew back to me like an excited puppy, wings flapping and tail wagging.

"...Store it."

Obedient as ever, Debi gave me an "Understood!" sort of chirp and tossed the core into his Dark Storage. Then, he started nuzzling his head against my chest.

"............"

I glanced around the cavern. It was empty. No witnesses.

"Well... good job."

I reached out and gave Debi’s head a brief, awkward pat. It was a chore, but Olynn had insisted that doting on a monster was the fastest way to increase its proficiency level. 

Honestly, Subjugation is such a hassle.

"Debi! Debi!"

"...We’re heading back. You’re draining my mana, so go to sleep."

Debi gave me a slightly dejected look before opening a dark portal and vanishing.

I guess that devoted side of his is... a little bit cute.
073 An Improvised Trio

"—A Rank Exam?"

After I’d finished off the Golems and pocketed the reward, the guild receptionist hit me with those words. 

When I’d first registered as an adventurer, the exam had been waived—likely because I was a noble, or perhaps because I’d captured Boudan. However, it turned out I still had to pass a test to officially finalize my promotion to B-class Rank.

"Y-yes... I-if you don't take it, your registration will expire."

"Yeah?"

"H-hyee!"

I’d only meant to offer a short grunt of acknowledgment, but apparently, my attitude was terrifying. 

Good grief, what a massive pain in the neck.

That said, I wanted to keep my adventurer credentials. They allowed me to cross borders without revealing my identity as a noble, and they were a requirement for events like the Adventurer Tournament. Plus, considering the Calamity that was bound to strike sooner or later, the Adventurer's Guild’s information network was a tool I couldn't afford to ignore.

But still...

"I don't like it," I muttered.

I turned to relay the news to Cynthia and Lilith, who were sitting at a table in the back of the guild hall.

"U-um," the receptionist stammered.

"What?"

"Your companions, Cynthia-sama and Lilith-sama, also passed their aptitude tests previously... but their Rank Exams are still outstanding as well..."

"Aaaah?"

"H-hyee!"

Look, I’ll say it again: I’m just nodding along here. 

I knew this woman was just a receptionist and wasn't the one making the rules. I eventually managed to relay the situation to the girls, but they both seemed fine with whatever I decided.

"Still, considering our plans for the future, it would be better to get it over with, wouldn't it?" Cynthia asked.

"Well, I suppose so."

While Noblesse Oblige was centered around the Academy, we often had to venture out into the world. Naturally, we’d be heading to other countries for various events eventually.

"I have no objections. I shall follow Weiss-sama in all things," Lilith replied. 

Her loyalty was as unwavering as ever. It was enough to make me feel a swell of pride. 

The specifics of these exams tended to vary by country; sometimes you had to duel an examiner, other times you had to track down a specific item.

"U-um..."

"Huh?"

"Hi, hi, a, ae, a..."

"...What is it?"

"Weiss-sama is only responding to you, so there is no need to be so frightened," Lilith offered helpfully. 

See? Lilith gets it. I’m just... socially awkward.

"I-is that so?! O-oh, thank goodness... Um, well, about the exam... Partly due to the current needs of this country, the next one is scheduled to begin later today..."

"Aaaaahn!?"

"H-hyeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!"

Seriously, am I really that scary?



"Alright, that should be everyone for the B-class Rank. I'm Vance. Let’s get to it."

Reluctantly—truly, deeply reluctantly—I’d shown up for the exam. 

I’d thought it would be fine as long as I had Cynthia and Lilith with me, but since their ranks were still low, they were sent to a different testing site. In other words, I was—gulp—all alone.

I have no problem purging villains, but I’m absolutely pathetic at playing nice with others. I’m especially prone to putting up my guard when I’m surrounded by people I don't recognize from the Original Story.

God, I hate being around people.

"Hey, isn't that guy Weiss? The one who won the tournament?"

"For real? He looks even cooler in person."

"I heard he has a devil under his Subjugation. And he’s a noble, to boot. Amazing, right?"

At times like this, having unusually high magic power was a curse; it made my hearing too sharp. It sounded like they were praising me, but I had no idea how to react. 

Well, at least my plan is working. 

The name "Weiss the Sloth" was a thing of the past. I didn't need it anymore. If they’d been insulting me, I would have either killed them or pretended not to hear, but praise... praise was harder.

"Wait, aren't his ears turning red?"

"Yeah, his cheeks too. Is he getting fired up for the exam?"

"Damn, he’s so cool."

...Shut up. Don't praise me.

"Before we start the exam, you'll need to form trios," the examiner, Vance, announced. "The head-count should be exactly right for it."

Good grief. If he says something like that, a crowd is going to swarm me.

...Actually, that would be fine. I could just pick the strongest ones.

"Nice to meet you! I'm a swordsman!"

"I'm a tank! Let's do this!"

"I'm a healer. What a perfect team!"

Contrary to my expectations, teams began forming all around me at lightning speed. 

...Why?

If I were in their shoes, I’d be trying to recruit me first—

No... wait. I see.

Most adventurers were commoners. Nobles generally didn't feel the need to put themselves in harm's way. And in this world, a noble’s title carried terrifying weight. To a commoner, a noble was nothing but a walking disaster. If they accidentally offended me, or if I claimed they’d "injured my honor," they wouldn't stand a chance. It wasn't uncommon for people to be framed in staged altercations and sentenced to death just to satisfy a noble's whim.

In short, they were terrified to even look at me.

...Does this mean I have to be the one to ask?

But the thought of saying, "Um, can I join your group?" made me want to curl up and die. Would a command work? "You. Let me in." 

No, that feels too much like a stereotypical arrogant noble. I hate that.

Damn it, what am I supposed to—?

Just then, I locked eyes with a familiar face. His eyes widened in surprise before he gave me a sheepish, awkward grin.

Wait... did I just feel a wave of relief? No, must be my imagination.

"H-hey, Weiss."

"...Yo, Runner-up. I beat you into the dirt; is your body actually healed already?"

"I couldn't even leave the inn for three days. But Shari managed to patch me up. Though... my body still kind of screams if I move too fast."

The guy twitching and moving with all the grace of a broken puppet was, indeed—Allen. 

Why was he here? Well, I knew he was in this country, but still... He really was a protagonist. His recovery speed was cheating. Even after the brutal beatdown I’d given him, his "Passive" was still carrying him. 

Actually, it wasn't just that. With a Gift like his, the side effects alone should have left him bedridden.

"Why are you... alone?" I asked.

Why didn't this guy have a team? Even if he was the runner-up, everyone in this country should know how strong he was. Unlike me, he was a commoner; he should have been the most popular guy in the room.

Allen rubbed the back of his head, looking embarrassed. "I-I don't really know. I tried talking to a few groups, but they just told me to 'get lost, kid'..."

"I see."

Right. Everyone here is an adult.

To them, kids like us probably all looked the same. Plus, Allen’s face during a fight was completely different from his usual "lost puppy" expression. My performance in the finals probably overshadowed him, too. 

Hmph. Typical protagonist-mob character.

"...Well, you are just a brat, after all."

"But Weiss, you're alone too—"

"Shut up. Don't lump me in with you."

I cut him off before he could finish the sentence. If he didn't finish it, it wasn't true. I was absolutely not a loner.

"Anyway, I'm glad I found you," Allen said. "Duke and Shari are in a different exam, so I was feeling a bit nervous."

"What, they're here for the exam too?"

"Yeah. I've been soloing quite a few quests lately, so my rank shot up."

In that case, they’re probably with Cynthia and Lilith.

"So, Weiss, do you already have a team?"

"...No, I'm still weighing my options. Assessing potential combat power is vital, after all."

"I-I see. That makes sense..."

Good grief, he’s making that puppy-dog face again. He really does remind me of Debi.

"Hey, kid! Want to join us?" a random adventurer called out to someone else.

"For real?!"

"Yeah, let’s give it our best!"

Teams were being finalized all over the room. Damn this system. 

I hate this. I really hate this, but...

"Fine. Can't be helped, Allen. I feel sorry for you, so I'll let you team up with me."

"Really?! Oh, thank god..."

"Hmph. Just make sure you pull your weight."

"Of course!"

Phew. Well, whatever. 

Even a protagonist-mob guy could be useful once in a while. And at least he was cheerful when he wasn't trying to kill me. 

Now, the problem was the third member. The examiner said the numbers were even, which meant if I just waited, someone was bound to be left over.

"W-Weiss-kun?"

"Huh?"

I turned around to find a trembling girl. She was clutching a staff that was nearly as tall as she was, looking for all the world like a frightened kitten. 

Why is SHE here?

"Carta? What the hell are you doing here?"

"E-err, I’m here for the exam..."

"...And you're alone?"

"Y-yes. Everyone said I was too small and wouldn't let me join. I didn't know what I was going to do... nihehe."

Carta broke into a beaming smile. She and Allen really were cut from the same cloth.

...Can't be helped.

"Fine. Carta, you're with us."

"Eeeh?! Thank you so much! Yay!"

"Carta-san, I'm Allen. We didn't really talk much at the Academy, but I'm looking forward to working with you!"

"Same here, Allen-kun!"

Seeing those two interact was... fresh, to say the least. In the Original Story, Carta dropped out and never had anything to do with Allen. I suppose looking at this as an unreleased "Side Story" wasn't so bad.

"So, did you come here by yourself?" I asked.

"No, Cecil-san and Olynn-san are here too. Their exam is—"

"Stop. I don't need you to finish that sentence. I get it."

"Eh? Oh, okay."

I cut her off. So basically, the whole gang was here. 

Seriously, what is this? Is this the 'Fate' of the Noblesse?

"Alright, looks like everyone’s settled," Vance announced. "The trios you've just formed will be heading into the Water Dungeon. Your objective is simple: bring back a Siren's Magic Core, and you pass."

The room erupted in an instant.

"Are you kidding?! A Siren?!"

"The Water Dungeon? Isn't the difficulty on that place insane?"

"Damn it, we drew the short straw!"

Dungeons—mysterious structures whose origins remained unknown. Some said they were remnants of the Demon King, others claimed they were ancient relics; even the Original Story never gave a straight answer. More importantly, I remembered the Siren being a total nightmare. I’d seen the "Game Over" screen more than a few times because of that thing.

This Vance guy looked like a peaceful middle-aged man, but he was a sadist. 

The other examinees were panicking, some even shouting about wanting to forfeit.

"...A Dungeon," Allen muttered. "It's my first time, but let's do our best."

"It's my first time too! I'm so nervous!" Carta chirped. "I wonder if there’s enough room to fly?"

"I don't know... probably not," Allen replied.

"Eeeh?!"

Unlike everyone else, those two looked like they were heading to an amusement park. 

Hmph. For this one brief moment, I’m actually glad you two are on my team.

"Allen, Carta. We're finishing this as fast as humanly possible. I don't intend to lose to anyone here."

"Eh? But Weiss-kun, it’s not a race!?"

"Just treat it like part of the test."

If I was going to do this, there was no point unless I took first place. We were strong; just "clearing" it would be boring.

"—Weiss, I'm with you," Allen said, his expression hardening.

"Eeeh? Allen-kun, you too?!"

"Hmph. I guess our opinions finally managed to align for once?"

"I guess so."

Allen had lost his home and family to monsters. His hatred was likely even deeper than mine. Not that it was any of my business, but he had my sympathy.

"Then let's go. I’m leaving any dead weight behind."

"—Understood."

Carta seemed to have caught the mood; she dropped her easygoing smile and steeled her gaze. Good. I was starting to miss the coward she used to be.

I was pretty sure I’d cleared the Water Dungeon in the Original Story. I didn't remember every detail, but the difficulty was definitely high. This would be the perfect chance to see just how well my skills held up in a real Dungeon.



Meanwhile, Cynthia and Lilith...

"I'm Nell! Nice to meet you!"

"Oh, hello. Have we met somewhere before...?"

"Nell-san, it’s a pleasure to work with you!"

They had formed a team with Nell—a girl with white hair and long, pointed ears.
074 Water Dungeon

Dungeons have all sorts of entry methods.

The simple ones just have a flight of stairs leading down into a basement. Others have Teleportation Magic woven into the ground, whisking you away the very moment you step foot on the trigger. 

Forests, volcanoes, mountains—there are countless dungeons in this world. And we were currently standing on the threshold of one of them: the Water Temple, otherwise known as the Water Dungeon. However...

"Are we... actually in the right place?"

"Seems like it," Allen replied, glancing my way. "Wait, Weiss, don't tell me you can't swim?"

"Don't be an idiot. Of course I can."

What lay before us was a small, unassuming lake, sitting solitary in the middle of the forest. According to the map we'd been given, the entrance was somewhere inside. We had sprinted here at full speed, so there was no doubt we were the first ones on the scene.

"How are we supposed to get in? Do we just... dive?" Allen wondered aloud.

I searched through the depths of my memories. Come to think of it, I felt like I remembered something like this. I didn't recall every single tiny detail of the side stories, but I never expected to see this one in the flesh.

"Allen, stand right there at the edge."

"Eh? Why?"

"Just do it. Stand there."

"O-okay. Just don't push me, alright!?"

"Yeah, yeah. I won't push you."

Allen stood there with such foolish honesty it almost made my heart ache. Was he setting me up for a bit? No, he's just a moron.

"Anyway—see ya."

"Wha—heeeey!?"

With a swift shove, I sent Allen tumbling into the lake. Well, it was less of a tumble and more of a targeted strike by yours truly. 

Then, I waited.

"...He’s not coming back up."

"Did he drown!?" Carta shrieked.

"That would be one way to solve my problems, but it probably just means this is the right spot. Let's go, Carta."

"Wh-what? Right, okay."

She hesitated at the water's edge.

"...What are you doing? Aren't you going in?" I asked.

"E-eh?! After you, Weiss-kun!"

"I’ll have you know I'm a firm believer in 'ladies first.'"

Okay, even I knew how pathetic that sounded. I summoned every ounce of my Courage—actually, let’s just say I casually jumped in. With my fingers firmly pinching my nose, of course.

"...I see. So this is the Dungeon."

It was as if the world had flickered. I was suddenly standing in a place that looked like a massive basement. It was incredibly spacious, filled with towering structures that looked like pillars. Except every single one of them was made of... water?

"Hey! You said you weren't going to push me!"

Ah, right. I forgot I'd brought the Protagonist along.

"My elbow just happened to graze you," I lied.

"Well... if you say so..."

Duke is the same way, but why are these guys so damn gullible? It was getting harder and harder to suppress the urge to point out how stupid they were being.

A moment later, Carta arrived. Naturally, she was pinching her nose shut too.

"I’m drowning! I’m drowninnnnng!"

"No, you're not."

"Huh? ...Oh. Thank goodness..."

"But Weiss," Allen noted, "you were pinching your nose too—"

"Shut up, Runner-up."

"Yes, sir..."

Wow, that really works on him. Good to know.

But honestly, I didn't have time for this.

"Enough with the idle chatter. Get your heads in the game. Carta, it looks like your Flight Magic is going to be useless in here for the time being. Stay in the rear and focus on support."

"Understood!"

"Allen, you're on the front lines with me. Let me tell you one thing before we start: inside a dungeon, it’s a scramble for resources. There’s a high chance we’ll end up in a conflict with the other teams. You know what needs to be done if that happens, right?"

This wasn't a game. Even if they called it an 'exam,' it wasn't some controlled test back at the Academy. One mistake here meant death. And it might not even be a monster that does the deed—there was a very real possibility of being murdered by another person.

I wondered if Allen truly understood that.

"Of course I'll fight," he said. The usual goofy smirk was gone, replaced by a cold determination. "I know better than anyone that you can't survive on platitudes alone."

Well then. 

"Fine. I have nothing else to say."

And so, our conquest of the dungeon began.
075 Siren

We’d barely started walking when the dungeon decided to give us our first proper "baptism."

"Get down!" I barked.

A small fish lunged out of a pillar of water, arcing through the air before diving into the next pillar and vanishing. The other two hit the deck just as I’d ordered, but the fish wasn't done with us. It leaped out again, aiming straight for our heads.

I swung my blade, cleaving the little bastard in half mid-air. It was only then that I noticed its sharp beak.

It’s basically a living sword.

If that thing hit you, it wouldn't just leave a scratch; it would skewer you. Actually, judging by the sheer amount of mana radiating from it, it would probably punch a hole straight through you.

I see. So that’s why there are water pillars standing at such perfect intervals in this room. It’s a shooting gallery, and we're the targets.

A split second later, a low hum began to vibrate from the pillars. A massive swarm of the fish began to zip between the columns like silver bullets.

Hah. So this is what a real dungeon is like.

"Don’t stop moving! Let’s go!"

"Right!" Allen shouted.

"Y-yes, sir!" Carta squeaked.

I took the lead, sprinting ahead. I figured this would be a heavy burden for Carta—Allen could usually handle himself—but I was surprised to see her chanting Wind Magic. She created a localized gale around herself, effortlessly blowing the fish off course before they could reach her.

As for Allen, he looked absolutely terrified, but his hands were steady. He was slicing through those high-speed projectiles with the same ease I was.

Tch. These two are way too talented for their own good.

It was about five hundred meters to the other side. Even at a full sprint, the gauntlet took us a few minutes to clear, but eventually, the next set of stairs came into view. I’d made it through unscathed, but Allen and Carta were sporting a few nicks and cuts.

"Need a break?" I asked.

"I’m okay," Allen panted.

"I'm fine too. No problem!"

Apparently, a little blood wasn't enough to slow them down. We headed down the stairs to the next sub-level. Carta began chanting Recovery Magic, healing her wounds and Allen’s in turns.

This is already way more intense than I expected.

Over half of the adventurers who entered this place would probably retire right there—or die. At the very least, they’d be stuck in that room for hours. But in this world, death isn't exactly treated with the gravity it deserves. 

That examiner old man... he really picked a hell of a dungeon for us.

I considered summoning Debi, but I decided against it for now. I needed to conserve mana. That guy has terrible fuel efficiency. Plus, the fact that he’s incredibly annoying is a permanent stain on his record.

『DE-DEBI?!』

I thought I heard a voice echoing inside my head for a second, but I decided to ignore it.

As we descended further, the stairs became submerged. This was clearly the "gimmick" for this layer. I stopped at the water's edge to gauge the distance.

If we had to swim five hundred meters, it would take a significant amount of time. I had no idea if there were places to surface for air along the way.

Now, what’s the play?

"Water's Blessing (Cure Heal)!"

Behind me, Carta cast a spell on the group. A thin, shimmering membrane of mana enveloped our bodies.

"That’ll let you breathe underwater for about ten minutes," she explained. "It’ll help you swim faster, too."

"That’s incredible, Carta! I didn't know you could do stuff like that!" Allen cheered.

"Ehehe. I was born in the sticks, so I've always loved swimming."

She said it like it was no big deal, but that was a seriously high-level spell. Unlike simple offensive magic, Enchantment Magic is notoriously difficult. The formulas are insanely complex; you need a deep, fundamental understanding of mana to pull it off.

Seriously, stop showing off your genius. It’s making me look bad.

"Shall we go then, Weiss?" Allen asked.

"...Yeah. You’re taking the lead this time, Allen."

"Right! Leave it to me!"

I waited until Allen had dived in and disappeared beneath the surface before I looked back.

"Thanks, Carta."

"Ehehe, you're welcome!"

Well, I was the one who insisted on keeping her on the team. I figured I should keep her in a good mood.

We encountered a few fish-type monsters during the swim, but they weren't much of a threat. One hit from me was enough to kill them instantly. There were quite a few of them—about ten at once at one point—but we cleared them without an issue.

On the third basement floor, the water vanished, replaced by a vast, open space.

Wait, it’s too open.

Suddenly, massive walls of water erupted from the floor with a deafening roar. The room transformed into a giant, shifting labyrinth, completely obscuring our surroundings. The walls were towering—far too high to jump over. I tried to see if I could climb one, but since it was made of liquid, there was nothing to grip.

However...

"Carta."

"On it!"

She was basically a walking cheat code for this maze. She simply took to the air, flying above the walls and shouting directions down to us. So far, she was easily the most useful member of the party.

The fourth layer, however, was where the "Protagonist Bastard" finally earned his keep. Mostly because there were so many enemies that dealing with them was a total pain in the ass.

"I'm taking a breather. He's all yours," I said, stepping back.

"W-Wait, what?!" Allen stammered.

Dungeons are long. You have to take breaks when you can.

"Hyaaah! Haah!"

This is why I love the hot-blooded types. They’re always so full of motivation. Maybe I should have brought that Duke (Mineral) guy along too. If there’s a next time, I’ll invite him; he seems like the type who would let me slack off.

"Haa... haa... it's over..."

"A-Allen, are you okay?" Carta asked.

"Yeah... I can't use much magic, and I’m not smart like Weiss, so I have to give it everything I’ve got..."

"Hah. At least you understand your place. Take a short rest and then we—"

"No, I’m fine," Allen said, standing up. "Let's keep going."

I don't entirely hate that part of you, Mr. Protagonist.

Strangely enough, even after clearing the fifth layer, not a single Siren had appeared. We’d fought plenty of other monsters, but they were all weaklings. Sirens were supposed to be rare, sure, but we should have run into one by now.

What’s going on? Is this the wrong dungeon? No, that’s impossible.

If my memory served me right, we were almost at the boss room. If we didn't find the monster we were looking for soon, we’d have to backtrack and grind until one spawned. It wasn't uncommon to spend hours in a dungeon hunting for a specific drop.

But then, it clicked.

That old man... I see what he did.

"Debi."

『Debibi!』

He popped out of the Darkness. I gripped my hilt and switched my style to Dual Sword.

The real game starts now.

"Allen, stop using that blunt piece of junk. Equip that Artifact you used during the tournament. We're charging straight through to the Seventh Layer."

Usually, Allen and I used standard swords to keep our mana consumption low, but the time for holding back was over.

"Eh? But what about the Siren?"

"He's right, Weiss. We might have missed it back there," Carta added.

"Just shut up and follow me."

The Sixth Layer was crawling with giant Water Golems. They were a nightmare to fight because they just absorbed every physical blow we landed. There were dozens of them, but they had one fatal flaw: a tiny heart. A Magic Core. It was hidden cleverly within their bodies, but once I spotted it, the fight was over.

"Gwaaaargh!"

"Focus your mana into your eyes! Perceive the core and strike there!" I commanded.

"Understood!"

"I see it! As expected of Weiss!"

The two of them were perfect subordinates; as long as I gave the orders, they executed them flawlessly. It took some time, but we eventually shattered the last of the golems and reached the end of the floor.

But there were no stairs. Instead, we were met by a gargantuan, intimidating door.

"Is this..."

"The boss room? But then, the Siren must be somewhere else—"

"No," I interrupted. "If I'm right, it’s behind this door."

The examiner had said: 'Defeat a Siren and bring back its Magic Core to pass.' He never said everyone would pass. He was telling us to go kill the boss.

When I explained that to them, both of them actually smiled. They weren't scared; they looked relieved.

"Ready?"

"Yeah. Always."

"I'm ready!"

With their resolve confirmed, I pushed the doors open.

The room inside was like an indoor sea. A massive, jagged rock sat in the very center of the water. A narrow stone path circled the perimeter, allowing us room to move, but the whole setup felt like a trap.

And there, perched on the central rock, was a massive Siren singing a haunting melody.

That song was trouble. It distorted mana, capable of silencing a mage’s chants or drastically weakening the power of a Dual Sword or any magic-infused blade. I’d already briefed the other two on the risks. If even one of us died, we’d likely fail the exam.

"We found it. The 'hit.' From here on out, we play it by ear. Scatter!"

And so, my—our—first boss subjugation began.
076 Complete Clear

A Siren is a sea monster that appears in Greek mythology.

She has the upper body of a human woman and the lower body of a fish. 

In the world of Noblesse, her song is her primary weapon. If you're charmed by her voice, your mana flow gets obstructed, or you lose consciousness entirely and die. The "singing voice" mentioned here is essentially the same thing as magic; she mixes a trace amount of mana into the sound waves. It’s an attack known as Sound Magic.

But the most annoying part is that almost every dungeon boss summons underlings—the so-called "trash mobs." Each one of these summons is stronger than your average monster, and they eat up a lot of time to kill. To make matters worse, the Siren herself perches on a massive rock surrounded by deep water. Reaching her is a massive pain in the ass.

Well, for your average adventurer, at least.

"Lala~♪ Lalala~♪"

The Siren noticed our intrusion and began to play her beautiful, melodic tune. When I heard it back in the Original Story, I thought it was a lovely voice, but—damn it, the reality of it was ringing in my skull like a jackhammer!

"Ugh—!"

"Kyah!"

Allen and Carta both winced, their faces twisting in pain. 

Behind us, the door slammed shut. While withdrawal magic and escape items exist, we didn't have any on us. It was a simple choice: we kill the Siren, or we die here. 

Anyone sane would have turned back at the door. Trying to conquer a boss with a party this small was sheer madness. But we were the proud students of the Noblesse Magic Academy. More importantly, we actually had the skills to back up our confidence.

The Siren summoned her lackeys. Grotesque, muddy humanoids rose from the water, their forms shifting in a sickening, fluid motion.

"Debi!"

"Debibibi!"

I chanted Auto Mode and ordered the destruction of the monsters. Debi’s right arm transformed into a Dark Sword while his left became a Dark Shield. He flapped his tiny wings and soared into the fray. I see. It looks like Debi has evolved a bit, too.

"Carta, this height shouldn't be a problem for you! We’ll buy you time, so aim for the Siren’s main body!"

"Understood!"

"—Allen!"

"I’m on it!"

Carta straddled her broom and rocketed into the air. I’d called out to Allen at the same moment, but he already knew what to do without being told. We would clear out the underlings, and if we found an opening, we’d strike the Siren.

The subjugation was on.

"Lalala~♪ Lala~♪"

In the Original Story, bosses had HP gauges, but I couldn't see anything like that here. I also knew this thing had a "Rage" mechanic. Once she hit thirty percent health, her ferocity would skyrocket.

"Gyogyo!"

"Disgusting freaks!"

I sliced one of the muddy humanoids in half with my Dual Sword. I’d already noticed it with Time Lapse, but these things were water-elemental monsters with regenerative bodies. 

Too bad for them. I can destroy the very magic formula that holds them together.

I glanced over at Allen. His Light Sword was glowing with an intense brilliance. To my surprise, the water monsters he struck didn't revive either; they just collapsed into puddles with a wet splash. It was incredibly annoying to admit, but it seemed his weapon possessed an effect similar to my own. Pure light... or perhaps it was closer to Shari’s Spirit Magic?

Well, whatever. That didn't matter right now. The Siren did.

"Debibii—!"

Debi was proving himself quite useful. He seemed to realize that Carta was the key to this fight, so he acted as her bodyguard while tearing through the mobs. When a monster fired Water Magic toward her, Debi intercepted it with his Dark Shield.

"Th-thank you!"

"Debi!"

Up in the air, Carta began kneading an absurd amount of mana before releasing it from her hands. There are no shortcuts to increasing one's mana capacity; it requires nothing but steady, grueling effort. Daily training is the only thing that supports your future self. 

Carta clearly hadn't missed a single day. Not since we tagged up, and probably long before that. Hah. Of all the plot points I’ve derailed, preventing your expulsion might be my finest work.

Carta’s massive Mana Cannon hit the Siren directly. The impact was deafening, sounding more like a real artillery piece than a magic spell. The damage was clearly significant. The singing stopped momentarily, and the obstruction to our mana vanished.

"Allen!"

"Yeah!"

Now we could go all out. We used that brief window to instantly slaughter the remaining underlings.

However, to my shock, the Siren began singing again. It was a melody I’d never heard before. The water near the center of the room lifted softly into the air, and she began to heal herself. 

Wait, what? I've never seen her do that.

"Carta, she’s got to be burning mana for that! Keep firing! Don't let up!"

Nothing in this world is infinite. We kept up the pressure, but the healing showed no sign of stopping. Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction was a complex formula, and trying to chant it while being bombarded by her voice was nearly impossible. 

That meant we needed a total, synchronized offensive from the three of us.

"Allen! We’re going to wipe out the underlings simultaneously, and then the three of us will hit the Siren with everything we’ve got to end her instantly!"

"At the same time?! That’s impossible—"

"Just do it! We can do this!"

More underlings surged out of the water. There was an endless supply of liquid for them to form from. They weren't immortal, but their numbers were limitless. 

I think I saw Debi nod from above. What a loyal little guy. 

Carta began picking off the mobs with smaller, restrained Mana Cannons. The moment the timing felt right, I roared.

"Now!"

We coordinated our strikes, clearing every single trash mob in the room. For a split second, only the Siren remained.

"Unnatural."

"Unnatural."

Allen and I chanted the spell in perfect unison. It was a little irritating that he could just use Copy to do what I had to master through blood and sweat, but I pushed the thought aside.

The Siren had finally entered her Rage state. She set her sights on Carta in the air and unleashed a blast of Water Magic. The sheer pressure of it was terrifying; it felt like it would punch straight through any standard defense magic. 

I was too far away to cut the spell down. Which meant...

"Debibi!"

I know. He’s got it.

Debi poured everything he had into a Dark Defense Magic spell, shielding Carta. The water blast was a continuous torrent, so he kept his hands raised, maintaining the barrier with all his might. 

Seriously, should I give this guy the title of "Unsung Hero" or something?

"—Goodbye, Siren."

Those few seconds of protection were all we needed. With Carta’s Mana Cannon and the combined strike from Allen and me, we tore through the Siren. 

She let out a final, hideous death rattle before sinking into the depths. I don't know the exact mechanics behind it, but as she died, the water in the chamber dried up, leaving behind a crystal-like Magic Core.

This was the soul of the Siren, the heart of the Water Dungeon. 

Well, she was actually pretty tough.

"Weiss-kun!"

Carta floated down from her broom, followed by Debi.

"Debibi, debibi!"

"Yeah, yeah, you did good. Stop rubbing your head on me."

I really didn't know what to do with such an attention-seeker.

"...I'm a little jealous of Debi-kun..."

"Huh? Carta, did you say something?"

"No! It's nothing! Nothing at all!"

Her cheeks were bright red. What was that about? Was she still riding a battle high?

"Thank you, everyone."

Allen gave us a bright, carefree smile. God, this guy is always thanking people.

"It’s an exam. Now, let’s go home."

If I recalled correctly, the dungeon was supposed to disappear automatically once the boss was defeated. In the Original Story, it went like—

A low rumble echoed, and the world was enveloped in white light.

[The Water Dungeon has been Cleared]

Ah, right. It was exactly like that.



"...Wait. You cleared the whole dungeon?"

When we got back to the Guild and handed the Magic Core to the examiner, he looked like his brain had short-circuited. Apparently, because we cleared the boss, the entire dungeon had collapsed, which meant everyone else's exams were cut short. 

Not that I really cared.

"What? You’re the ones who told us to subjugate the Siren."

"No... I mean... when we said 'Siren,' we meant the small Lesser Sirens that spawn in the middle layers. That’s... that’s common knowledge among adventurers..."

"Lesser Sirens...?"

Now that he mentioned it, I did remember some small, weak things that looked similar. I looked at Allen and Carta; they just shook their heads. They didn't remember them either. 

They were probably so weak I didn't even notice them.

"No way... We struggled that much against a Lesser Siren, but they cleared the whole dungeon..."

"Wait, aren't those the winner and runner-up from the tournament?"

"Even that little girl too?!"

The crowd began to buzz. Well, whatever.

"So, did we pass or not?"

"Eh? Oh! Yes! Of course you passed! Ahem! The only ones to clear the Rank Exam this time are Weiss Fancent, Allen, and Carta Wiore!"

The room erupted into cries of agony. Apparently, if you fail the exam, your rank drops, which affects your future missions. 

Again, not my problem.

I spotted Lilith and Cynthia nearby; it looked like they were finished, too. They’d been told they passed and came running over when they saw me.

"Weiss-sama!"

"Weiss, how did it go?"

"We passed. You guys?"

"Yes!"

"And... who are you?"

"Wha—?! Are you saying you forgot Nell?!"

A girl with drooping cat ears... Oh, right. She was the one who was making it rain.

"The rain woman."

"Rain woman?! My name is Nell!"

"Whatever."

"Nell-san was incredible," Cynthia said with a smile. "The exam was easy thanks to her."

"Hehehe—Cynthia-san was pretty amazing too—"

What a weirdo.

I looked to the side and saw Allen chatting with Duke and Shari. Carta was talking with Cecil and Olynn. 

There are way too many people here.

I felt out of place and tried to make a quiet exit, but Duke started waving his arms like a madman. I had to vanish before I got dragged into something—

"Yo! Weiss! Let’s all go to a party! We should celebrate!"

"Go do some push-ups."

"Oh, I see! You’re coming too, Weiss!"

The guy clearly wasn't listening to a word I said. Does he have muscles for eardrums or something?

Duke then turned his attention to Lilith and Cynthia. I expected them to decline, but they looked surprisingly interested.

"Weiss-sama, since we're already here, let’s go!"

"It might be nice for a change. Don't you think, Weiss?"

"...Fine. I guess it can't be helped."

Teacher Milk did tell me to enjoy myself. It was a massive hassle for me personally, but I suppose I should follow my master’s advice.

"De... Debi..."

Debi was wearing a heartbroken expression. Now that the battle was over, he probably realized his time was up. I’d actually forgotten to unsummon him. 

Come to think of it, he usually eats mana, but can he eat actual food? 

...Fine. I’ll take him along as an experiment.

"I’ll keep you summoned with a minimum mana link. But don't move around too much."

"De, Debii————!"

"I said stop rubbing your head on me!"
077 The Calm Before the Storm

"Well then, since you've all brilliantly cleared the Rank Exam—and although Allen's result was unfortunate, let’s also roll this into a celebration for Weiss's victory in the Adventurer Tournament!"

That bastard Duke—better known as Mineral—shouted the toast while shooting frequent, irritating glances my way.

I wasn't happy. I definitely wasn't pleased.

"Weiss-sama, congratulations once again!"

"Weiss, congratulations."

Lilith and Cynthia, sitting to my left and right, beamed at me with identical, radiant smiles. 

We were currently gathered at a certain tavern, though we were drinking juice instead of ale. It wasn’t just a matter of our ages; with a group this large, it was simply easier to avoid any drunken complications. The interior was reasonably spacious, and we’d managed to reserve a massive, rectangular wooden table that dominated the room.

Looking around, I didn't see any other kids our age. At our table sat Cynthia, Lilith, Carta, Olynn, and Cecil. Then there was Allen, Shari, Duke, and for some reason, Nell—the girl I'd fought in the semifinals.

Counting myself, there were ten of us in total. Talk about an oversized after-party...

Everyone held a drink in their right hand. The beverages were fizzy, like ginger ale—a specialty of Bruno that carried a distinct blend of sweetness and bitterness.

Raising his glass high, Mineral let out a roar. "Noblesse!" 

It was the standard toast used among the students. His voice carried surprisingly well in a crowded room. Well, at least the loud-mouthed bravado suits him.

"Debibi!"

Incidentally, Debi was here too. He was currently gulping down juice, a wide smile on his face that suggested he found it delicious. I wondered if he could supplement his energy with physical nutrition instead of just my mana.

The table was laden with platters of fruit, but that was only the beginning; the staff brought out dish after dish in an endless parade. The aroma tickled my nose. Countries with high adventurer populations usually boasted excellent food—largely because there were so many people who viewed a good meal as their only reason for living.

"Here we are: the Bruno Potage. And for the main course, Bruno Fish and Bruno Steak."

The server set down the city’s famous delicacies. At the Academy, health and balance were the priorities, but in this country, "filling your belly to the burst" was considered the highest virtue.

Consequently, the portions were... gargantuan.

"Whoa, that looks amazing! I love meat!" Olynn chirped.

"It really does look lovely. Though, I wonder if we can actually finish it all," Cecil added quietly.

The energetic Olynn and the serene Cecil. Beside them, Carta was contentedly nibbling on a single piece of fruit. Looking at them, I realized this trio actually had a decent social balance.

"Duke! That steak is mine!"

"Whag are you talking abou—?"

"Honestly, you two! Have some manners!"

On the other hand, Duke and Allen were the same pair of idiots no matter where we went. Shari really did have her work cut out for her.

"How much food did those kids order?"

"Man, look at that spread... I'm jealous."

"Hey, pipe down. See those uniforms? They're from Nobless Academy."

"Are you serious? That famous group?"

The adults at the surrounding tables were gawking. It was partly the sheer volume of food, but mostly the cost. Most of us were nobles. I hate to say it, but none of us really cared about the price. It wasn't meant to be a slight against the commoners; it was just the reality of the gap we were born into.

Meanwhile, Nell’s behavior caught my eye. She looked... off.

"Um... I think I'll pass on the food," she murmured.

"What? You don't like steak?" I asked.

"Eh?! N-no, it's not that! It's just... maybe it’s a bit much for me! I’ll just stick to the soup! Maybe!?"

Come to think of it, despite her strength, her clothes were looking a bit worse for wear. When we were ordering, I'd seen her thrusting her hands into her pockets, likely checking for spare change. 

Good grief.

"It's my treat," I said. "Eat your fill and don't worry about it."

"Wait... really? But there’s so much!"

"Don't sweat it. No one at this table is worried about money."

Cynthia, catching onto my exchange with Nell, softly pushed a plate of steak toward the girl. "Please, it's quite alright."

"Then... I won't hold back! Thank you for the food!"

She began to eat with a ferocity that reminded me of a starving stray cat. Watching her profile as she inhaled the food, I couldn't help but feel she resembled someone I knew.

Most adventurers were just chasing a dream of hitting the jackpot. In that sense, we noble-born adventurers were the outliers. Nell was likely the former type. But with her level of skill, her rank was bound to skyrocket eventually.

"Id'th delithiouth... tho delithiouth!"

Watching Nell stuff her cheeks with steak while literally shedding tears of joy was, I had to admit, a little funny.

"Don't choke on it, at least."

Apparently, I had let a small smile slip. Mineral was quick to pounce on it.

"Oh! Weiss is smiling! Everyone, look! Mark this day on your calendars!"

"It really is a rare sight," Shari teased.

"Really?" Allen tilted his head. "Doesn't he smile pretty often?"

Both of them joined in on the teasing. Honestly, every single one of them is way too cheerful.

...Well, maybe it was okay for today. It wasn't such a bad thing to eat until I was stuffed without worrying about my impending doom for once.

"Debi! Debibi!"

Unexpectedly, Debi had transformed his Dark Sword into a makeshift knife and was currently tackling his steak with the refined grace of a high-ranking noble. He even had a [Dark Napkin] tucked into his collar. 

Hmph. He’s tidy, just like his master. I'll have to praise him later.

By the time we finished, I wouldn't say we'd cleared the kitchen out of ingredients, but the stack of empty plates was high enough to be seen from the street. Most of that was Nell’s doing; she eventually started crying again, claiming she’d never be able to eat a meal this fancy ever again.

Seriously, what kind of life was she living before this?

The sun had fully set by the time we decided to call it a night. Since we were staying at different inns, we prepared to part ways in front of the tavern. Tomorrow, Allen and his group were heading to another country. Cecil, Olynn, and Carta were leaving too. 

My own business in the city was finished, but I figured I might find a place in some other country to continue my training. 

As we were saying our goodbyes, Olynn trotted over and poked Debi’s cheek. He still had that annoyingly cute, boyish expression on his face. He shouldn't have been drinking, so why were his cheeks so red?

"It looks like you and Debi-chan are getting along great," Olynn said.

"Yeah. Thanks to you, he's been quite an asset."

"Ehehe, I'm glad to hear that!"

"De... Debi..." 

Debi was nodding off after his big meal, so I dismissed him back into the darkness. 

My heart felt unusually calm. Inside the gates of Nobless Academy, everyone was a rival, but out here, it was different. Maybe that was why I felt so at peace.

However, the phenomenon of Noblesse Oblige is a cruel mistress; she loves to strike the very moment you let your guard down. Just like the Calamity that struck during the Sword-Magic Cup.

And then, it happened.

"Crap! This is bad! Emergency Call! An Emergency Call has been issued!"

A lone adventurer came sprinting down the street, screaming at the top of his lungs. The quiet night air shattered instantly. I looked around and saw squads of soldiers beginning to mobilize.

What the hell now?

"Weiss, what is an 'Emergency Call'?" Cynthia asked, looking confused.

"...It's an adventurer term," I explained. "Basically, it means 'if you can hold a sword, get your ass to the guild immediately.'"

It wasn't surprising that a high-born noble like Cynthia didn't know the term. It was common slang for adventurers, but it was almost never used in practice. I only knew it because of my knowledge of the Original Story.

It was only ever issued when things were catastrophically bad.

Naturally, some people react to such calls without hesitation. Allen and Olynn were already running after the messenger.

"Weiss-sama, what should we do?" Lilith asked.

"Well, we should at least hear them out. If it sounds like too much of a pain, we can just back out."

I signaled Lilith, and our entire group moved toward the Adventurer’s Guild. A massive crowd had already gathered. I tried to push through the throng, but as soon as people recognized me, the sea of bodies parted.

"Whoa, it's the winner, Weiss!"

"Thank god! He actually showed up!"

Wait, what?

Inside the guild, I saw the middle-aged examiner from earlier along with dozens of adventurers I didn't recognize. Most were C or B-Rank, with a few A-Ranks mixed in. S-Rankers like Teacher Milk or Eva were among the elite few in the entire world, so I didn't expect to see any here. My mana-sense told me the same story my eyes did.

Vance, the examiner who had overseen our test, stepped forward to address the room.

"As of today, the Giant Dungeon to the west has... collapsed."

A "Dungeon Collapse" occurs when mana overflows or the dungeon is neglected for too long without being cleared, causing the physical barriers to dissolve. 

And the result? The monsters inside spill out into the world. Strangely, these monsters don't try to establish new territories outside; instead, they migrate en masse toward the nearest active dungeon.

It’s a phenomenon known as a "Stampede."

Just because they're "migrating" doesn't mean they aren't dangerous. They will tear through anything in their path. If a city happens to be in the way, it gets leveled. Entire nations have collapsed because of this.

"Based on the predicted route," Vance continued, "the horde is going to pass right through the General Residential District on the west side of the city."

Bruno was a massive country, and it had expanded horizontally. The outer walls were extensions where the commoners and the poor lived. If the Stampede hit, those homes would be wiped off the map.

For the people living there, losing their homes was a death sentence. No one was going to step up to help them. Without property, they’d be forced into debt-slavery or simply starve.

"...No," Allen whispered.

He was the one most affected by the news. His own hometown had been erased by a Stampede, and he had lost his entire family to it. 

I knew that history. But then, I processed the rest of the report.

"Of all the luck... a Giant Dungeon?" I muttered.

"Weiss-sama, you know it?" Lilith asked.

"Yeah. It's the worst possible type. Every single monster in there is a giant-class species."

"...Oh no."

Memory flashed through my mind. This was one of the side stories from the game that rivaled the main plot in sheer scale. In the game, the "main" event happened in a country further ahead where a group of heroes successfully defended the borders. 

However, the game lore mentioned that several other countries suffered "fatal collapses" during that same period. It was just a single line of flavor text in the game, but I realized now—this country, Bruno, was one of those casualties.

In the Original Story, if you cleared this side story, you were hailed as a hero. The countries that were sacrificed along the way were never mentioned again.

On our way to the tavern, I’d seen poor families desperately trying to pack their belongings. They must have known they were on the path of the horde. There had been so many young children among them.

"This is an Emergency Call," Vance said, bowing his head deeply. "Bruno’s soldiers are mobilizing, but we need more hands. The mission isn't to exterminate the horde—we just need to divert their path as much as possible. We promise the rewards will be substantial. Please... lend us your strength."

Unlike regular adventurers, these examiners were locals. This city was their home. 

But even with a generous outlook, this was a suicide mission. I wouldn't call it a world-ending Calamity, but with Teacher Milk and the others gone, it might as well be. Based on the tournament, Allen and I were likely the strongest people currently in the city.

Which meant everyone was looking at us.

"Wh-what do we do? This sounds suicide-tier bad."

"I don't know... I want the reward, but I want to stay alive more..."

The adventurers’ eyes naturally gravitated toward us. They were waiting to see if we would commit before they risked their own necks. No one wanted to join a losing battle.

However, I already knew who would be the first to jump in.

"I'll do it," Allen declared, his voice firm. "I'm going to fight."

"Me too!" Olynn added.

With those two committed, Duke and Shari followed as a matter of course. Cecil looked at me, her expression analytical. She understood the power gap, so she was waiting for my lead.

I had no attachment to Bruno. Honestly, I didn't care if the country collapsed or if the poor were sold into slavery.

But...

I remembered my father’s letter. Make the name of House Fanscent known.

I liked my father. I wanted to fulfill his wishes where I could. If I won the tournament as the youngest champion in history, cleared a dungeon, and then repelled a Stampede? There could be no greater achievement to bring home.

I guess this is as good a finale as any.

"Lilith, Cynthia. Looks like we're taking a little detour."

When I spoke, the tension left their faces, replaced by small, knowing smiles. Seeing that, Cecil let out a soft breath and smiled too.

"I'm in," I announced. "But I have one condition. I don't take orders from the brass. If I'm allowed to move as I please, I'll help."

"O-Of course! That’s more than enough! Thank you!" Vance cried.

With my participation confirmed, the rest of the room found their courage.

"Cecil Antwerp. I will also participate."

"Carta Wiore. I'm in as well."

"Nell too! Nell's gonna fight!"

As my group and the others stepped forward, the rest of the adventurers began to shout their names. 

This was going to be a life-or-death struggle. The teachers we usually relied on weren't here to save us. 

But our opponents were monsters. I didn't have to hold back against monsters. Plus, I had some brand-new magic I’d been itching to test out.

Consider this a dress rehearsal for the real Calamity.
Chapter 78: Live Combat Practice

"Ho. So they’re the famous Nobless Academy, are they?"

We were gathered in the central square of Bruno, surrounded by a sea of adventurers. It seemed the soldiers were assembling under a different set of commanders. Trying to force two different command structures to coordinate on short notice usually ends in disaster, so they were likely keeping us separate for efficiency. 

Standing before us now was a man with a physique every bit as imposing as Darius’s. He had closely cropped hair and a rough patch of stubble.

I recognized him from the Original Story. This was Boldic, an A-class Adventurer who also handled the administration for the Adventurer’s Guild. I’d expected nothing but small fry to be here, but having him around was going to make my life a lot easier.

Boldic stomped over to me, his presence heavy.

"So, you’re Weiss Fancent. I’ve heard the rumors."

"I’m honored," I replied, my tone dry. "But more importantly, do we really have time to stand around chatting?"

I was a noble, sure, but this guy held a position of significant power. I didn't bother with formal honorifics. Right now, I was here as an adventurer, and so was he.

"I know exactly when they'll arrive," he grunted. "I just wanted to get a feel for our combat strength first."

The elite adventurers—Teacher Milk included—could gauge a person’s mana just by focusing their eyes. 

"Well? Did you see enough? Like I told the guys earlier, we are moving as a separate unit. We’ve already got ourselves a damn good commander."

I jerked my chin toward Cecil, giving Boldic a pointed look. In the end, we had decided that the Noblesse group would operate independently. We would be on the same front, but our chain of command was our own. Everyone had agreed—including Allen and Olynn.

It spoke volumes about how much they trusted Cecil. It was probably a huge blow to the Adventurer’s Guild’s pride to have a bunch of students acting on their own, but frankly, I didn't give a damn. Being a noble had to come with some perks, and getting to ignore the bureaucracy was one of them.

But then—

"So, that’s Cecil Antwerp, is it?"

For some reason, Boldic let out a dark smirk. Before I could process why, he called her over. What is this guy planning?

"Cecil, girl, I’ve got a favor to ask."

"Yes? What is it?" she asked, tilting her head.

"I want you to take over the command for me."

"…Pardon?"

What the hell is he talking about? Cecil was still just a C-class Adventurer. Sure, she was famous in Battle Universe, but to be handed a responsibility this massive…

"I know what you did during the Calamity," Boldic continued. "Look, I love a good fight, but I’m not exactly a 'strategy' guy. If you’re the one calling the shots, we’ll get better results. Simple as that."

"With all due respect, I don't think anyone here will accept that," Cecil countered. 

She wasn't wrong. The square was packed with hot-blooded adventurers. If things went south, they’d be furious about taking orders from someone with a lower rank—and, not to be a realist about the setting, but a girl younger than most of them.

"If anyone complains, I’ll personally crush them," Boldic said with a shrug. "Age, rank, gender—none of that matters. We fight with the best hand we’ve been dealt. That’s the only thing that's important, isn't it?"

I couldn't help but grin. In the Original Story, he was described as a total muscle-brained A-ranker, but clearly, the text hadn't done him justice.

I expected Cecil to turn him down again, but to my absolute shock, she nodded.

"In that case, I will give it my absolute best."

"Hah! I’m counting on you, Cecil! You hear that, you lot?!" Boldic roared, his voice booming across the square. "This is Cecil, the woman with the brains that repelled the Calamity itself! She’s taking over command in my place! Anyone who’s got a problem with that has to answer to my fists! But don't you worry—she’s a student of the Noblesse Magic Academy! And so are Weiss and Allen over here!"

Just as he’d promised, Boldic used every card in his hand without a hint of hesitation. He’d just dragged us into the spotlight. Usually, making a noble the center of attention like this is a recipe for disaster if they get offended, but he didn't seem to care in the slightest.

The adventurers who hadn't recognized us yet suddenly looked a lot more motivated. If the "Noblesse" kids were involved, maybe they actually had a chance of surviving this.

"A-alright! We’re counting on you!"

"Let’s do this! With the soldiers here too, we can win!"

"Let’s go, everyone!"

The soldiers were driven by duty, but for the adventurers, it was all about the gold. Honestly, I preferred that mindset. It was more honest.

"Cecil, are you sure about this?" I whispered.

"About what?"

"If this goes wrong, the blame for everything is going to land squarely on your shoulders."

This wasn't a game. It wasn't a school drill. The old Cecil would have run a mile to avoid this kind of pressure. 

But she just gave me a confident, radiant smile. "It’s fine. After all, I can do this better than anyone else."

"…Heh. Fair point."

She wasn't bragging; it was the truth. If Cecil couldn't lead us to victory, nobody could. And if anyone tried to pin a failure on her afterward, I’d just have to kill them myself. 

Still, according to the original plot, this country was supposed to be completely overrun. Defeat was the intended outcome. Changing that was just one more way I was rewriting this world. It wasn't going to be easy.

"Cynthia, Lilith—don’t push yourselves too hard. If you think we’re losing, retreat. Even if it means leaving me behind."

"Fufu, do you really think we would ever do that?" Cynthia asked with a light chuckle.

"Even if I’m reduced to nothing but a lingering soul, I will remain by Lord Weiss’s side!" Lilith declared.

Good grief. Their loyalty is as terrifying as ever. Though, knowing Lilith, she probably actually would find a way to haunt me if she died.

We moved out to the West Gate. Naturally, the soldiers took the vanguard. It felt a bit cruel to use them as a shield, but that was their job. We adventurers spread out behind them to the left and right. Our enemies weren't a disciplined army; they were monsters. There was no telling how they’d swarm.

Since the city walls were still under construction, the fortifications were thin in places. Cecil took up a position at the highest vantage point available. Looking at her up there, I couldn't help but chuckle. It felt just like our school exercises.

Gathered here were my team, the Allen Team, and the Cecil Team. 

Time to show the world the results of our training.

[[ "Now then, I will be assuming command. I will transmit specific instructions to each of you individually. I look forward to working with you." ]]

Cecil’s voice echoed clearly inside my head. Her ability to identify mana was peerless; she could distinguish every single person’s signature with ease. The other adventurers looked stunned. They’d clearly never experienced high-level telepathic coordination like this before.

Up ahead of us, Boldic looked like he was having the time of his life. His expression actually reminded me a bit of Teacher Milk’s. 

Wait. Did this guy only hand over command because he hated the paperwork and just wanted to hit things?

"Hah. Seriously, everyone at the top of this 'Noblesse Oblige' hierarchy is a total battle junkie."

"Whoa, look at that girl!"

"Flight Magic… are those Nobless students for real?"

"Yeah! And if we win this, the payout is gonna be massive!"

High above, Carta was hovering on her staff, waiting for the signal. Just flying was impressive enough, but staying perfectly stationary in mid-air was a feat of mana control she didn't even realize was incredible.

"Nell, won't forget! Debt of food and bed!" Nell shouted nearby, swinging her arms to warm up. 

Her rain magic was going to be a lifesaver, even if her social skills were still a work in progress. And for the record, Nell, no one gave you a bed.

A long, heavy silence followed. Just as the tension reached a breaking point, a sound began to vibrate through the soles of my boots. It was a low, guttural rumbling—the sound of the earth itself screaming. Gooooooo. It felt like an approaching earthquake.

Then, Cecil spoke to us.

Everyone steeled themselves. I felt my own pulse quicken. But the moment the monsters crested the horizon, I felt a genuine jolt of shock. I hadn't been underestimating them, but the sheer scale of the horde was breathtaking. A literal wall of monsters stretched out as far as the eye could see, an endless tide of destruction.

"N-no way…"

"How are we supposed to kill that many?"

"You've gotta be kidding me…"

The resolve of the rank-and-file adventurers began to crumble. I could see their shoulders shaking, their faces turning pale with terror. Cecil noticed it too.

In the next instant, a thunderous boom shook the air as a Mana Cannon fired from the sky. It was larger and more powerful than anything I’d ever seen. The beam of pure energy lanced through the air, slamming into the center of the monster vanguard and erupting in a massive explosion.

The adventurers and soldiers all looked up in awe. 

The shot had come from Carta. It must have been Cecil’s opening move. Damn, she’s gotten even stronger since the Siren incident. Just like Allen, Carta seemed to find an extra gear when she had people to protect.

Immediately after, the monsters leading the charge suddenly tripped and collapsed into one another. Shari’s pre-placed traps. Seizing the opening, the soldiers surged forward. At the same time, Boldic’s voice rang out—not with an order, but with a roar of pure encouragement.

"Here they come! The bell has rung, boys! Steel your hearts!"

I didn't wait. I lunged forward, leaving the startled adventurers in my wake.

[[ "Do not follow Fancent-kun. He… moves as he pleases." ]]

I had no intention of sitting in the back and waiting for the monsters to come to me. I’d told them I was going to play this my way. And, much to my annoyance, someone else had the exact same idea.

Allen was running right beside me, matching my pace.

"Don't go dying on me, Runner-up," he quipped.

"Worry about your own skin, 'Winner,'" I shot back.

We wove through the ranks of the soldiers like twin streaks of lightning. Together, we reached a massive Cyclops at the front of the pack and sliced it clean in half.

"Gigaaaahhh…!"

"Small fry," I muttered.

Alright. Consider this the dress rehearsal for the Calamity.
079 Overrun

When you run into monsters in a forest or a dungeon, they try to kill you. No questions asked. 

I didn’t care about the "why." If this were just a game, I’d dismiss them as nothing more than lines of code. But this world was reality. And what I felt radiating from those monsters was pure, unadulterated resentment. They couldn’t stand the fact that a species weaker than them was thriving. Honestly? I felt the same way about them.

"Gyaaggaa—!"

"Begone."

Allen and I were at the absolute front, leading the charge and thinning the herd. Huge, ferocious monsters aren't just high-stat attackers; they’re built like tanks. However, our Artifacts were coated in a layer of mana, giving them an edge that was frankly terrifying. I could lop off limbs and heads with zero resistance—no blood clinging to the blade, no fat gumming up the works. I just wove through the gaps in their reach, dismantling them.

"Incredible..."

"Don't just stand there gawping! There’s more coming!"

The soldiers of Bruno weren't weak. There were even some high-level knights among them. But they clearly lacked experience in the specific brand of meat-grinder training we’d undergone to prep for monsters. They were struggling against the larger specimens.

And, of course, Allen was moving even better than he had during our match at the tournament. 

"Power Up—! Hah!" 

He was copying Duke’s magic, slicing through monster necks with the efficiency of a world-class gymnast. Protagonist bastard. He can’t even put out his full power if it’s just for his own sake. He’s the type who always puts others first. In a twisted way, he’s the perfect fit for this world’s brand of Noblesse Oblige—a concept practically overflowing with deception and malice.

"Nell’s Special Move! Rain from the Heavens (Downpouring Rain)!"

Following our lead and completely ignoring the formal chain of command, Nell caught up to us. I’d seen it at the tournament, but her magic was clearly specialized for crowd control. Rain poured from the sky, hammering the monsters with heavy damage. Even if the droplets didn't land a fatal blow, they weakened the beasts enough for the soldiers to finish them off. I noted that as a distinct tactical advantage of a large-scale battlefield.

"Debibi!"

"Yeah, it’s about time."

Debi was already summoned. We both pressed our hands to the ground. Usually, I have to mentally sketch out those tedious magic circles, but since Debi handles the heavy lifting, the activation is near-instant. This time, I prioritized mana replenishment and healing.

—Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction.

"Ho! The Blessing of Light!"

Boldic, who had carved his way to the front line before I’d even realized it, gave a predatory grin at the sight of my magic. His greatsword, which looked as massive as Darius’s, was already stained crimson. His style was clearly focused on blunt-force impact over sharpness. It was the first time I’d ever seen a monster look like it was in actual agony. To notice my magic immediately in the middle of a chaotic melee... he really was an A-class Adventurer.

I glanced back. The monsters we’d missed were currently being intercepted by Cynthia and the rest of the team. I couldn't tell exactly who was doing what from this distance, but they hadn't let a single beast breach the city limits yet.

"Allen, don’t overextend!"

"Yeah—I know!"

The monster advance had ground to a temporary halt. They’d likely designated us as "high-threat targets" and realized they couldn't move forward without wiping us out first. That suited us just fine. 

Giant Cyclops, Golems, Demon Wolves, Demon Dogs, serpents—a menagerie of bizarre, twisted monsters bared their fangs at us.

"Is this really all you’ve got?"

There were a lot of them, sure, but individually, they weren't much. They were just mindless beasts. Knowing the Original Story as I did, it was no exaggeration to say they existed solely to be exterminated by humans. You just had to be logical about it. Every monster has a pattern. Once you’ve dodged their attacks two or three times, you’ve basically solved the puzzle.

Allen seemed to be grasping this by pure instinct. If he struggled with an attack once, he dodged it effortlessly the second time. Seriously, this protagonist's growth speed is a total cheat!

『Fansent-kun, the monsters are—』

Cecil’s telepathic warning cut through the air. In fiction, everything going perfectly is the ultimate omen of disaster. This world, unfortunately, was following the script to the letter.

"—Rage?"

I’d seen it with the Siren Golem, but Rage was supposed to be restricted to specific individuals. It was a rarity. But to my horror, every single monster surrounding us began to glow a deep, angry red. It was the unmistakable symptom.

"W-Why?! Uwaaaaaaagh!"

"D-Dammit, what’s happening?!"

"Stop—! Gyeaaah!"

These were massive monsters to begin with. The stat boost from Rage was insane. Their speed tripled instantly, and their attack and defense followed suit.

"Get a grip, soldiers! Funnuraaaaaaa!"

Boldic roared, single-handedly stabilizing the crumbling morale. Bruno had its own commanders, of course, but a country this large was usually too formidable to be attacked. They’d been soaking in lukewarm water for too long. This is why they got trampled in the Original Story.

Right on cue, someone realized this was the make-or-break moment. Cecil barked out a new set of instructions, and the rest of our group moved up to join us on the front line.

"—Guoooooooooooooon!"

The next moment, a giant Cyclops right in front of me turned and decked one of its own kind. There was only one person capable of that.

"I’ve subjugated them! The ones that aren’t glowing red are mine!" Olynn shouted.

The difficulty of subjugation scales with the target's mana capacity. Hah, look at Olynn. The kid’s actually growing up!

"Am-Amazing! He brought that giant thing under control!"

"That girl is out there giving it her all! The rest of you, show some spirit!"

"""OHHHH!"""

Thanks to Olynn’s passive abilities, the soldiers' morale surged again. I didn't see any reason to correct them on Olynn’s gender.

"Hah! I like it! Huge monsters are actually worth the effort!"

That was Duke. He had Artifacts equipped to his fists—the same shape as his old Knuckle Kaiser, but these were clearly designed to channel his internal mana into his strikes. It was a hybrid of raw physical strength and explosive magical power. No, calling it a "strike" was an understatement.

"Hah! This really opens up the place, doesn't it?"

The guy is literally punching holes through them. I couldn't help but smirk at the sheer absurdity of his power. 

Cynthia was hacking her way through the horde using Glass Ace. She hadn't switched to an Artifact yet. She likely preferred the weapon she was comfortable with over something she’d only just picked up. Lilith, meanwhile, had enchanted her concealed knives and was a blur on the battlefield, systematically blinding every monster she passed. There’s nothing easier to kill than a blind beast. It was a pragmatic, efficient style that suited her perfectly. Shari was doing the same from the rear, supporting everyone with a series of well-placed magic traps.

Everyone was showing the fruits of their training. No wasted movements. Even though the Calamity hadn't happened that long ago, their growth speed was honestly breathtaking. 

But I wasn't about to be left behind.

"Dark Rain—Unnatural!"

I unleashed a black rain from the sky. I’d already refined the magic formula: damage for my enemies, a blessing for my allies. The wounds on the nearby soldiers began to knit shut. Simultaneously, I opened up an Unnatural wall in mid-air and began firing magic cannons through it. 

After the tournament, I’d gotten stronger, too. The monster count wasn't dropping, but strangely, I was having fun. I was savoring the thrill of a battle that felt like it could last forever.

"Look at him... he’s laughing..."

"He’s insane. But I’m glad he’s on our side."

Haha! This is great! This is amazing! Come on, give me more! Try harder to make me suffer!

"Wh-What is that?!" Nell screamed.

In the same breath, a soldier was launched high into the air. 

What now?

I shoved through the monsters to get to the front. Standing there was... a Demon? No, it was a... pseudo-one.

"U-Uwaaa! It’s Beryl! The bounty head! Wh-Why is he here?!"

Boldic noticed first and held the soldiers back. "Stay back! He’s turned into a Pseudo-Demon!"

He had the same bronze skin as Boudan, whom I’d killed before, and stood over two meters tall. But the black horn protruding from his skull was the dead giveaway. Allen moved to my side, his eyes wide. It was clearly his first time seeing one.

"Is he... human?"

"Allen, stay sharp. That’s a..."

Pseudo-Demons were a localized "disease" that had started appearing after the Calamity centuries ago. One day, a black horn just sprouts from a person's head. It only ever happens to villains. The cause is officially "unknown," but I knew better. It’s what happens when malice and mana intertwine, catalyzed by the Demon Race. Simply put: they’re magical cyborgs.

Which means this Stampede isn't an accident.

The moment someone becomes a Pseudo-Demon, they’re hit with a "debuff" that sky-rockets their stats. Why call it a debuff instead of a buff? Because they lose their sanity. They trade their soul for raw power. That’s what makes them "pseudo." 

Dammit. This means the main story of Noblesse Oblige is actually moving.

The worst part? They gain access to magic similar to the Demon Race.

"Aga... Aga?"

"—Get back!" I yelled.

Everyone tensed up. Mana has personality—my darkness, Cynthia’s ice. When someone becomes a "pseudo," their original traits evolve into something explosive. I knew Beryl’s file. His specialty was mana-dispersion attacks.

In other words: explosions.

—DOGOON!

The next instant, a giant monster nearby simply disintegrated. Chunks of flesh flew like shrapnel, raining down on the soldiers, shredding skin and snapping bone.

"Gaaaaaaah!"

"My arm! My arm!"

Soldiers screamed in agony. Some had been completely dismembered. To Beryl, the monsters weren't allies—they were mobile bombs. And the bigger the monster, the bigger the blast. We were standing in the middle of a living minefield.

But...

"Now it’s starting to feel like the world of Noblesse."

I leveled my sword. Real Demons use powers far beyond this. If I let a pseudo-one scare me, I’d never make it. Besides, if he was here, the real deal was probably nearby. I had to put this thing down, and I had to do it now.

This was the Noblesse Oblige I remembered. And I wasn't going to lose. Not here. Not ever.
080 Pseudo-Demon

Good people didn't become Pseudo-Demons. That was a fact everyone knew.

That was precisely why I felt no sympathy for them, and why I wouldn't hold back an inch in exterminating them. But despite my resolve, the suddenness of the event left everyone paralyzed. 

Everyone except Cecil.

『Everyone, deploy defensive magic! I’ve confirmed it with Mana Sense—he needs to physically touch something to make it explode. In other words, as long as we don't let the monsters come into contact with him, his ability won't trigger.』

She instantly delivered a perfect, hundred-point answer that was calmer than anyone else’s, immediately putting our minds at ease. She must have been incredibly well-versed in the lore of Pseudo-Demons. 

Seriously, I could never hold a candle to Cecil.

She had even expanded the range of her Telepathy to include the common soldiers. They seemed startled by the sudden voice broadcasting inside their heads, but they were soldiers through and through. They regained their composure almost instantly and moved to drive the monsters away from the Pseudo-Demon.

The Pseudo-Demon possessed a staggering amount of mana. Even so, with my current strength, killing him should have been easy. However, I felt a nagging sense of wrongness.

Allen bolted forward, intending to end the creature then and there—but I intercepted him, catching his blade as if I were shielding the monster.

"Wait, Allen!"

"!? Weiss, why are you stopping me—"

"Don't you think this is weird? Why would he just show up here, completely defenseless?"

The guy had appeared out of nowhere. Then, he had gone out of his way to make a monster explode in the most obvious way possible. It was as if he were hand-delivering us his own weakness. Sure, he likely had no ego left, but this felt a little too polite.

Most likely—

"If you cut him, there’s a good chance he’ll explode."

"...No way."

It was strictly speculation on my part, but in this world, you had to prepare for the worst-case scenario. The Demon Race was cunning, with hearts as black as pitch. Making you think you’d won just to drop you into a pit of despair was a classic Noblesse trope.

"Aga-agaga!"

The Pseudo-Demon apparently could use Explosion Magic on its own as well. It gathered mana from the air and sent the soldiers flying. Allen was vibrating with the urge to strike, but I held him back with a firm grip.

"For now, we just stop his movements. Allen, don't kill him, no matter what."

"—Understood."

"Cynthia, Lilith! Keep the other monsters away from us!"

"As you wish!"

"Yes, Master!"

Allen and I lunged forward. The Pseudo-Demon reacted to our movements, catching our swords with its hardened, mutated hands. But it was still wrong. It was protecting itself from being cut, yet it was practically begging us to find an opening.

If this guy is just a giant walking bomb, how the hell are we supposed to kill him?

The mana stored inside him was immense. I relayed my concerns to Cecil, but even she couldn't come up with a solution on the fly. For now, all we could do was seal his attacks and buy ourselves time to think.

Beryl’s stat growth was terrifying. Combined with the fact that he’d lost his mind as a Pseudo-Demon, the raw power behind his attacks was through the roof. Allen took several hits, unable to fully mitigate the damage, and blood began to soak his clothes.

"Agagagaga!"

"—Back off for a second, Allen!"

"...I’m fine. But what are we going to do?! If we’re stuck dealing with this guy, the other monsters will—"

Allen was right. Because the two of us were occupied here, the response to the larger monsters was falling behind. Everyone was fighting like hell, but the numbers were just too stacked against us.

—No, wait.

I poured more mana than usual into my Time Lapse to peer into the creature's body. It was constructed out of a magic circle that looked like a specialized Explosion Formula. I didn't know the exact yield, but anyone without high-tier defensive stats would be vaporized instantly. However, there was a second formula for the Pseudo-Demon transformation woven into it. 

The answer was clear.

"Allen, can you use Time Lapse?"

"—...Yeah. But only for a few seconds."

Hah. You copycat bastard. 

But that was all the news I needed.

『Fansent-kun, perhaps—』

『Yeah—』

Cecil and I realized it at the exact same moment. Hah, look at me. I’m actually growing, aren’t I?

To take this thing down, we had to destroy two different formulas. It was a massive pain in the ass, but we had to do it simultaneously.

"Allen, I’ll break his Explosion Formula. You cut the Pseudo-Demon formula. If our timing is off by even a fraction of a second, we're all going up in smoke. But it's the only way."

I made it sound simple, but we were gambling our lives here. If we failed, everyone nearby was dead.

"—I understand."

Allen didn't show a hint of fear. He answered me with eyes full of absolute resolve. 

Yeah, you really are the ultimate protagonist, aren't you?

"Cecil, tell the others—"

I had Cecil relay the plan and then moved into position with Allen. Once the strategy had reached everyone, it was go-time. I was honestly shocked by how quickly they all agreed to it, knowing they might die. Perhaps they’d been watching us and actually trusted us?

Well, if that was the case, I wouldn't be much of a man if I didn't live up to the hype, right?

"Everyone! Give it everything you’ve got!" Boldic roared, bolstering the soldiers' morale once again. 

Hah, what a pro.

"—Aga-agaga!"

The Pseudo-Demon must have realized this was the climax. It locked onto the two of us and unleashed its Explosion Magic. There was no way I was getting hit by something that telegraphed, but the monster was hiding a trump card. He waved his hand at empty air and—pulled a monster toward him.

The giant monster was sucked right into his hand like a magnet, and a switch flipped. The beast turned a violent shade of red, expanding as if it were about to pop. Then, the creature came charging at us.

It was a living suicide drone. We could have killed it easily, but the Pseudo-Demon—sensing its end—began chanting the spell to detonate itself. 

Shit, we're out of time—!

"Magic Bandage!"

"Ice Bandage!"

At that exact moment, Shari and Cynthia simultaneously bound the bloated monster and froze it solid with enough force to drain every drop of their mana. A second later, it burst into pieces, but thanks to the ice and the bandages, the blast was contained. Both girls slumped to the ground, clearly exhausted from the reckless instant-casting.

But that was enough.

"Good job. We’ll handle the rest. —Allen!"

"—Yeah! Leave it to me!"

To stop the Pseudo-Demon’s chant, Allen and I cleaved off both its arms. At that moment, both the Explosion Magic and the Pseudo-Demon formula triggered, and its body began to glow with a blinding light.

"—Now!"

In that instant, Allen’s eyes and mine glowed with the radiance of light and shadow. Hah, copycat bastard...

""Time Lapse!""

The Dark Sword and the Light Sword plunged into the Pseudo-Demon's torso, shattering the magical formulas from the inside out. Flesh tore until we hit bone, and an indescribable sound of magic being unraveled echoed through the air.

"—See ya."

The Pseudo-Demon didn't explode. It simply fell apart into dust and collapsed to the ground.

"—Phew."

"Haa... haa..."

We looked at each other, panting—but our moment was short-lived.

"GUOOOOON!"

"Seriously? These guys never quit."

The rest of the monsters hadn't vanished. Without needing another word, we rushed back into the fray to finish the extermination.



"We... we won..."

"God, I'm... I'm so tired..."

"We did it... we actually did it!"

The long battle finally ended, and the soldiers collapsed where they stood. The ground was littered with mountains of giant monster corpses. Every soldier and member of Noblesse was drenched in blood spray. Some were slumped over, some were howling in victory, and others were scrambling to cast Recovery Magic.

But—we had won.

I expanded my Mana Sense, but I couldn't detect any powerful mana signatures nearby. That meant no genuine members of the Demon Race were lurking around. Carta descended from the sky, looking absolutely spent.

Despite the exhaustion, I felt a strange sense of exhilaration. Our training sessions, the way everyone had grown stronger—it had all paid off. Not a single day had been wasted. We were actually becoming strong enough to overcome the Calamity.

"Cynthia, sorry for always putting you through this."

"Fufufu. Since the day I met you, my life hasn't been boring for a single second."

I spoke to Cynthia, who looked stunning even while covered in blood. Even with the gore, she was more beautiful than anyone else here.

"Lord Weiss, Lady Cynthia, are you injured?"

"We’re fine. Thank you, Lilith."

Cynthia patted the head of Lilith, who had come rushing over. Lilith had been at the front lines the whole time, moving with a terrifying lack of regard for her own safety. Truly, she was the ultimate maid.

And—

"—Debi, get over here."

"De-Debi!"

I called Debi down from the air and gave its head a rub.

"Debibiii!?"

"Why do you look so shocked...?" Am I really that cold to him usually?

"I'm beat, nyaa," Nell groaned, flopping onto the ground.

Just when it seemed like the curtain had finally closed, a massive explosion echoed from the distant Kingdom of Bruno behind us. Everyone whipped their heads around in shock. Don't tell me there are more of them?!

"Cynthia, stay here!"

Allen seemed unable to move a muscle, likely a side effect of his skills. I left the group behind and sprinted toward the city.

At the city gates, I found piles of massive monster corpses. There weren't as many as we had fought, but the number was still significant. Looking through Time Lapse, I could feel the lingering traces of Concealment Magic. 

A second wave they tried to sneak past us? Who would do that? More importantly, who took them all out?

In the center of the carnage, sitting at a table and daintily lifting a teacup as if she were in a garden, was the "Goddess who went too far."

"What exactly are you doing... Eva-senpai?"

"I’ve quite taken a liking to this country's tea. —Oh, and what are these monsters doing here, I wonder?"

An official bug cheat... Seriously, the Noblesse dev team went way too far with this one.
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"Weiss Fancent, step forward."

A few days after the massive monster outbreak—the Stampede—we found ourselves at the Royal Castle. We were there to receive some "gracious words" from His Majesty, the King of Bruno.

Since I didn’t actually own any formal wear, I’d had to scramble to buy some at the last minute. I hated it. It felt stiff, it felt pretentious, and I looked like a complete tool.

"—Actually, it looks pretty good on you, doesn't it?"

"Shh! You're going to get us in trouble."

The outfit was a black suit embroidered with gold patterns, practically screaming I am a wealthy aristocrat. I could hear Allen and that bastard Duke whispering behind my back. I made a mental note to kill them both later.

"As expected of House Fanscent," the King declared. "Your victory in the Adventurer Tournament was truly magnificent."

"I am honored, Your Majesty," I replied, keeping my voice level.

This whole song and dance was a massive pain in the ass, but a necessary evil.

The next one to be called was her.

"Cecil Antwerp. Your contributions to the defense of this realm were exemplary. Therefore, you are hereby promoted to B-rank adventurer."

"I am deeply grateful."

Cecil jumped straight to B-rank. For the King himself to deliver a promotion, bypassing the Adventurers' Guild entirely, was practically unheard of. It was a clear signal to the world: this girl was going places. She’d likely rise to a position higher than anyone else in the kingdom eventually.

The rest of the group was called up one by one. We were nobles and students of Noblesse, so the King showing us this much favor was, at its core, politically expected.

But then, something actually surprising happened.

"Allen."

The King addressed Allen—a commoner. I’d expected him to be present, of course, but for a commoner to receive personal, direct praise from the crown was a statistical impossibility in this world. Normally, they’d just toss a letter of commendation his way and call it a day.

Being a student at Noblesse probably helped bridge the gap, but I knew the real reason: this was a situation Allen had forced into existence through sheer, stubborn will.

"You have done well to protect Bruno."

"...No, Your Majesty. The honor is mine."

Allen looked conflicted, but also genuinely happy. He’d probably spent his whole life being kicked around for his status. In a world where even being from an orphanage was enough to earn you a lifetime of discrimination, this was a monumental step forward for him.

That said, he looked like he was about to collapse. He was dragging his feet, and his mana levels were clearly nowhere near recovered.

That’s the side effect of his Gift.

I’d always thought that "Complete Copy" regardless of attributes sounded too good to be true. Turns out, it’s the definition of a double-edged sword. My own abilities were fundamentally different; I’d refined my techniques using unique formulas and the interplay of Light and Darkness. Still, looking at the results he got, I suppose the price he paid was worth it.

By the way, Eva was nowhere to be seen.

Her achievement in single-handedly wiping out high-level monsters was immeasurable, but when the summons came, she’d just said, "Sounds like a pain," and refused. She was probably the only person on the planet who could snub a royal summons and get away with it.

But Eva was famous. More importantly, no one in power was stupid enough to make an enemy of her. The mere fact that she had protected Bruno was enough to boost the country’s prestige. This nation was about to get a lot bigger.

After Cynthia and the other Noblesse students were acknowledged, it was the turn of the professional adventurers.

"You have defended us well."

"We are unworthy of such praise!"

Boldic was among them, looking as boisterous as ever.

However, the cat-eared rain-woman who should have been there—Nell—was gone. She had vanished without a trace.

I didn't know why. There was no reason for a rank-and-file adventurer to turn down royal rewards and glory. But there was no point dwelling on it. Everyone has secrets they can't share. Even me. Especially me.

When the ceremony finally ended and we stepped outside the castle gates, a staggering sight was waiting for us.

"Thank you! Thank you so much!"

"We owe you our lives!"

"Thank you, big brother! Big sister!"

A crowd of people from the slums—the very people we had fought to protect—were being held back by guards while they shouted their gratitude. To be honest, if we hadn't stepped in, their situation would have been hopeless.

The monsters were bad enough, but the Pseudo-Demon would have been impossible for anyone but me and Allen to stop. The soldiers seemed to realize that too; my name was already circulating through the ranks. In terms of making a reputation for myself, I’d succeeded beyond my wildest dreams.

Out of all of us, Shari looked the happiest. She was wearing a smile I’d never seen before. For someone like her, who dreamed of an equal society just like Allen did, this moment was probably everything.

I didn't feel bad about it, but a strange, unidentifiable emotion swirled in my chest.

Everyone is getting stronger. Everyone is moving forward.

Which meant the "Main Story" was progressing... exactly as planned. The Pseudo-Demon was the ultimate proof of that.

The original Noblesse Oblige game was a masterpiece. People called it the ultimate "death game" and the ultimate "tear-jerker."

I looked at my classmates. In the original story, most of them would be dead before the credits rolled. The enemies in this world were just that overwhelmingly powerful. On the community forums, the players used to argue constantly: "If you save this person, that person dies. If you choose this path, everyone dies." There were no easy wins.

That was the reality of the world I was in.

But... I’m going to smash that future to pieces.

I guess I really do love this game. Or maybe... maybe I’ve actually started to like these people.

...Well, I’d rather die than say that out loud.

Still, that "Explosion Bastard" Pseudo-Demon taught me one thing: this world won't be easy to beat. It’s a game designed to drop you into despair the moment you find hope. There’s no telling what’s coming next.

Even so, the only way is forward.

Allen and the others were already chatting about throwing a party to celebrate. Honestly, students and their obsession with "gatherings." I took that as my cue to leave.

Cynthia and Lilith followed me immediately. My leave of absence was almost over. Once we returned to Noblesse, a new chapter of our lives would begin. Until then, I wanted to get even a little bit stronger.

"I heard there's a powerful monster nesting to the west," I said. "We'll head there after we rest. You two coming?"

They both beamed at me.

"Wherever you go, Lord Weiss."

"I shall follow you anywhere."

Yeah. No matter what happens, I'm going to protect these two.

That’s a promise.



The Great Clock Tower of Bruno.

It was the symbol of the nation, standing tall in the heart of the city. Its height dwarfed every other building in the world, and the diameter of the clock face itself was as large as a giant monster.

At the very peak, a cat-eared girl stood looking down at the capital.

"Humans never change, do they? Even a country that looks this pretty is rotten to the core, nyan."

Beside her, a man with a heavy build, short hair, and sharp, upturned eyes stared down at the people below.

"Tell me about it. Just a bunch of trash at the top sucking the life out of the bottom. Anyway, how long are you going to stay in that form? And stop with the voice. It's annoying."

"Is it not cute, nyan?"

"Not at all. Your original self is way better."

"If you're going to flatter me, I suppose I should change back."

"I wasn't flattering you."

Nell deactivated her transformation magic. Her form shifted and flowed, returning to what it truly was: a girl with straight white hair, skin as pale as milk, and refined, doll-like features.

"Phew. Well? Am I beautiful?"

"You look like the same person I’ve been looking at for years."

"Hehe, thank you. Seeing it up close confirmed it—the Singularity really is interesting."

"Why didn't you just kill him? You want me to go do it now?"

"My, aren't we confident? But that boy... he's quite strong, you know."

"Hah! As if I'd lose to a human."

"You were a human once too, weren't you?"

"Was I? I forget."

"We won't fight him yet," the girl said, her gaze turning cold. "We need to get stronger. Strong enough that we never lose again."

Their eyes were gentle, yet at the same time, they were filled with a darkness that suggested a deep, burning hatred.

"But what if that guy becomes our enemy? Are we really going to fight him? It’s been a while since I saw him, and he’s gotten ridiculously strong."

"...That won't happen. That boy knows exactly how rotten this world is. He's just like us. Once the preparations are complete, I'll go get him. He’ll listen to me."

"I hope you're right. So, what about the Pseudo-Demons? You going to make more?"

"Yes. But losing their ego makes them hard to use. It seems like a primitive form of Demon Magic. I’ll need to improve the formula."

A terrifying amount of mana began to radiate from the two of them. With a grace that surpassed even Carta’s mana manipulation, they drifted off the ground and took to the sky.

"Shall we go then, Mr. King of Pride?"

"Yeah. Oh, by the way... did you know? It seems that boy is using our names. Isn't that right, Eva?"

The girl smiled sadly. "...It’s devoted of him. Very cute. But I’ve discarded that name. Call me Nell."

"The Sin of Sloth from the Seven Calamity Sins... so 'Nell' because you like to sleep (neru)? That’s a bit on the nose, don't you think?"

"Is it? I think it’s cute. I’m sure that boy would understand."

"Hah, maybe. Let's move. If things are going the way you say, we’ve got to put in the effort to stay ahead."

"Exactly. All for the sake of making this rotten world a better place."

With affectionate smiles on their faces, the two vanished into the horizon.



[Author’s Note]

And with that, Part Three is officially complete!

From the school trip to subjugation, the tournament, and the monster invasion, things have been incredibly busy for our cast. I was actually a bit nervous because it seemed like some of you had already figured out Nell's true identity! lol. Moving forward, it would help my peace of mind if you could keep spoilers out of the comments as much as possible, haha! 

But then again, maybe guessing is part of the fun? ('_')

In Part Four, I plan to dive a little deeper into the Demon Race. Well, that's the plan, anyway. I wonder what’s going to happen next!

Also, I should have more detailed news regarding the physical book release soon. For now, I can say that everything is moving along smoothly! (^^)/

Next up is an [Interlude], and then we jump into [Part Four]. Last time we saw Eva's past, but this time, will someone else's past be revealed?!

And in Part Four, the Noblesse upperclassmen will finally make their appearance. One of them is a beautiful senior girl who, in many ways, wraps Weiss around her little finger?!

Thank you as always for the supportive comments, likes, and reviews! I’ll do my best to make sure you keep enjoying the story, so please continue to support the series! (^^)/

And one last request! I know many of you have already done this, but if you haven't, please head back to the top of the page to follow the series and leave a ☆☆☆ rating! (^^)/

If you're feeling inspired, I'd also love to read your reviews! To my readers, thank you for everything. Even the shortest comments make my day! (^^)/
Interlude: The Solitary Strongest

"—What’s the meaning of this?"

We were right in the middle of the Noblesse Magic Academy’s Team Battle exam. My four "comrades"—people I was supposed to be able to trust—had me completely surrounded.

The darkness of the night wasn't the problem. The problem was that I’d already burned through way too much mana.

"Sorry, Milk. You’re just... too strong."

"Exactly. Everyone would be much happier if you weren't around."

"Here, we’ll just have you get expelled—argh!"

"—Then die."

I was a total idiot for having expectations for Noblesse. This world is trash. I don't need 'allies.' I’ll survive this hell on my own.

"D-do it! Get her!"

The enemies kept coming, one after another.

Honestly... do you people really lack the backbone to do anything without flocking together like a bunch of pigeons?

"...Hmph."

I turned my back on the Noblesse Academy, likely for the last time, and walked away.

[Milk Abitus: Your points have reached zero. You have been expelled.]

They were the type of pathetic people who deluded themselves into thinking they were "strong" just because they were part of a pack. Cowards who didn't even know how to fight a real battle. Every single one of them was rotten to the core.

I can live on my own. I don't need anyone.

"—Are you Billy?"

"What’s it to you, brat?"

Bounties were everywhere. I’d officially become an adventurer mostly because the paperwork was easier, but I quickly realized I liked the lifestyle. There were fewer annoying strings attached.

Hah. Maybe I should have done this from the beginning.

Exterminating monsters was a breeze. No need for restraint, no need to hold back, and no one to order me around. I just did the work. Before I knew it, my rank was climbing. Occasionally, some idiot would try to pick a fight, but I had enough power to shut everyone up.

But...

"...Hmph."

No matter how many monsters I erased, no matter how much gold piled up, I felt empty.

Then came the day I was forced into a party. It was a massive pain, but at a certain rank, the guild starts handing out "mandatory" assignments. That was when I first met him.

"Nice to meet you! So you’re the A-rank Milk Abitus? I’m Novel! Great to—"

"I don’t do introductions. Let’s just finish the job."

He had a harmless smile, a lanky frame, and silky black hair like a woman’s. I hated everything about him. He was the type who acted out a 'good guy' script to the letter. He probably thought helping people was the most sacred thing in the world. And worst of all... he loved 'groups.'

"Haha! You’re just as interesting as the rumors said!"

Our mission was a [Dungeon Clear] while leading a large group of adventurers. When we arrived at the entrance, it was a circus. Usually, I’d be in a foul mood, but this time I was actually a little curious. Word was that an S-class Adventurer—a rarity you almost never see—would be our guide.

I’ll see for myself exactly what this guy is made of.

Then, Novel stepped forward.

Wait, what?

"Alright, looks like everyone’s here. I’m the S-class Adventurer, Novel. Nice to meet you all again!"

This guy is an S-class? Hah. Figures. The rank is obviously a joke. Maybe it’s time I retired from this business.

With those cynical thoughts, we ventured into the dungeon. Everything was trivial.

Until we met the boss.

"GYOOAAAHHZZ!"

"...What in the hell is that thing?"

The boss of the final floor looked like a mistake God had made while hungover. The attacks from its dragon-like limbs were faster and heavier than anything I’d ever seen. No matter how much we carved it up, its self-regeneration was insane.

Adventurers were dying. Left and right. We were trapped. The walls were indestructible, and there was no way out.

Death. This is it. We’re done. Panic started to claw at my throat.

But Novel hadn't given up.

"—We can win! We can definitely win! Don't quit now!"

"Hah! And how exactly are we going to do that?"

"It regenerates because it has mana. But its mana isn't infinite!"

"And what’s your proof for that?"

"I don't have any! But trust me!"

Trust him? What a joke. That’s the word traitors use right before the betrayal.

"...Shut up."

I ignored him and lunged. I just had to hit it so fast and so hard that it wouldn't have a microsecond to regenerate. I hacked at it over and over.

But the monster revived instantly and caught my blind spot. I felt a surge of mana capable of obliterating my heart in a single blow... but I was fine.

I spun around. Novel had stepped in to shield me. The attack had torn his entire right arm off.

"—Kh! Milk, get back!"

"GYAAAHHZZ!"

...You absolute moron.

"Why? Why save me? Because I'm a woman?"

"...No. To win. If you’re not in one piece, we don't stand a chance."

"Hmph. Even if the price is your arm?"

"Yeah. It’s a bargain."

He’s bleeding out. He’s actually going to die. I could feel my heart racing.

"Even if we win, you’re dead."

"Maybe. But you’ll be alive, won't you?"

"Haha. What, do you have a crush on me?"

"No. You’re strong. And if you’re strong, you can save more people. —Here it comes!"

What a total saint.

I sliced through the magic aimed at Novel.

"Not bad!"

"Shut up. I’ll grant your wish before you kick the bucket. ...Tell me how we’re doing this."

"If we force it to regenerate at max speed, its mana will bottom out. You and I will cycle our attacks. I’ll make the survivors chip in too, but... Milk, I’m counting on you more than anyone."

"—Hmph."

He’s not even trying to stop the bleeding. He’s just pushing forward. I see.

"Then keep up, S-class! Don't you dare fall behind!"

"Hah! Who do you think you’re talking to!?"

Novel swung his sword with his remaining left arm. We traded places, rhythmically hacking the monster to pieces. His movements were terrifyingly swift—equal to mine, maybe better. Even after losing an arm, he didn't utter a single complaint.

I’ll give you this much—you’ve got guts.

"Not bad for an S-class!"

And then—

[Dungeon Cleared.]

We stumbled outside, drenched in blood.

"W-we did it! We’re alive!"

"Huff... huff... we actually made it!"

Only a handful of us were left. Novel and I were among them. But he was still hemorrhaging. The healer was dead. So, he gathered his remaining mana and used Fire Magic to cauterize the stump of his right arm. He grimaced, but he didn't even scream.

Hah. So this is what an S-class looks like.

"You’re something else. It actually worked, just like you said."

"Yeah... though I was mostly winging it."

"...Wait, what? Winging it?"

"I mean, how was I supposed to know? It’s not like I’ve fought one before!"

I couldn't help it. I threw my head back and laughed. What a ridiculous man.

"You’re laughing too much..."

"What about the arm?"

"I’ll find a good healer to close the wound, but I doubt it’s coming back."

"Aren't you upset?"

"Of course I am! But compared to dying, it was a cheap price to pay. Besides... if I saved a beautiful woman, I’m sure my arm is happy with its sacrifice."

"...Hah. Idiot."

I turned to leave. But I stopped.

"Novel. If you ever need me, call. I’ll... at least act as your replacement right arm."

I regretted saying it almost immediately.

"—Why did you call me?"

"You told me to call! Come on, help me with this monster extermination."

"Are you a moron? It’s only been three days since that dungeon!"

"But people are suffering! I can't just ignore them, right?"

"...You’re a freak."

I started traveling with Novel. He was a "good person" to a fault. Helping, punishing, working. He was a fool, but in a way, he was even more solitary than I was.

"No family?" I asked one night.

"Nah. Died a long time ago. An epidemic, not monsters."

"I see."

"What about you, Milk?"

"I have one. But I haven't gone back in years. I don't want to."

Camping in a dangerous forest with him felt... peaceful. Maybe that’s why I let my guard down and told him the one thing I never told anyone.

"...My best friend died. Because of me."

"What happened?"

I didn't want to remember. But I wanted Novel to know.

I was born into a prestigious family. We were happy enough. I had a sister, and I had my best friend, Mia. We used to play all the time.

'Hey, it's dangerous!'

'It's fine! Milk, you’re such a scaredy-cat!'

I remember knocking over a beehive and running for our lives. We laughed until we couldn't breathe. Then one day, Mia looked different. Her face was red, like she’d been hit. I saw girls from powerful noble families cornering her later. I was terrified. I was a coward. I ran away.

I told Mia’s parents, and they said they’d handle it. I thought everything was okay. But Mia died. She fell from a cliff and left a note naming her bullies. They were never punished. I realized then that nothing had been fixed. It was my fault. I killed her.

'Big sister Milk, are you okay?'

'I'm fine.'

I decided to change that day. I threw away my weak self. I went to the Academy to prove I could be strong alone. But... was I wrong?

I told Novel everything.

"I abandoned her. I killed her. And she never even asked for my help... because I was weak."

"—No. You’re wrong. Mia just didn't want you to worry. It’s not your fault, Milk. You aren't to blame."

"I am. I killed her."

"Don't do this to yourself."

"What do you know? What could you possibly—"

Novel hugged me. He was strong. Despite having only one arm, his grip was impossibly firm.

"—Stop blaming yourself."

Ah... what is this? Why? Why does being with him... being with Novel... make me feel so calm?

"You’re becoming a knight?"

"Yeah. My hometown in the west is in the middle of a war. I'm going to protect it."

I’d reached S-class alongside him by then. Being an adventurer was easier, but he was throwing it all away for a title and a war zone.

"...Then I’m coming too."

"No, Milk. This is my fight."

"I told you, didn't I? I’m your right arm."

We became knights. I was surrounded by people—Novel’s people. We’d drink, play cards, and joke around. It was fun. Having people to guard your back had become my 'normal.'

"Milk," Novel said one night at our usual tavern, "when the war is over... why don't we live together?"

"—Hah. Good joke."

"I'm serious. Every time I hear about your missions, I get terrified. Terrified that I’m going to lose you."

He wasn't smiling.

"What do you even see in me?"

"Everything."

"...I’ll think about it. After the next battle."

I already knew the answer. But I was too scared to say it. That was the last time we ever spoke.

"—What did you say?"

"It’s..."

"What did you just say!?" I screamed, grabbing the messenger’s collar. My blood was boiling. No. No, no, no. This isn't happening.

"There was a traitor in Novel’s unit. They’re... they’re all dead."

A traitor? Dead? No. Impossible. That’s a lie.

I grabbed my sword and went alone. I slaughtered my way through the enemy camp. I burst inside, and there... I saw the traitor, Riddle. The one Novel had doted on. And in the center of the room... the body of a man with only one arm.

"...Novel."

He didn't know how to doubt people. He believed in his comrades. He believed in justice.

"K-kill her! She’s alone!"

"—Die."

I gouged out the traitor’s eyes. I ripped out his tongue. I gave him every ounce of agony I could before letting him die. He did it for money. That was it.

The world is rotten. Rotten. Rotten.

I became the force that brought the war to a close. But my heart was a void. I retired and sank into Sloth. My money vanished. I think I was just waiting to die.

Then, I got a message from Zebis. He wanted me to train the eldest son of House Fanscent, Weiss Fancent.

Hah. I know the rumors. A notorious noble brat. Trash, trash, trash. Perfect for a wreck like me.

But then, I remembered Novel’s voice.

'Teaching kids sounds like fun, doesn't it?'

...Hmph. Fine. I’m out of gold anyway.

'My name is Weiss Fanscent. Teacher Milk, I look forward to working with you!'

He was nothing like the rumors. He was polite. He reminded me of Novel when we first met. That single-minded focus. That endless effort.

But he’s a 'good person.' In a war, those are the ones who get targeted first. Weiss... I won't let you die. Not you.

"Preemptive strikes," I told him. "Value them above all else. Weiss, don't trust your comrades too much. In a battle, 'cowardly' is a compliment."

"Eh? O-oh! Yes! I understand!"

Before I knew it, I was actually enjoying myself. My hollow days were starting to find color again.

Novel... are you watching? This thing you wanted to do... it’s not so bad. Thanks to you, I’m finally smiling again.
082 The Strongest Sisters

Noblesse Oblige had four seasons.

We’d had the entrance ceremony in the spring, a grueling summer, a fleeting autumn, and now we were right in the heart of winter. 

It was a bizarre season, one where beautiful white crystals rained down from the heavens. Thanks to my Time Lapse, I could see the vivid, beautiful hexagonal shapes of the flakes as they fell. This pure white snow was a natural miracle.

But at Noblesse Academy, "white" had a habit of turning black or red in a heartbeat. 

The pristine powder on the ground was currently being ground into the dirt, stained a vibrant crimson. In the arena, surrounded by a crowd of lowerclassmen and intermediate-year students, the finals for the—admittedly out-of-season—Sword-Magic Cup were underway.

The tournament had finally resumed after the faculty finished installing new magical wards to ensure no one could ever use teleportation magic inside the ring again, topped off by the arrival of a new professor specializing in defensive magic.

The girl standing in the center of the ring was smaller than even Carta. She had a youthful, innocent face and pale green hair tied in twin-tails. Despite her appearance, she radiated an ominous mana that inspired the kind of awe only a Noblesse upperclassman could command.

In her hands, she gripped a Death Scythe that was comedically oversized.

There were only two people in this entire academy who possessed the Dark Attribute. One of them, obviously, was me. It was a rare affinity; you could search the whole world and rarely ever stumble across a user. 

They say your attribute reflects your personality. It was probably about as scientifically sound as a blood-type personality test, but everyone seemed to buy into it regardless. Historically, every famous Dark Attribute user had been a cruel, bloodthirsty monster.

And the name of the second user at this school was—

"Is that all?" 

She flashed an impossibly cute smile while swinging that massive Death Scythe with a series of heavy whooshes.

The weapon and the smile weren't the only terrifying things about her. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. Every time she sliced the air, the scythe seemed to... disappear.

As you moved up in years at Noblesse, the curriculum shifted to emphasize individuality. You were expected to take a step beyond the basic magic that anyone could use. If you were good at Fire Magic, you mastered flames; if you were good at Wind Magic, you focused on long-range bombardment. By refining your unique mana, you were expected to birth an entirely new form of magic.

Her absolute, one-of-a-kind magic was a single strike unleashed with such overwhelming speed that the weapon itself became invisible to the naked eye.

"Three years... thanks for all the hard work."

Despite her angelic smile, her scythe ruthlessly buried the upperclassman from Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School—a guy who had been hailed as one of the strongest in his school’s history.

Wait, let me correct that. He’s just barely alive.

"The winner: Noblesse Magic Academy upperclassman, Sierra Witch!"

The crowd erupted in cheers that sounded more like screams.

"Incredible... So that’s Sierra-senpai of the Noblesse Elite Four?"

"Being that cute and that strong is just cheating."

"But seriously, isn't she a little too tiny?"

I couldn't really blame the lowerclassmen for their excitement. Sierra was one of the strongest people at Noblesse Academy. The only one clearly above her was Eva Avery—though, to be fair, Eva was a complete outlier in every sense of the word. 

The "Noblesse Elite Four" was basically just a fancy title the students had come up with to categorize the absolute best among the student body. Sierra Witch was one of them. She was only 149 centimeters tall, though she apparently insisted to anyone who would listen that she was a full 150. Between that and her hamster-like cuteness, she had a massive fan club.

"Sierra-senpai is so cuuuute!"

"I just took like a hundred magic-photos!"

"Senpai! Look over here!"

Sierra just had to wave a hand and half the men and women in the stands were practically knocked unconscious. 

Meanwhile, the man standing next to me was being unusually quiet. Usually, he was a total loudmouth. Uh... what did I call him again? Protein? Sasami? Vitamin? Mineral? 

Whatever. It's Duke.

"Whoa... she’s amazing. So that’s the legendary Sierra-senpai." Duke let out a breath of genuine admiration. It was rare to see him look that stunned.

"Even a guy with a brain made of pure muscle can recognize how dangerous she is, huh?" I asked.

"Yeah. Honestly, she scares the hell out of me. I thought her arms looked delicate, but they’re packed with incredibly dense, toned muscle. I’ve gotta know what her workout routine is."

I stand corrected. He’s exactly the same as always.

But the muscle-brain had a point. Sierra possessed freakish physical strength. It wasn’t a product of her mana; it was pure, innate talent. That terrifying speed of hers was born from those muscles.

"Still, the fact that she has the same Dark Attribute as you, Weiss... that's spooky. That scythe is the stuff of nightmares."

"What are you talking about?" I looked at him.

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Sierra might act dark, but her attribute is actually Light with a lean toward Wind. 'Death Scythe' is just a nickname the students gave her."

"Wh-What?! That thing is Light?!"

Yes. Sierra was a Light user. She didn't have a cruel personality; she was actually a very caring person (or so I’d heard, anyway; I didn't actually know her). The reason she used a weapon like that was related to the circumstances of her birth.

Which meant the real Darkness was...

"Next up, the final match! Eleanor Witch versus Gibria Orso from Duran Swordcraft High School!"

"...Witch?" Duke tilted his head. This guy really is clueless.

"They’re sisters," I explained.

"Wait, for real?! Now that you mention it, I think I might’ve heard that..."

Unlike Sierra, Eleanor was tall. However, she was a nervous wreck, fidgeting and shaking much like Carta did. Her hair was a pale pink, and her shoulders were quaking as she walked into the ring. Sierra was actually having to push her from behind to get her to move.

"Man, the older sister is a completely different type, huh?" Duke remarked.

I sighed. "You really don't know anything, do you?"

"Eh?"

"Eleanor is the younger sister. Sierra is the older one."

And Eleanor was... 

I activated my Dark Eye to read their conversation.

"Eleanor, you listen to me—you absolutely have to win!" Sierra commanded.

"B-but... he looks so strong..."

Gibria was a giant, standing well over two meters tall. The attacks launched from that massive frame possessed even more destructive power than Duke’s. But upperclassmen from Duran weren't just about brute force; they layered magic onto their strikes, making them much more than just simple physical hits.

"So you’re the Eleanor I’ve heard about? I’m going to kill you," Gibria growled. He sounded plenty motivated.

The match began. Eleanor spent the entire time trembling, using her quick reflexes to barely dodge Gibria's onslaught. The arena was covered in layers of defensive magic, but Gibria’s greatsword was enchanted to nullify magical formulas. Every time he missed, the ground didn't just crack—it shattered. It was a classic Duran strategy: specialized anti-magic combat. On top of that, he was fast and likely had incredible defense.

"B-Big sister! I can’t win this!" Eleanor wailed.

"Stop scurrying around like a rat!" Gibria roared.

Eleanor was stuck entirely on the defensive. Honestly, it looked more like she was just running for her life. But as far as I was concerned, the match was already over.

Duke, watching the lopsided exchange, let out a pitying groan. "Oof. I’m shocked she’s the 'little' sister, but she’s getting wrecked."

Yeah, sure. 

There was no way a guy like that could ever beat Eleanor.

"Hah! Unlike that midget sister of yours, you’re pathetic! Die, Eleanor!"

In that instant, Eleanor’s fear evaporated.

Gibria swung his greatsword down with everything he had, but Eleanor caught the blade with a single hand. A deep, muddy blackness swirled around her palm. 

Darkness.

She was the other person in the academy who possessed the rare Dark Attribute.

"...You... you just called my big sister a 'midget,' didn't you?"

And she was a severe, borderline-psychotic siscon.

"Huh? What?"

The greatsword in her right hand began to groan and creak. Her specific ability was Corrosion, and it was currently surging through both of her arms. Neither magic nor steel could maintain its form when faced with her Dark Magic. It was a twisted attribute, birthed from an obsessive, warped love for her sister. 

Anyone who insulted or harmed her sister was a dead man walking. That was the essence of her "Darkness." 

At least, that’s how the character settings described it.

"God, siscons are terrifying..." I muttered, the words slipping out of my mouth.

Eleanor didn't just break the greatsword with her Corrosion; she shattered it. She lunged at Gibria, tackled him to the ground, and began to systematically pulverize his face. Because her fists were imbued with Corrosion, his defensive magic crumbled the moment she touched him.

The white snow was quickly stained red. Sierra stood on the sidelines, offering a casual, lighthearted cheer. "Go for it, Eleanor! Get 'em!"

No one could step in to stop it. Gibria hadn't surrendered yet. Well, he couldn't surrender because he was too busy being punched in the throat. All we could do was watch until his mana gave out and he lost consciousness.

"A piece of trash! Like you! Insulting! My! Big sister! How! Dare! You!"

"Agggh... st-stop... hgggh—"

The only sounds in the arena were the wet thuds of fists hitting meat and Sierra’s airy cheering.

"Go, go! We’re gonna win!"

Ah, yes. This. This was exactly how a new semester at Noblesse Oblige was supposed to start.
083 Defeat

The tournament concluded without further incident, and the usual daily grind of Noblesse Academy returned.

Thanks to the stellar performance of the Witch Sisters, Noblesse had secured the Championship Trophy once again. Unfortunately, the intermediate-year students only managed to snag the runner-up spot.

The biggest reason? Eva didn’t show up.

It had been several months since that Pseudo-Demon appeared and was dealt with. Since then, sightings of Pseudo-Demons had been on the rise all across the globe. This wasn’t an "alteration" to the world; it was proof that the game’s story was progressing exactly as it should.

Maybe Eva found the situation amusing, or maybe she was just bored, but she’d been ditching the Academy lately under the guise of "going on an observation trip." It wasn't an official leave of absence—it was just plain old truancy. Even if her points were docked, it didn't matter to her in the slightest. To Eva, Noblesse Academy was nothing more than a house where she could lounge around. Nothing more, and certainly nothing less.

"It’s cold, isn't it, Weiss?"

"Yeah. Extremely."

Class was over, and we were walking through the courtyard toward the dorms. Cynthia’s profile, flushed from the biting snow, was as beautiful as an angel's. It was getting far too cold for comfort, so most students had taken to wearing cloaks over their pristine white Noblesse student uniforms. Like Cynthia, many of the girls were now wearing black tights.

Snow was piling up across the school grounds. Even if this world had started as a game, it was my reality now. Every time the seasons shifted, my heart stirred with a strange restlessness.

Am I actually heading in the right direction?

"Eleanor, what color scarf do you want this year?"

"Eh? Really, Big Sister?! Then... then! Maybe red? Ah—but then again, maybe black?"

Just then, the pair of sisters currently reigning as the most talked-about—or rather, the most popular—duo in Noblesse strolled past us. Since they were upperclassmen, our paths didn't cross much unless we were in the dining hall or the Joint Training Room. Plus, elite students often had their meals delivered to their rooms, and since many of the top-tiers weren't exactly "people persons," they rarely showed their faces in public.

I caught a glimpse of the gold patterns on their shoulders. Lowerclassmen had one stripe, intermediate-years had two, and these girls? They had three.

"Hello. Congratulations on your victory in the Noblesse Cup," Cynthia said, giving a graceful, polite bow.

While a senior-junior hierarchy technically existed, it wasn't strictly enforced at Noblesse. The school couldn't entirely shake the influence of high society; on the surface, titles weren't supposed to matter, but in reality, they still carried weight. Nevertheless, Cynthia was always polite—to her seniors, and even to those in our own year.

"Hello there. ——Oh, you must be the 'Ice Lady' Cynthia. And Weiss, I assume?"

"Hello! I know you guys too!"

Apparently, Sierra knew who we were. Plenty of seniors couldn't care less about the lowerclassmen, but it seemed we’d made a bit of a name for ourselves.

"I’m honored you've heard of us," I replied. "By the way, the tournament the other day was quite entertaining. It’s rare for us to get a glimpse of how our seniors fight."

"Fufufu, thank you. Especially since Eleanor shares the same Dark Attribute as you, I'm sure it was quite the spectacle, wasn't it?"

"B-Big Sister?! Please don't call it a spectacle! I don't even really remember most of it..."

Despite the height difference, seeing them side-by-side really drove home the fact that they were sisters. I wonder what would happen if I insulted the older one right in front of Eleanor? Thinking like that reminded me that, deep down, I really was a villain like Weiss.

"Yes," I said. "It was very educational."

The Witch Sisters were top-tier powerhouses, even in the Original Story. The title of Noblesse Elite Four wasn't just for show. They were even supposed to clash with Allen during a specific event later on. I was already looking forward to it.

But for now...

"Though, to be honest," I added, "Eleanor-senpai looked like the stronger of the two of you."

"……What was that?"

Eleanor’s gaze slowly drifted toward me. Perfect. There’s no way I’m letting a chance like this slip by. I wasn't about to go storming into the upperclassmen’s building just to pick a fight, but if fate was going to hand me an opportunity like this on a silver platter, I’d be a fool not to take it.

Meeting these sisters here was a sign. If so, I’d have to ask them to give me a little education of my own.

"Weiss, what on earth are you—"

"No, I just thought it was rare for a younger sister to be so much more capable than the older one," I continued, cutting Cynthia off.

I could feel it—a bizarre, singular magic power was radiating from Eleanor.

"……Are you making fun of my Big Sister?"

Come on. Do it. Bring it on.

However——.

"Hey, you— Ow?! Big Sister, w-why did you hit me?!"

"Baka-noa, don't just jump into a confrontation like that. You’re a senior, act like one."

"Fueeee…… I-I’m sorry."

Sierra had stretched her arm as high as she could to smack Eleanor on the head. With that, Eleanor seemed to retract her fangs.

"Is picking fights like that your usual method for gaining power?"

To my surprise, Sierra looked at me with a fearless, knowing smirk. It appeared I’d been found out. I knew she was the intellectual type in the Original Story, but to see through my provocation so easily... she was the real deal.

"I’m not sure what you mean."

"People with the Dark Attribute are always so cunning. Fine then——the little sister is off-limits, but perhaps I should be your opponent instead?"

Sierra uttered the very words I’d been hoping for. A genius who possessed the Light Attribute yet wielded a Death Scythe. I wouldn't get many chances to see that power up close. She was usually the lazy type who avoided effort at all costs, so this was a rare break in character.

——It was more than I could have hoped for.

"Are you sure?"

"Granting the wishes of a junior is part of a senior's job. Meet me at the Underground Training Room in thirty minutes. I’m going to go grab my weapon, so wait for me."

"Understood. I’ll be looking forward to it."

"B-Big Sister?!"

I felt my heart racing as a smile spread across my face. Picking the fight might have been petty, but the result was perfect.

"Weiss, please don't overdo it," Cynthia whispered.

"Don't worry. Honestly, I'm just excited."

Thirty minutes felt like a long time, but it would pass in a flash if I focused on regulating my mana. Sierra was strong. I’d have to go all out, as if I were fighting Eva herself. Finally, I could get serious for the first time in ages.



Underground Training Room.

I finished my preparations and waited. Before I knew it, a crowd of my classmates had gathered, having sniffed out the rumors of a duel.

"I heard it’s Sierra-senpai versus Weiss! Who do you think is stronger?"

"Probably Shino—I mean, Weiss, right? Argh, I don't know!"

"I can't wait! Man, I hope it starts soon!"

Behind the crowd, I saw Allen and his group. Naturally, Cynthia and Lilith were there too.

I was going to win. I’d prove that even a lowerclassman could take down one of the Elite Four.

I... I would definitely win.

——I’ll win.

...

......

...

"Hey, when is she actually getting here? Crap, it's already been an hour."

"Isn't it almost dinner time? I mean..."

"……Wait... did he get stood up?"

I stood there in the center of the arena, waiting. And waiting. But Sierra was nowhere to be found.

And then, it hit me.

I remembered her character profile. She was an intellectual. She was cunning. And she was mean-spirited to a degree that made her Light Attribute seem like a cruel joke.

In other words...

"That Sierra... she’s trying to irritate me by making me wait, isn't she? A psychological tactic."

Unfortunately for her, I was an intellectual too. I wouldn't let my composure break over something so trivial. I don't know what’s taking you, Sierra Witch, but hurry up and get here.



Upperclassmen Building, the Witch Sisters' room.

In a cozy room, two girls were lounging around on a bed, sipping Orange Berry Juice. Sierra was currently using Eleanor’s... ample, jiggling softness as a pillow.

"Big Sister, when are we going to the match?"

"I’m not going. The tournament is over; why would I go out of my way to fight such a scary-strong guy?"

"E-Eeeeh?! But what about Weiss-kun?! Isn't he waiting for you?!"

"That straightforward type? Oh, definitely," Sierra giggled. "He’s probably waiting there as patiently as a good little puppy. Fufufu... that’s what he gets for mocking my Eleanor."

"Big Sister, you're mean..."

Sierra Witch vs. Weiss Fancent.
Due to Sierra’s failure to appear, Weiss’s victory by default was confirmed.
However, since it was not an official match, no points were exchanged.

And yet——.

If I release Debi and then she attacks with that scythe... okay, that counter-tactic should be effective.

Weiss——while technically achieving a victory in the match, suffered a total defeat in the battle of wits.
084: The Death Scythe

"I am so sorry! Something urgent came up the other day and I just couldn't make it..."

Senior Sierra was actually bowing her head to me. 

A few days ago, I’d accepted her challenge for a duel, only to be left waiting in the cold for over an hour. Thanks to that, the rumors have been flying. People are whispering things like, "Weiss might have won the tournament, but he utterly lost the war of wills."

Naturally, I plan to murder every last one of them eventually, but first, I wanted to know why she’d done it.

I had happened to spot the Witch Sisters building a snowman in the courtyard and decided to confront them. That was how we ended up in this current situation.

"...Well, if it was an emergency, then I suppose it can't be helped."

I was certain I’d been stood up just so she could make a fool of me, but apparently, that wasn't the case.

Eleanor was wearing a very strained, wry smile. I wondered what that was about.

"Onee-chan, but you were in bed—"

"Eleanor, be quiet. This was my mistake."

The younger sister started to say something, but the older sister cut her off immediately.

Wow, impressive. To bow her head to a junior without offering a string of pathetic excuses is no ordinary feat. In the Original Story, she was a textbook 'mean girl' character, but I suppose my presence has altered her too. And here I was... actually doubting her.

"...No, if that's how it is, then I’ll let it go."

"In that case, how about a do-over? Meet me in thirty minutes. I want you to grab your weapon and wait for me. I'll show you my seriousness."

"Understood. I'm looking forward to it."

I turned and walked away. 

Behind me, Eleanor and Sierra went right back to tinkering with their snowman. They must be perfectionists. They probably can’t stand to leave it unfinished. I can see how that obsessive drive translates into their strength. Fine then—bring it on.

Two hours later.

"Hey, Allen! Have you seen Senior Sierra? She was supposed to be right here building a snowman."

"Huh? I-I have no idea. Why, did something happen?"

I moved on to grill Allen, who was currently in the middle of a snowball fight with the muscle-heads in the courtyard. That damn woman. Where did she go?

"What’s the matter, Weiss? Don't tell me you got stood up aga—"

"Do you want me to rupture your precious muscles, Duke?"

"N-never mind, sir. Nothing at all."

Even if I went to the upperclassmen’s wing, I couldn't get into the girls' dormitory. I tried checking the cafeteria first, but she wasn't there either. Dammit, I’m out of places to look.

"If you're looking for Senior Sierra, I saw her heading toward the back of Mock Battle B with Senior Eleanor," Shari said, appearing out of nowhere.

"Shari, is that the truth? She didn't pay you to say that, did she?"

"...Since when did you become so pathologically distrustful?"

'Mock Battle B' was code used within Nobless Academy. It was a training area styled after a ruined urban district; I’d used it once before. It was supposed to be off-limits today because of the heavy snow, but for those two, school rules probably didn't mean much.

"Thanks, Shari."

"Wait, uh, you're welcome?"

I hurried away from the scene. I am not forgiving them this time...

"I wonder what’s up with Weiss? He seemed like he was in a real panic."

"Who knows? Gwah! Duke, you jerk, you got me!"

"Hahaha! Taste my full-power snowball, puny mortal!"

I arrived at Mock Battle B. Buildings stood in tight rows, their rooftops buried under thick blankets of snow. Without specialized snow boots, a normal person would have slipped and fallen instantly. I, however, surged mana into my feet and scrambled straight up the side of a building.

It was the basics of Mana Movement I’d picked up in class. Reaching the highest vantage point, I scanned the area with my Dark Eye. I immediately sensed two mana signatures behind one of the buildings. They were moving in short, rhythmic bursts—likely throwing snowballs at each other.

I could clearly sense the waves of Darkness. Since one of them was definitely Eleanor, there was no doubt. I’d found them.

"Take this! Hundred Snowball Barrage!"

"Onee-chan, isn't that a bit of an exaggeration?!"

"Eleanor, a duel is all about deception. Oh—"

Sierra nimbly dodged the snowball I’d chucked at her from above.

I remembered the settings from the Original Story well. Sierra Witch is a sore loser. She’s cunning, she’s cowardly, she’s mean-spirited, and—

Enough of this runaround. I’ll just have to force the issue myself.

"It seems your business here is finished, Senior."

"Ehe-hehe... Oh, I’ve been found out?"

She did a "tehe-pero" face, sticking out her tongue and bonking her own head with her fist. Was there a character this retro in the original Nobless game? No, don't let her distract you... I just need to change my approach. I am Weiss, after all. I can be just as petty.

"Forget it. I get it now. You clearly just don't want to fight me. You're a coward, aren't you?"

"I know you're strong, Weiss-kun, but I'm an upperclassman, you know? I'm the type of girl who wants to take it easy in her old age."

"Onee-chan, you’re still in your teens..."

I didn't offer a verbal retort. Instead, I silently wound up and hurl a snowball. My target? Eleanor.

"Fue?!"

I knew it wouldn't hit her. Why? Because Sierra would never let it.

I remembered now. Eleanor only snaps when people make fun of Sierra, but she doesn't care much about herself. Sierra, however, is the opposite. The moment Eleanor is in harm's way, she snaps.

"I see. So you've decided to change your approach, Junior-chan."

"I suppose I have. Look, I don't actually want to harass you. I just... really want some 'guidance' from my esteemed senior."

"Fufufu... Ahahaha! Fine. I guess I have no choice."

After a bouts of high-pitched laughter, Sierra’s eyes changed. They became sharp—deadly serious.

"Eleanor, stay out of this."

"Wait, you're doing this here?! Without training clothes?! What if you actually injure him?!"

"Hear that, Junior-chan? Eleanor isn't worried about me at all."

Well, of course not. The points Sierra has racked up over three years rival Eva’s. She’s still Undefeated in inter-school matches. Eleanor has probably long since forgotten what it's even like to worry about her sister's safety. But... I’m going to make her remember.

"What are the rules?"

"Anything goes. I don't mind if the loser is the one who dies."

"Onee-chan!"

"Kidding, kidding! Eleanor is so scary. Hmm... how about this? If you land even a single blow on me, I’ll count it as your Victory."

With a flick of her wrist, Sierra summoned her Death Scythe out of thin air. It was likely a technique similar to Debi’s Dark Storage, but I couldn't detect a single trace of a magical circuit. To top it off, it was a chantless summon.

Heh. Upperclassmen really are built different.

"Debi."

"Debibibi!"

I called forth Debi and readied my Dual Sword.

"Heh, you've got quite a cute little minion there. It looks just like you."

"De-Debi?!"

For some reason, Debi started fidgeting and squirming with embarrassment. Damn it, Debi, don't let her play you that easily! You've still got a long way to go.

"Actually, with those rules, there’s a chance this might never end..."

Sierra lowered her scythe and tapped her chin thoughtfully. It was a blatant provocation, implying I wouldn't be able to touch her if we fought for a hundred years.

"Then let's make it so I lose if I take a single hit, too—"

"Then I'll take you up on that!"

The instant the words left my mouth, Sierra vanished. A split second later, the massive blade of her scythe was whistling toward my throat. We weren't even wearing training gear, and she was going straight for the kill.

Naturally, I blocked it with my blade, but Sierra just flashed me a beaming, predatory smile.

"Nyaha! I guess an attack of this level isn't going to cut it, huh?"

Ha... interesting. This is the power of a Nobless upperclassman—the girl who boasted top-tier strength even in the Original Story, Sierra Witch. I guess there’s no need to hold back.
085 Settlement

In the world of Noblesse Oblige, mana capacity was absolute justice.

Sierra boasted some of the highest mana reserves in the game, even compared to the top-tier characters in the Original Story. She had clearly put in an absurd amount of training, despite looking like a child.

Then there were her invisible scythe attacks. By combining High-speed Mana Movement with her raw physical strength and dumping massive amounts of mana into her swings, she became a blur. By the time you realized you were being targeted, you were already unconscious—or worse, sent to the afterlife. That was the legend behind the Death Scythe.

Thanks to Time Lapse, I was barely managing to track her, but she was darting through the snow at high speeds as if the terrain didn't even exist. If I tried to mimic those movements, I’d bottom out my mana in seconds.

Teacher Milk had mentioned this before, but there was no shortcut to increasing mana capacity; it just took time and steady growth.

But it’s not like I’ve been sitting on my hands all this time—.

I chanted Scale Up, predicting Sierra’s trajectory and moving to intercept her. But I didn't cast it just for the mobility. I was setting the stage, positioning my magic ahead of her to prepare for a follow-up.

"Unnatural!"

"Wha—!?"

Sierra, mid-dash, slammed face-first into my invisible wall. Gotcha. As I suspected, making sharp turns at that speed was next to impossible.

Without wasting a heartbeat, I swung my sword at her with everything I had. Despite her awkward, tumbling posture, Sierra managed to block the strike using just the scythe in her hand. My sword isn't light. I didn't think those slender arms could catch a blow with that much weight behind it, but she’s even tougher than I thought.

"That was close... Wait, what!?"

"Debi, now!"

I wasn't done yet. From behind her, Debi unleashed a Magic Cannon. If she tried to dodge, I’d capitalize on the opening to land a decisive hit. Now—what’s your move, Sierra?

"I see. That’s some impressive Coordination."

Sierra actually gave a little smirk as she spun around. Using a back leg surging with mana, she kicked Debi’s spell away without even looking at it. 

No way. I mean, technically it’s possible, but parrying magic like that requires insane precision. She did that with her foot? Without even looking?

Man, she really is a monster.

"De-Debi!?"

"Hehe, what a naughty little devil."

Before I could even register her movement, Sierra had vanished and reappeared behind Debi. In the next instant, she slashed my minion without a second thought.

"De-debibibibi..."

I instinctively gripped my sword tighter.

"Let’s play again later."

She probably knew Debi was Immortal. Still, resurrecting him would cost me a massive amount of mana. I suppose since she had a sister who controlled Darkness, she was already familiar with Debi’s nature. Even so, the sheer lack of hesitation in her attack was worthy of praise.

"Dark Rain!"

I called down a shower of darkness from the sky and broke into a sprint. For Sierra, these droplets dealt damage; for me, they acted as Recovery Magic. It was originally a spell meant for fighting groups, but it was just as effective in a duel.

"Hmm, you’re quite used to real combat, aren't you?"

"Yeah, I’ve had my fair share!"

Sierra raised her scythe toward the sky, twirling it like a propeller to swat away the rain. Then, in the very next moment, she actually threw the scythe at me.

Even with Time Lapse slowing my perception, it was still—fast. I managed to parry it with my blade, but the weapon snapped back to Sierra’s hand as if it were on a leash. She must have applied something similar to Shari’s Magic Thread to the handle.

"...I’m impressed. You’re the first person to dodge that on the first encounter, Weiss Fansent. I’m usually pretty forgetful, but I’ve made sure to burn your name into my memory."

In the Original Story, the Witch Sisters rarely stood in the spotlight. Since they weren't in the same school year as Allen, they didn't get much screen time, though they were indispensable in a few key scenes. But even I had never seen that throwing attack before.

This is great. As expected, the upperclassmen are on a completely different level.

"Big sister, stop it already! What if that had actually hit him!?"

"Who knows? But honestly, this is the first time I've had fun in ages!"

From there, Sierra and I traded blows repeatedly. Neither of us could land a clean hit. Perhaps it was because of our "first hit wins" rule; we were both being incredibly cautious.

However, I was still hiding my ace in the hole. Actually, it was more that I couldn't use it yet. If I fired it off while Sierra was zig-zagging around at high speeds, I’d likely miss and waste the opportunity.

—Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction.

I usually used it as an opening move, but its true value shone in the endgame when everyone was exhausted. The snow piled on the ground began to dye itself black. Seeing the change, Sierra let out a smile.

In the next moment, her vast mana began flowing into my own body. I knew she had a lot of mana to sustain that high-speed movement, but this was beyond my expectations. Eleanor, sensing the shift in the atmosphere, had already retreated to the roof of a nearby building.

"Round two starts now."

"Hehe. At this rate, I might actually lose."

I lunged forward at high speed, closing the gap to land the finishing blow. In my left hand, I equipped the whip I had been keeping sealed lately. I’d been refraining from using it to force myself to get used to my Dual Sword style, but now wasn't the time for self-imposed handicaps. 

The moment the tip of the whip grazed Sierra, I sent a jolt of mana through it to disrupt her flow. Her magic sputtered out, and her balance crumbled as she gasped in shock.

"What!?"

"Checkmate—"

But then—.

"That’s enough. As a teacher, I can’t let this go any further."

Teacher Milk dropped down between us, effectively ending the fight. When did she get here? I was so focused I didn't even notice her presence.

"...How long were you watching?"

"A while. It was quite a show, but I’ve judged that it’s getting too dangerous. Sierra, you’re an upperclassman. You know better than to duel a lowerclassman outside of an official competition."

"Ehehe, sorry. I got a little carried away."

"Weiss, you too. Show some respect to your seniors. Besides—lunch break ended five minutes ago."

"...My apologies."

I deactivated my magic circles. Behind us, I could hear Eleanor letting out a long sigh of relief. She was right; we had probably strayed past the point of "training" a long time ago.

Teacher Milk offered a faint, almost proud smile, which she immediately followed up with a loud thwack.

"Ow! What was that for!?"

"It didn't hurt."

She’d punched me right in the top of the head with a mana-infused fist. Liar, that hurt like hell! My physical resistance should have gone up, but she must have calculated the exact amount of mana needed to bypass it and cause maximum pain.

Ugh, why am I the only one— I started to complain, but then Milk turned around and gave Senior Sierra a thwack on the head too. I guess she really is an equal-opportunity disciplinarian.

"W-Why!? That hurts...!"

"Both of you are to blame."

Eleanor watched the scene from a distance, but she clearly had no intention of crossing Teacher Milk. I guess she has some common sense after all. As Eleanor approached, Sierra immediately dove into her sister's bouncy softness.

"I'm so tired~"

"There, there. You did your best, Big Sister."

The sisterly roles were reversed as usual. Is Sierra really the older one?

Strictly speaking, I would have won if that last hit had connected. I was just starting to feel a surge of confidence when Sierra looked at me with a playful grin.

"Too bad. You were this close."

"...You're a bold one. My attack definitely would have landed."

"Hmm? You really think so?"

What’s with that composed smile? Does she mean she actually had a hidden trump card that could have saved her from that position?

"What do you mean by that?"

"A special move is something you keep secret, you know."

A technique she could use from that posture? Is there some kind of story deviation I don't know about?

But Sierra didn't say another word. She and Eleanor simply turned and walked away. What was it? What could she have possibly done?

"Don't let it get to you. Good grief, if anything happens to you, I'm the one who gets chewed out. Be more careful."

"Er, right..."

I guess she had a point. But if you really look at the root of the problem, isn't Sierra the one at fault for standing me up twice? Then again, maybe I was a bit too cheeky for a freshman...

"Still, you've grown, Weiss. That was some good movement."

I blinked as Teacher Milk muttered those surprising words while looking straight ahead. Am I... actually getting stronger?

"But you've relied on magic so much that your swordsmanship has become sloppy. We're going straight to the training room. I'm going to drill you until sunrise."

"...Huh? What about my other classes?"

"I'll use my authority to let you skip."

Her logic is completely backward! I was already running on fumes, but I knew Teacher Milk wouldn't let me off the hook. Man, I want to pull a 'Sierra' and say I'll be there in thirty minutes while I dive into my bed. But she'd literally kill me, so I’d better not.

Still, Sierra’s high-speed magic was a great learning experience. The formula was complex, but I felt like I could master it eventually. If she really could have blocked my final attack, then I was still too weak.

Next time, for sure—I’ll win so decisively she won't be able to make excuses.



Upperclassmen Building, the Witch Sisters' room.

That night, Sierra was buried in Eleanor’s bouncy softness, weeping bitter tears.

"There, there. Everyone has days like this."

"He totally had me... A freshman... had me dead to rights..."

Sierra was an extreme sore loser. Losing to a junior had left her pride in absolute tatters. 

Naturally, there was no such thing as a hidden special move.

"Sniff... Weiss, just you wait. Next time, I’m definitely going to win."

"Big Sister, maybe you should try acting a bit more like a proper senior..."

"I did! I acted totally cool at the end!"

"That was just a blatant lie..."

"But... Weiss was actually kind of cool at the very end there..."

"Wait, Big Sister, does that mean you—?"

"N-No! Not like that! Only a little bit!"

"Your face is really red, you know?"

Without even realizing it, Weiss had achieved a total victory in more ways than one.
085.5 Noblesse's Peaceful Daily Life

I completely botched the scheduled post and ended up updating twice in a single day. 

As an apology to everyone who looks forward to their morning dose of the story, I’ve put together this little SS. Think of it as a non-canonical "if" scenario that doesn't have much to do with the main plot. I hope you enjoy it! (^^)/

───────────────────

"Has everyone been served?"

The Noblesse Magic Academy Girls' Dormitory.

It was a secret flower garden—a wing of the building that remained a total mystery to the male students. For instance, the Girls' Dormitory featured a sprawling powder room that the Boys' Dormitory lacked, lined with every perfume and grooming product imaginable.

Beyond the full-length mirrors, there were even instructional sheets on magical theory for skin care, specifically for those tragic days when a girl might wake up to a breakout.

Yes, this was a girls' party, held in a Free Room within the girls' wing. It was an event Weiss knew nothing about, Allen knew nothing about, and the walking pile of muscles known as Duke definitely knew nothing about.

The room was a literal explosion of pink—the most vibrantly colored space in all of Noblesse. 

Stuffed animals and fluffy cushions were scattered everywhere, and the decor was so lavish it felt out of place for this era. It was a beautiful, wonderfully scented sanctuary. Any student from any of the three years could reserve it, and today, a group of Noblesse lowerclassmen were occupying the massive table.

Shari stood up, her natural radiance on full display as she hoisted a glass of orange juice in her right hand.

"Well then... Nobleeese!"

That was the standard toast here at Noblesse Academy.

The table was overflowing with sugary treats, decadent cakes, and various fruits and juices specially prepared by the Noblesse Cafeteria. 

Cynthia, Lilith, Cecil, Carta, and Shari had all gathered. Olynn, however, was—predictably—nowhere to be found.

"It has been quite some time since we last gathered like this," Cynthia remarked, her mind drifting back to her days of high-society tea parties.

She had become somewhat distant from such social gatherings since enrolling at Noblesse Academy, but she truly did enjoy the company of others.

"Mm! Lady Cynthia, these sweets are incredible!"

"Oh, thank you, Lilith."

In this room, there was no trace of the usual deep, masculine grunts or the scent of sweat. The only things to be heard were sweet, melodic voices.

"Gulp, gulp... Pwah..."

Carta gripped her glass with both hands, her heart fluttering as she sipped the juice. She wasn't particularly accustomed to large social gatherings.

Noticing her tension, Shari spoke up with a bright smile.

"Carta, you have to try this cake! It’s delicious! I actually had it specially ordered from a shop I'm obsessed with."

"A-Ah, thank you very much!"

"Why are you being so formal?" Shari teased.

"I... I don't know, I just..."

"We're all classmates here. I don't think there's any need for such restraint," Cecil added gently. 

She maintained her usual composed aura, though she was sporting a pair of floral earrings she didn't typically wear. This party was clearly a highlight for Cecil as well.

The conversation naturally drifted toward their daily lives at the Academy. They complained about wanting people to be a bit more gentle, or how they wished the school would schedule designated bath times in the middle of the day.

Once the excitement hit its peak, Lilith raised her hand.

"By the way... does everyone have someone they like?"

The air in the room instantly turned static. Most of the girls froze, stealing glances at one another as their cheeks flushed a deep crimson.

Cynthia was the first to find her voice.

"Weiss, of course. A man who is the Strongest while possessing such refined features... is there anything better?"

"W-Well, if we're going there, Allen is cool too! He’s always looking forward and giving it his all! He’s just as impressive as Weiss!"

"Oh? Does that mean Shari-san has feelings for Allen-san?"

At Cynthia's calm inquiry, Shari's voice died in her throat, her face turning as red as a tomato.

"W-What about you, Carta?!"

"M-Me?! Uh, well...!"

Carta stole a quick glance at Cynthia. She looked like she was struggling to find the words.

"Carta-san," Cynthia said, "if you fancy Weiss, feel free to say so clearly. I believe it is a wonderful thing for Weiss to be admired by many women."

"Eh?! E-Eeeeh?! T-To be sure, Weiss-kun is very handsome, isn't he?! Wait, what am I saying?! C-Cecil! Help!"

Carta turned to the usually cool and collected Cecil, hoping for a lifeline to settle the atmosphere. Instead, she found Cecil's ears turning a brilliant shade of red.

"...W-What are you talking about? I-I don't... I mean, I was j-just playing Battle Universe with him! There's nothing improper about my feelings for Fansent-kun!"

The entire room went silent as they looked at her. Carta had only asked for her opinion; she hadn't even mentioned Weiss's name.

"...Ah."

Realizing her blunder a second too late, Cecil looked down, her ears burning. Seeing her so flustered and losing her usual poise caused everyone to break into giggles.

Then—

"Alright, alright! I’ll say it! I think Weiss-sama is amazing! I like him too!"

Lilith shouted with gusto. Carta, Cecil, and finally Cynthia all gave a quiet, knowing nod.

"But I do think Allen-san is quite remarkable as well," Cynthia added. "To enter Noblesse without any specialized training and maintain such high grades is no small feat."

"Exactly! Allen is always working so hard, he's really something!"

Cynthia and the others shared a laugh, watching the devoted Shari. Every face in the room was glowing with happiness.

"Duke-san is cool too, in his own way. He’s always so manly. And Olynn-san is incredible at Subjugation!"

"You're right, Lilith. I agree."

"Fufu. Duke would probably be over the moon if he heard that. And I agree, Olynn-san is quite wonderful."

"Everyone... is so cool, aren't they?"

At Carta’s soft murmur, the room was filled with smiles. 

The girls' party continued long into the afternoon.



Meanwhile, in the Boys' Dormitory, an unusual quartet was gathered around a table in the cafeteria. Their expressions were the polar opposite of the girls'.

"What's the matter? What are you so afraid of?" 

I glared at Duke, provoking him with a sneer.

Duke hesitated before finally snatching the one card that was sticking out further than the rest. The moment his fingers touched it, a smirk spread across my face.

"Hah! Simpleton. I win!"

"Guaaaaaaaaah! Again?! How?!"

In a place like Noblesse with so little entertainment, "play" usually meant either Battle Universe or card games. When you had a group, the options were even more limited.

Allen and Olynn sat beside us, watching the chaos.

"Duke, you wear your heart on your sleeve. And you're way too loud," Allen noted.

"Allen-kun is right," Olynn chimed in. "But Weiss-kun is actually... pretty easy to read too."

"Hah! Don't lie to me, Olynn. I'm a master at hiding my emotions."

"...Is that so? Then, do you want to play me?"

A few dozen minutes later...

"I won!"

Why? Why can't I beat Olynn at anything?

I had been utterly crushed. To make matters worse, Duke had somehow managed to lose to Allen in the meantime.

"Damn it! Fine! Let's eat the Daily A Lunch and then go again!"

"You're eating again?!" Allen cried. "You were just eating a minute ago!"

"That was a snack," Duke grunted. "This is the main event."

"...Actually, for once, the muscle has a point. I need to replenish my nutrients with some fruit. Then we have a rematch."

"You both eat so much... well, I guess I'll have something too."

"I'm gonna get ice cream!" Olynn cheered.

Noblesse Oblige was a world of swords and magic. It was a "death game," a "crying game," and arguably the worst—yet best—game ever made.

But naturally, even in a world like that, peaceful days existed.

That night, it was said that every corner of the Academy remained lively until the very last bells tolled.
086 Defense Magic

"Well, seeing is believing, I guess."

We were standing in the sprawling gymnasium of Nobless Academy.

A woman in a white lab coat stood before us looking like she’d rather be anywhere else, a white stick—which looked suspiciously like a cigarette—dangling from her lips. She had a sharp brown bob and a model’s figure; her legs were incredibly long, and she pulled off those tights with effortless style.

By the way, cigarettes don't actually exist in this world. It was literally just a white stick she chewed on for the aesthetic.

Since we were in the dead of winter, the courtyard was basically a frozen wasteland, making it useless for lessons. That was why we’d retreated to this indoor facility. While the interior was mostly wood-based like a standard gym, the place was saturated with specialized enchantments. It wouldn't so much as creak if a stray spell hit the walls.

The reason for that sturdiness? Powerful defensive magic had been baked into the very foundation of the building.

In the world of Noblesse Oblige, most students prioritize flashy sword skills or high-output attack magic. It makes sense, given that the world is crawling with monsters. Monster hunting is fundamentally a game of ambushes; you only fight head-on when you’ve got no other choice. Usually, you're aiming for a one-shot kill from the shadows.

Because of that "offense is the best defense" mentality, everyone tends to neglect actual defensive spells.

However, after the recent Calamity, the Academy Director had grown concerned about future risks and scouted a specialist. This was an alteration that never happened in the Original Story, but I knew exactly who this woman was. I couldn't help but be a little stunned.

"Duke-kun, it’s fine. You don't need to hold back. Give it everything you’ve got."

"E-Err, right! Yes, ma'am!"

At Nobless Academy, once you move up a grade, you get more elective classes to refine your elemental affinities. Of course, the standard lectures and drills don't just disappear, but the focus shifts.

Even though defensive magic can be modified with elements, the core formula remains the same. Whether it’s Dark Defense, Wind Defense, or Fire Defense, they all stem from a single root. In this vast world, a true specialist in defensive magic is a rare breed. Even in the Original Story, I only knew of one.

And against all odds, that legendary figure had shown up here as our teacher.

Her name was Coco. She refused to give us her last name because she said it was "embarrassing." It was never revealed in the Original Story, either.

"Whenever you're ready, hit me with your Real Power."

"Wait, are you sure?! I'm actually pretty strong, you know!"

"Go ahead, go ahead."

"…Fine! [Power Up]!"

Duke’s mana began to surge. Coco’s tone was completely nonchalant, nothing like a typical teacher. If I remember correctly, she was an extreme slacker in the game. She only showed up in the plot because her hometown was under attack and she was forced to act. I really wondered how the Director had managed to talk her into a full-time job.

While the rest of us watched with bated breath, Duke’s mana output continued to climb. Even if he was technically a Lowerclassman, his raw strength was nothing to sneeze at.

In response, Coco quietly chanted a single word.

"[Shield]."

It was the most basic spell imaginable—the very first thing a novice learns. A few students actually started snickering.

I almost joined them. Is she serious? A basic Shield against Duke’s full-power strike?

Naturally, Duke looked just as bewildered as I felt.

"Just do it. Come on, give me your best shot. I—f you manage to break it, I’ll give you a mountain of points."

"…Seriously?! Then I’m coming at you with everything I’ve got!"

With a roar, Duke swung a full-power punch. A thunderous boom echoed through the gym—but the defensive magic didn't even flicker.

I secretly activated [Time Lapse] to analyze the spell, but I didn't see any complex hidden formulas. What the hell is the trick here?

"Okay, thanks for the help."

"M-My right hand… it hurts so bad…"

Duke trudged back, shoulders slumped, while Allen and Shari tried to console him. Poor guy looked like a total jobber. I mean, I guess that was literally his role in this scene, but still.

"How did you do that, Teacher Coco?" I asked.

"Ahaha, 'Teacher.' I like the sound of that. But listen, you can't just ask for the answers to everything. Use those brains of yours."

We all fell into a pensive silence. Was it mana density, like Teacher Milk always talked about? No, I hadn't felt an overwhelming pressure of mana.

"You packed twice as much mana into the frame!" one student guessed.

"Nope! Try again~"

"It’s a special hidden defensive formula!"

"Wrong again!"

Similar guesses flew back and forth, but no one hit the mark. Finally, when the room went quiet, Cecil raised her hand.

"The mana was… polite. It felt like the formula was woven with extreme precision. That’s all I could sense."

The other students tilted their heads, confused, but Coco grinned around her fake cigarette. She fumbled it for a second, nearly dropping it in her excitement, before flashing a thumbs-up. She’s a real free spirit, isn't she?

"Cecil-chan, you got it! Five points for you."

"Thank you very much."

Still, the explanation made zero sense to most of us. To clarify, Coco began tracing a defensive formula in the air with her finger, moving slowly so we could follow along.

"Unlike attacking, defense is much harder than you think. If the shape is even slightly off, the effectiveness is halved—no, it drops even further. The problem is that nobody actually respects the geometry of the spell."

The logic was sound, but it was still hard to wrap my head around. Next, Coco pointed her finger at a specific girl—the one capable of firing the Strongest magic in our year.

"Let’s see… Carta-chan. You’re fine right where you are. Try taking a shot at me. This time, I’ll specialize the barrier for magic defense."

"E-Eh?! H-How much power should I use?"

"Hmm, you can go full power if you want, but I’ve heard the rumors. Why don't we start with fifty percent and see how it goes?"

Carta’s Mana Cannon was legendary. Every Lowerclassman knew its terrifying destructive power. Even at fifty percent, Coco was still planning to use a basic spell. Could a starter spell really hold up?

No one dared to look away. Myself included.

The light in Carta’s eyes changed as she unleashed her magic. It was fast, sharp, and massive. A truly staggering display of power.

But—

DOGOOOON!

The moment the Mana Cannon made contact, it shattered into a million sparkling fragments. The defensive magic hadn't even buckled.

"Whoa! Teacher Coco is incredible!"

"She really blocked that with a starter spell?!"

The shock in the room was even greater than during Duke’s turn. Carta’s Mana Cannon had been a decisive factor against the Dungeon boss Siren and during the Stampede. To see it neutralized by a simple spell…

I have my own Barrier that stays active automatically to protect my body, but that’s more of an emergency measure. It drains a massive amount of mana whenever it’s triggered. But the defensive magic Coco was teaching, because it required a conscious chant and precise construction, could block high-tier attacks with almost zero mana cost.

I see. Meticulous, huh…

The Original Story never delved into these kinds of technical nuances. This was incredibly educational.

For the rest of the class, we practiced tracing the defense formulas with our fingers while chanting. Coco went around firing small bursts of magic at everyone to test their work, and one by one, our shields shattered. She made it sound easy, but "meticulous" meant having zero margin for error—not even a millimeter.

"—Huh. This one is quite clean."

Coco stopped in her tracks when she saw my formula. I’ve been an apprentice under Teacher Milk, after all. As long as I understand the mechanics, I can Copy the execution.

But then—

"Boop."

Coco gathered a tiny spark of mana at her fingertip and poked my shield. It shattered instantly.

"Well, I’d give that a passing grade."

She broke it so easily, though…

As it turned out, I wasn't the student who received the most praise. That honor went to someone else.

"Shari, your formula is absolutely beautiful."

"Thank you so much!"

Magic Enchantment, Shari's specialty, requires an incredibly delicate touch with mana. I shouldn't have been surprised that she’d excel here, but I still felt a little sting of jealousy. I need to stop underestimating her. She works just as hard as I do.

I realized that even with my meta-knowledge of the game, I needed to deepen my understanding of these fundamental mechanics.

"Nope, no good~"

"Guh…"

Apparently, Allen was hopeless at this. Well, 'delicate' isn't exactly a word I’d use to describe that guy.

In the end, Shari and I were the only ones who actually got a compliment before the bell rang.

After school, I stayed behind to use the gymnasium. I wasn't satisfied with how my practice had gone.

"My, my. You’re quite the serious student, aren't you?"

Coco had reappeared. She approached with that same languid gait, a faint, knowing smile playing on her lips.

"…I just didn't have anything else to do."

"I see, I see."

Coco hummed to herself, watching me. Then, without warning, she swung a mana-infused fist straight at my head.

My Inviolable Domain (Barrier) reacted instantly. A massive surge of mana leaked out as the field stabilized, and Coco’s eyes widened in genuine shock.

"What was that for—?!"

"…I’m impressed. I thought something felt off about you the moment I saw you, but this is your Original Magic, isn't it?"

"It is, but…"

It was a spell I’d crafted by weaving Darkness and Light together. The mana consumption was horrendous, and I’d been meaning to fix the formula, but I hadn't found the time yet.

"Ahahaha! A serious boy, a genius boy, and a hardworking boy? How many tropes are you going to hoard for yourself? Still… this is strange. I mean—this spell shouldn't even work unless there are Two People inside it, right?"

I felt my heart skip a beat. She’d seen right through it.

"…I don't know what you’re talking about."

"Fufufu, well, whatever. More importantly, want me to help you tune this up a bit?"

"What do you mean?"

"The mana efficiency on this is garbage. Your logic for filtering the intensity of incoming attacks is way too sloppy. It’s great that it stays active permanently, but you need to be more selective about what the mana actually reacts to."

I almost wanted to laugh at her bluntness, but she was absolutely right.

"Blocking both a lethal strike and a light breeze with the same amount of energy is just bad practice. —If you’ve got the motivation, I’m willing to teach you."

"I’d appreciate that, but… is it okay for you to favor one student like this?"

Everyone knew I was Teacher Milk’s apprentice, but Coco was different. The nasty rumors about me hadn't completely vanished from the Academy yet. Surely she knew what people said about me.

But Coco just gave a goofy "nihehe" laugh, completely unbothered.

"Why not? Your magic is just so… Interesting."

"Haha. Well, that’s a reason I can understand."

Now I remember. Coco is a slacker, but she becomes incredibly proactive the moment something piques her interest. In the game, she only got serious after she took an interest in Allen.

"Can I ask you one thing? Why did you decide to become a teacher?"

"Why do you think?"

"I have no idea."

"Fufufu, it’s a secret."

"Oh, come on…"

"Well, everyone has their reasons."

I guess everyone has things they’d rather not talk about. Still, this was an opportunity I couldn't pass up.

"Anyway, do you want the lesson or not?"

"In that case… yes, please."

"Oka—y! In exchange, you have to teach me that permanent activation formula later. I probably can't use it myself, but I want to have the logic tucked away in my head."

"Wait… aren't I the student here?"

"Don't sweat the small stuff, kid. Now, first, let’s try integrating a power-threshold check into your formula."

I ended up staying in the gym with Coco until sunrise, working tirelessly on the formula. She turned out to be a surprisingly dedicated teacher.

"—Alright, here it goes."

"Ready."

Coco fired a Mana Cannon with her left hand while tossing a small pebble with her right.

The moment they both reached me, my Inviolable Domain (Barrier) flickered into existence. However, it only reacted to the Mana Cannon. The pebble simply bounced off my head with a harmless clink.

The spell had Automatically judged that the pebble was not a Threat. Because the core logic of the formula had been overhauled, my mana consumption had dropped significantly.

I couldn't help but laugh. It was incredible.

"Whoa, it’s perfect. —Wait, now that I think about it, aren't you way too strong, kid?"

"It’s all thanks to you, Teacher Coco."

"Fufufu, you certainly know how to flatter a lady. Alright, now it’s your turn. Teach me that permanent formula."

"Do you have infinite stamina or something…?"

As we sat together, continuing our deep dive into magical theory, Coco spoke up again.

"—About that question from earlier. A friend of mine died. They were killed by a Pseudo-Demon."

"…Oh."

Pseudo-Demons were far more active now than they ever were in the Original Story. I’d heard the rumors reaching Nobless Academy. This wasn't just a plot deviation; the world was becoming objectively worse.

"…I just thought that if my magic could help even a few more people survive, it would be worth it. That’s why I became a teacher."

The reason Noblesse Oblige was such a popular game was because of its cast. You had a protagonist who never stopped looking forward, his loyal companions, the Strongest upperclassmen, and the teachers who supported them all from behind the scenes. Even a small change could ripple out and alter the entire story.

"Weiss Fancent-kun. I know the rumors about you. Not the old ones—the ones they're telling now. —If someone is in trouble, please… help them."

"…I’ll think about it."

"Fufufu. What a cheeky brat."

Yeah, I really do love this game. No—I love this world. I love Noblesse Oblige.
087 Snowball Fight

“Everyone, make sure the formulas around the King are meticulously woven.”

We were on the rooftop of the urban combat training center.

In the midst of a heavy snowfall, Coco issued her orders. She had some kind of cigarette-looking thing clamped in her mouth and didn't even bother to brush the accumulation of snow off her own head.

The “King” she was referring to was the snowman I was currently molding. I dutifully attached the hands, nose, and hat exactly as instructed. Honestly, there probably isn't any point to the accessories.

Finally, I began applying the defensive formulas.

Surrounding me were various lowerclassmen and a handful of upperclassmen I rarely had the chance to meet. This class was a joint session intended to serve as a social mixer. We were the Blue Team; our opponents were the Red Team.

And this was a Noblesse-style Snowball Fight.

“Weiss, are your hands okay? Shall I warm your wittle hands with mine?”

“I’m fine, Cynthia. Thank you.”

“Let’s definitely win!”

Teacher Coco acted as the representative for the Blue Team, while the Red Team was—surprisingly—led by Teacher Milk. 

Each team also had a designated leader among the upperclassmen. Our leader was…

“L-Let’s do our best, everyone!”

It was Eleanor of the Witch Sisters.

She was shouting at the top of her lungs, her face crimson with what I assumed was embarrassment. However, since most of the lowerclassmen had seen her during the tournament finals, they could only offer strained, awkward smiles in return.

The leader of the opposing upperclassmen was, predictably, Sierra.

…Can we even win this?

I knew Eleanor was incredible in her own right, but still…

To make matters worse, the Allen Team and Cecil Team were both on the other side. The lowerclassmen were already grumbling about the lack of Balance, and I couldn't help but agree.

When the students complained to Teacher Milk, however, her only response was: “Shut up.”

I had been hoping for a logical explanation regarding combat power distribution, but apparently, she just wasn't in the mood for it.

That said, Coco just shrugged and said, “Well, seems fair enough to me.”

Is there some kind of hidden balance-breaker on our side?

I recalled a similar lesson from the Original Story. When you only fight against peers in your own year, you tend to develop predictable habits. By throwing seniors and juniors into the mix, the movements on the battlefield become far more random and chaotic. It was a lesson designed to prepare us for any eventuality in the future.

Though, to put it simply, it was just a snowball fight involving swords and magic.

Coco, who was usually the definition of listless, was currently radiating motivation. Come to think of it, she mentioned she’d been reading books about the Knight Army for her curriculum. Yeah, she’s nothing if not easy to read.

“Do not bring personal feelings onto the battlefield! Even if they’re your seniors or juniors, pelt them with snowballs without mercy!”

“““Yes, ma'am!”””

We were, after all, adolescent students. We were easily swept up in the heat of the moment.

Glancing at the opposing team on the other side of the rooftop, I saw Teacher Milk saying something to her students. Every single one of them looked deathly pale. 

Yeah, I’m definitely glad I’m on this team today.

“Alright, Eleanor, give ‘em a quick word as their senior,” Coco said with her usual lack of ceremony.

Eleanor stepped forward. For the sake of brevity, I will simply say that her chest possessed about ten layers of boing-boing-boing-boing-boing-boing-boing-boing-boing-boing.

“U-Um! My sister really likes this sort of thing, so I don't think she’ll hold back… so let’s all try our best!”

It was a speech that did absolutely nothing for our morale. However, the moment Eleanor raised her right hand, something moved with a distinct boing. 

That alone was enough to unite the men in an instant.

“““““YES!!”””””

The rules were simple: destroy the enemy’s King—the snowman. However, because defensive magic was applied to the King, it wouldn't be a simple task.

So, how were we supposed to do it? 

Just like in the volleyball match, we had to imbue the snowballs with mana. If you got hit by a snowball, you were out. Whether we prioritized eliminating the enemy players or went straight for the King depended on our strategy. 

Apparently, though, anything was legal as long as you were using snow. In other words… it’s going to be that kind of fight.

[Five seconds until the match starts. Five seconds until the match starts.]

The Magic Bird’s announcement rang out. Its usual jet-black plumage had been swapped for white. It was wearing a camouflage pattern that was almost impossible to spot without using Mana Sense.

Now then, let the fun begin.

Following Eleanor's instructions, we started by moving freely. The match was a best-of-three; the first team to take two rounds would claim Victory.

“Cynthia, Lilith, stay here and guard the snowman. I’m heading out first.”

The match began. I broke away from the group, gathering snow as I went. Using Dark Eye, I locked onto several members of the enemy team who thought they were cleverly hidden and let fly from long range.

“—Gwah?! That hurt?!”

“Wait, wha—?!”

“Crap! It’s Weiss! Hide!”

I managed to take out two of them, but my third snowball shattered mid-air. My mana construction must have been too loose. This was actually excellent practice for long-range magical sniping.

As expected, this lesson is well-thought-out.

Just as I was starting to feel relaxed, a massive shadow loomed over me from above. I threw myself aside in surprise as a giant boulder of snow slammed into the ground where I’d been standing.

“Hah, I figured it was you.”

The one who launched it was Carta. I knew she was the most proficient with the Mana Cannon, but I hadn't realized she could apply the same principles to snowballs.

However…

“Looks like it takes you a while to reload.”

“—Eh?!”

The use of movement magic was permitted. I used Unnatural to sprint into the air and hurled a snowball right at Carta’s face… only for it to be swallowed by her “bounce.” 

The boing-boing is truly terrifying.

Regardless, Carta was eliminated. 

I could hear the screams of other students behind me. The main forces must have clashed. I needed to hurry.

The next person to stand in my path was a literal wall of moving muscle.

“Weiss! This is for all the times you've frustrated me!”

He wound up with the beautiful form of a professional pitcher. Baseball didn't exist in this world’s culture, so I had to admire his raw instinct.

However…

“I’m not a batter.”

“Wait, wha—?! Ow?!”

I had no reason to wait for him to throw. I simply nailed him in the face with a counter-shot. If this had been a proper game of baseball, his fastball might have actually gotten me.

After that, a swarm of upperclassmen and lowerclassmen charged me, but I picked them off without much trouble. Finally, I set my sights on the snowman and launched a high-speed projectile. It was fast enough that it should have pierced right through the defensive magic—

“Clink! Too bad, so sad! Better luck next week!”

But my snowball was swatted away by Sierra. She was holding… a Snow Scythe?

“Isn't that… cheating?”

“As long as it’s made of snow, anything goes, Weiss,” Teacher Milk said, standing nearby with her arms crossed.

The next moment—

[Allen has destroyed the snowman! Red Team wins!]

“Looo-ser, looo-ser!” Sierra taunted me with a smug grin.

…Dammit, that’s annoying.

I’d had a feeling, but now I completely understood the “rules.” Once I returned to our formation, I explained the situation to everyone.

“I see. So that’s how it works.”

“…Teacher Coco, did you really not know?”

“I’m a very ‘go with the flow’ kind of person, you know?”

I decided it was best not to say anything more.

As the second round began, I generated a snowball in my left hand and a Snow Sword in my right.

“What’s the plan for this one?”

“Come with me!”

If Eleanor was leading the charge, I’d follow. As the two of us pushed forward, we found Sierra rampaging through our lines.

“Bye-bye!”

Her Snow Scythe blended into the snowy backdrop so perfectly it was almost invisible. It seemed she’d imbued it with a massive amount of mana; anyone she “cut” was left writhing in the snow.

But before I could react, Eleanor was already in front of her. She caught Sierra’s scythe with her bare hands, and the snow weapon instantly turned into a muddy slush.

This was Corrosion Magic.

“Hey! What are you doing?!”

“Y-You’re going way too far, Sierra…!”

To my amazement, the two of them began exchanging snowballs at a speed the eye could barely follow. I’d assumed Eleanor was purely a slow, power-based fighter, but I was dead wrong. She was reading Sierra’s attacks perfectly and dodging everything.

“Whoa, the Witch Sisters are on another level.”

“How are we even supposed to help with that?”

“Yeah… better just stay out of their way.”

Everyone was mesmerized. Even I found myself stopping to watch the spectacle. Wait, this is my chance!

I dashed toward the King again, but this time, Allen stood in my path.

“I won’t let you, Weiss.”

“Hah. Bring it on, number two.”

He had generated a Snow Sword just like mine. Our blades clashed in the next instant, but only my sword chipped. Looking closer, I realized the snow on his blade had been partially turned to ice.

This guy… he’s copying Cynthia’s ice!

Was that cheating? No, it was probably just barely within the rules.

“You copycat bastard.”

“I am definitely… going to win!”

Yeah, sure you are.

“Lilith!”

This was a team match, not a duel. Lilith, who had been trailing behind me, lobbed a small snowball at Allen’s head. He was forced to scramble out of the way, and I didn't miss the opening.

“—See ya.”

But just as I thought I had him, a humanoid shape of snow lunged in front of Allen to take the hit. It looked like Subjugation.

“Allen!”

Olynn was remotely controlling the snow. Immediately after, the snow beneath my feet began to give way. A trap from Shari.

“Tch!”

“Weiss, this is the end!”

Allen swung his Snow Sword with everything he had—but I caught the blade. 

I’m not just playing around here either.

“Dark Rain!”

I thrust my hand toward the sky, and the falling snow suddenly became saturated with mana.

“No way, what is this—?!”

“Wait, I can’t move?!”

“What do we do?!”

And just like that, I wiped out everyone in the immediate area.

[Allen, Shari, and Olynn are disqualified!]

The rest were just small fry. The remaining upperclassmen tried to guard the snowman, but without Sierra, they stood no chance.

“D-Dammit!”

“Sorry, seniors.”

I dispelled the defensive magic and decapitated the snowman.

[Winner: Blue Team!]

That made it 1-1. We regrouped to discuss the strategy for the tiebreaker. It seemed Eleanor and Sierra’s fight had ended in a draw. I would have liked to see the conclusion, but there was no time.

“Now then, do your best for the final round, everyone.”

Coco clearly just liked the sound of her own voice; she offered zero actual instructions. Seeing this, the entire team turned to look at me.

Why me?!

“Weiss, for the final match, would you mind taking command?”

“…Fine. I’ll do it.”

If Eleanor-senpai was asking, I couldn't exactly say no. The other team had likely been following Cecil’s lead, and my last attack had probably caught them off guard. They’d be looking for a counter-strategy now.

In that case, I needed to do something they’d never expect.

“Everyone, listen up.”

I recalled the principle of the "first move."

[Final match. Final match.]

The moment the bird’s announcement ended, we charged.

“Ice Powder!”

Cynthia unleashed a barrage of snowballs like a machine gun. For the final round, we went with a full-team offensive—no tricks, just pure aggression. I expected them to be caught off guard, but…

“Oh, so you were thinking the same thing. Cecil is as sharp as ever.”

With Sierra at the lead, their entire team was already waiting for us in the courtyard. They’d read us perfectly.

The battle immediately dissolved into a chaotic free-for-all. Neither side was aiming for the snowman anymore; they wanted a decisive victory over the players. I guess that’s Noblesse students for you—nothing but a bunch of prideful idiots.

“Allen, I’m leaving Eleanor to you. I’m taking Weiss!”

“Y-Yes, ma'am!”

Allen dashed toward Eleanor as ordered. Hah, that looks like a fun fight. I would have loved to spectate, but I didn't have the luxury.

“Let’s settle this, Junior.”

“After you, Senior.”

While Cynthia and Lilith clashed with Duke and Carta, Sierra vanished from my sight. But I could see her.

—Behind me!

I used Unnatural to leap into the air, narrowly dodging a scythe swing from the rear. I fired a snowball back at her instantly.

“Not bad! But you’re still naive!”

She swatted it away easily. Good, that was just a distraction to keep her focused on me.

“—I know.”

“Huh?!”

While in mid-air, I’d already cast a second Unnatural. She’d probably expected me to fall slowly, but I changed my trajectory at a right angle and slashed down with my Snow Sword. I was moving so fast the sword was literally falling apart, but I only needed one hit.

“Wait, you’re too fast—?!”

Sierra was forced entirely onto the defensive. Sensing my sword was at its limit, I put everything into a final strike—

I got her!

But then Sierra did something unexpected. Her hands glowed with a brilliant light, and her speed suddenly spiked. Her magic had never been fully explained in the Original Story. Our weapons collided above my head, and her scythe shattered.

My follow-through hit her square in the shoulder. Because her magic resistance was so high, it didn't do much damage, but it counted as a hit.

“Wh-What was that?!” she demanded.

“Barrier.”

Specifically, the optimized version Coco had taught us. It was a formula that sensed incoming mana and activated automatically.

And then—

[Match over. Match over. Blue Team wins!]

The announcement cut through the air. Looking around, the Red Team had been wiped out. The one who had destroyed the snowman was, surprisingly, Eleanor.

“Ehehe. We won!”

I really wished I could have seen how she managed to get past everyone. Oh well, this was just a social mixer, not a real battle. I’d save the excitement for later.

Sierra was busy brushing snow off her shoulder. When I looked closer, I saw her eyes were watering. Wait, is she actually that upset about losing?

“Are you crying?”

“I am not.”

“But your eyes are all red.”

“I. Am. Not.”

I realized that no matter how many times I asked, I was going to get the same answer. Well, I guess that’s just part of her charm.

“…Next time, I’m winning,” she muttered, her fighting spirit still burning.

I can hear you, you know.

Since I was technically her junior, I pretended not to hear anything and made my exit.

“Well done, everyone.”

“Everyone, we won! We won!”

The day ended with a final word from Coco and a victory bounce from Eleanor. As we were leaving, however, Sierra called out to me.

“Vai, see you later.”

“Bye-bye, Weiss!”

She called my name as she walked away. Something clicked in my memory. I remembered reading that Sierra only slightly changed the names of men she actually had feelings for. In the Original Story, she’d called Allen “Ale” near the end.

…No way. That can’t be it. Right?

“…I see. It’s a plot alteration. In this version, she probably changes the names of people she finds incredibly annoying.”

I felt much better after reaching that logical conclusion.

(Rumor has it the losing Red Team was forced to go on a midnight march through the mountains, but I can't confirm that.)



Upperclassmen Building, Witch Sisters’ Room

That night, Eleanor was busy putting Sierra’s hair into twin tails.

“Hum-hum-hum~♪”

“You seem unusually happy today, Sister.”

“O-Oh? I don't think so.”

“Hehe. Well, today was fun, wasn't it?”

“I suppose. It felt like I finally got to have a real fight after a long time.”

“Why is that?”

Sierra’s ears turned a faint shade of red. “…No particular reason.”

“Hmm. By the way, do you like Weiss?”

“E-Eleanor?! What are you talking about?!”

“I mean, you called him ‘Vai.’”

“Th-That’s just because it’s easier to say! Who needs the ‘ss’ at the end?! Humanity has no need for the letter S!”

“I think we probably do… but he is pretty cool, isn't he? And strong.”

“…Well, he’s decent. His movements didn't look like a lowerclassman’s at all.”

“You definitely like him.”

“I do not!!”
Midnight Cafeteria

The cafeteria at Nobless Academy stays open until the early hours of the morning.

It makes sense, honestly. We’re put through the wringer every day, juggling standard academics with grueling training sessions designed for actual combat. Even the most elite students often find themselves studying until midnight or holing up in the Training Room until the sun starts to peek over the horizon.

The Academy understands the grind, which is why they keep enough staff around to run the cafeteria late into the night.

That being said, we are teenagers. Even in this world, the dreaded concept of "getting fat" is very much a reality.

Cynthia, for instance, refuses to touch a single scrap of food once the clock hits a certain hour. “Excess weight is unbecoming of a lady,” she says, her pride as firm as her resolve.

Lilith, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to care at all—though she claims she’s never gained a pound in her life.

Personally, I’ve never been much of a foodie. Fruit has always been my go-to, but that’s mostly because I hadn’t encountered anything truly spectacular in this life so far. But when you’re training late into the night at Nobless, you get hungry whether you like it or not.

Eventually, the students started calling it the "Midnight Cafeteria."

Rumor had it they served exclusive, late-night-only menu items, and some students even forced themselves to stay awake just to try them. As a student, I had my doubts about the wisdom of that, but I’d started to understand the appeal.

I finished my daily routine, washed off the sweat in the shower, and crept toward the cafeteria, praying Cynthia wouldn't catch me. She gets remarkably scary when she's angry. “I’m only doing this for your own good,” she always says, but hey, I’m a teenage boy. I have needs.

The cafeteria serves all three grades, but since the student body isn't that large, you tend to see the same faces at this hour. Just as I rounded the corner toward the entrance, something soft collided with my face.

Actually, "collided" is the wrong word. I was smothered.

Squish, squish.

Whatever it was, it was incredibly soft.

"Ah! E-eh?! S-sorry! Wait—Weiss-kun?!"

It was too close to identify the "object"—or rather, the person—at first, but as I backed away, I realized it was Elenor-senpai.

I see. So it was a "tayun."

And a high-quality "tayun" at that. Monsters' mana capacities change based on their volume; perhaps the same logic applied to the "tayun" as well? It was true for Carta, and certainly true for Tayunoa. Teacher Milk was also a prime example of the "tayun" theory, so it was a distinct possibility.

Wait, that wouldn't explain Sierra, though.

"Weiss-kun? Can you hear me?"

"—Ah, sorry. My apologies. More importantly, what’s the rush?"

"E-eh?! No, well, it’s just, you know...! —Gurgle."

Elenor’s stomach provided the answer for her.

I see. She’s here for the midnight specials.

I suddenly remembered she was a bit of a glutton, exactly like she looked. Since scenes without Allen aren't usually depicted in the Original Story, I hadn't realized how deep her character traits went.

Elenor glanced nervously from side to side, then leaned in to whisper in my ear. I have to admit, she has an incredible voice. In the Original Story, it was so good it drove fans to madness. I think there was even a limited edition ASMR release of her. Normally, her voice is quite high-pitched, but her calm whisper was… well, sweet is the only way to put it.

"—It’s a secret from my big sister, okay?"

The word "secret." Elenor, you really know how to lead a man astray.

—No, wait. She’s probably just a natural airhead.

"Are you… going to get in trouble?" I asked.

"Eh? Ah, yeah… she told me I’d get fat if I kept this up…"

I see. We’re in the same boat.

I gave a solemn nod, and we—the newly formed Darkness Alliance—marched toward the cafeteria. I wasn't crazy enough to challenge anyone to a fight at this hour. This was off-time.

Students scattered around the room started whispering as soon as they saw us. Well, as soon as they saw Elenor.

"O-oi, the Emperor of the Night is here."

"For real? Wait, who’s that with her?"

"Did she take Weiss as an underling? I guess Darkness users stick together."

I could hear every word, even if they were whispering.

Wait, "Emperor"? And since when am I an "underling"?

I briefly considered murdering them all, but I decided to chalk it up to the midnight vibes and let it slide.

The cafeteria was dotted with people. We stopped to scan the illustrated menu first; the selection changed daily, so checking was mandatory.

"Hauuu… they all look so good, Weiss-kun!"

Elenor was right. Today’s menu was a total hit. There was a fried food platter that was way too heavy for this time of night, a ramen-style noodle dish that only appeared once a month, and a curry with just the right amount of addictive spice.

If Cynthia saw this lineup, she’d lose her mind.

Apparently, Elenor and I were on the same wavelength. We both started scanning our surroundings like we were expecting an ambush.

"Are those two okay? They look terrified."

"Is that some kind of Dark Attribute training?"

"I get it. It’s probably a 'binding' where they have to feel like they’re being watched at all times."

Damn it. My reputation is tanking.

"I’ll take the noodles," I said, trying to move things along.

"Then I’ll get the fried chicken set and the curry! That way we won't overlap, right?"

Is it really better not to overlap? I decided to just let that one go.

The food came out instantly—perks of Nobless Academy.

I headed for my usual window seat. It was too dark to see much of the grounds, but the stars were stunning. For some reason, Elenor followed me, practically humming with joy.

Tayun, tayun, tayun.

"This seat is great! Thanks!"

"Ah, sure."

Wait, why does it feel like I just took her out on a date?

The surrounding students were already whispering things like, "As expected of the Darkness junior."

I gave a noncommittal grunt and focused on the noodles. A beautiful plume of white steam rose from the bowl, the faint, savory scent of soy sauce tickling my nose.

First, the soup. Only an amateur dives straight for the noodles. I slowly scooped a spoonful, savoring the way the soy sauce and the essence of the noodles played together.

Ah, yes. This is the one.

Everything tastes better in the middle of the night. I was genuinely moved by the richness of it.

Next, I meticulously assembled the perfect bite—noodles and a slice of chashu-like meat—on my spoon. I don't know why, but I always end up making "mini-ramen" on my spoon.

I slurped it down. The chewy, tender texture brought a sense of peace and happiness to my soul.

"Ish sho good! This is amazing!"

I looked up to see Elenor dual-wielding: fried chicken in her left hand, curry in her right. It was a terrifyingly skillful display of gluttony.

"Ah, sorry!" she chirped suddenly.

She scooped up a piece of fried chicken and brought it right to my face. If she had asked, "Do you want a bite?" I would have reflexively said, "No, I'm fine."

But she just said, "Here you go," while the food was practically touching my lips. My mouth opened automatically. I couldn't help it.

"...It's delicious."

"Right?! I knew it would be!"

She beamed at me. I turned and glared at the students watching us.

I did that reflexively, okay? It wasn't intentional!

Snitch and you die. That was the vibe I sent out. Message received—they all looked away instantly.

Still, looking at her harmless, happy smile, it was hard to believe she was the same girl who had been pummeling people's faces in during the tournament.

Then again, I knew the past of the Witch Sisters. When I considered that, I could see why she was so happy just to be eating.

"Ah! Hey, Weiss-kun, can I have a bite of yours too?"

Elenor was on full standby, practically wagging an invisible tail like a dog. Well, if I did her a favor now, I could use it as an excuse to demand a duel later… or something. I didn't really know.

I diligently prepared a mini-ramen on my spoon and held it out.

"Here you go, Senpai."

"It looks sho deliciousssss—!"

And then—

"My, you two certainly seem to be having a wonderful time. Elenor."

"Indeed. Isn't that right, Weiss?"

Two female voices drifted from behind us. I knew those voices. Elenor’s face immediately shifted to that of someone who had just realized today was their execution date.

"B-Big sister...? Why are you here...?"

"Intuition."

I timidly turned around. Of course, Cynthia was standing right there.

"W-What brings you here?" I stammered.

"Just a hunch."

I'm dead. I'm a dead man.

The two of them sat down next to us. Sierra let out a heavy sigh.

"Honestly, I suppose it’s exhausting if I’m constantly nagging you. Fine. Give me some of that."

"E-Ehhh?! Really?! Is it okay?!"

"In exchange, you’re on a strict diet tomorrow."

"Eh... that's a bit much..."

"The answer is 'Yes, Big Sister!'"

Sierra had a lot of presence for someone so small. Looking at them now, she really did feel like the older sister.

But more importantly—

"C-Cynthia? What’s going on?"

"Well, I have many things I’d like to say, but I’ll let it slide for tonight. You’ve been working yourself too hard lately, after all."

She gave me a radiant smile and forgave me. Based on the situation, I was totally "out," but she really is a kind girl.

"In exchange… may I have a bite as well?"

"Wait, you’re eating? But it's late!"

"Every now and then, such a thing is acceptable."

"...Yeah, I guess so."

We might spend our days in life-or-death battles, but we’re still students. A little bit of Sloth every now and then is probably good for the soul.

"Ah! I knew it! You’re all here! No fair!"

Lilith came charging through the entrance. I’d had a feeling she’d show up; her intuition is just as sharp. She immediately ordered a massive, heaped-up fried chicken set.

"Big sister! You're eating too much! There won't be any left for me!"

"I need the nutrition more than you do. It seems all of your nutrients go straight to that place, anyway."

Saying that, Sierra reached out and grabbed Elenor’s "tayun tayun."

Wow. Just... wow. Leave it to Nobless Academy to never miss an opportunity for a service scene.

"Weiss. I will not forgive you for looking."

"My apologies."

Still, a night like this isn't so bad every once in a while.
089: Final Exams

Noblesse Oblige was a school story through and through.

And just as naturally as it included a school trip, it featured final exams.

Classroom learning covered a wide range of subjects: magic studies, history, monster studies, martial arts, swordsmanship, and linguistics.

Personally, I preferred swordsmanship. It was straightforward—learning where to aim for maximum effect—but it also delved into the legendary combat styles of historical icons.

As for magic studies, there was simply too much to memorize. It was a popular subject, but the difficulty level was astronomical.

In the Original Story, Chloe usually handled this for me, but the stakes here were real. If test scores tanked, my points would drop significantly, and poor performance could even lead to expulsion. 

Nobless Academy didn't have a grade-retention system. You either passed, or you were out. That was why everyone studied like their lives depended on it, and those very final exams were looming over us.

Since we’d entered the exam period, even Duke—a man who usually had nothing but muscle fibers firing in his brain—was racking his head in agony.

Actually, the entire classroom was in a similar state of despair.

"Allen, is this magic circle formula right?"

"I think that's wrong. Isn't that folk magic from the Miya Tribe in the west?"

"You've gotta be kidding me..."

"You're both wrong, Allen. That's the Libito Tribe's variant."

Shari, who consistently pulled in top grades, was acting as the supervisor for those two. Honestly, if they just studied on a regular basis, they wouldn't be in this mess.

"...Cynthia, what on earth is this 'Girao Declaration' from the Country of Andas a hundred years ago?"

"That refers to the war treaty where they agreed to mutual non-aggression, Lord Weiss."

"I see..."

"Lord Weiss, I suspect the Uodangan War of the Country of Andas will definitely be on the test!"

"What kind of fish-like name is that...?"

...The truth was, I was just as bad as the rest of them.

I’d been so busy lately that my studies had completely fallen by the wayside. At this stage, failing a test wouldn't really hurt my point total, but I had the pride of a consistent top-ranker to maintain. I didn't want to lose my spot now.

Though, honestly, it's hard to find the motivation to memorize history that wasn't even mentioned in the Original Story...

Suddenly, Duke, who had been aggressively scratching his head, stood up as if struck by divine inspiration. He clapped his hands together with a loud smack and shouted, "I've got it!"

He then marched over to me, looking far too pleased with himself.

"Weiss, let’s have an Academic Training Camp! It'll be way faster if we all do this together!"

Ah, you muscle-brained idiot.

—Just for today, I’ll actually give you some credit.



"Yes, yes, that’s it. Weiss-kun, you’re so amazing! You're a total geniuuus."

"A-Ah, thank you... Eleanor-senpai."

We were in a study room at Nobless Academy. 

Sitting around a large table, the Witch Sisters—the strongest duo in the school—were acting as our teachers. The "students" consisted of me, Cynthia, Lilith, Allen, Shari, and Duke.

"No, that's not it. Try thinking about it in terms of muscles. For example, what if you visualized this variable as the biceps brachii?"

"—I get it! So the answer here is 24042! As expected of Sierra-senpai!"

And so, a bizarre classroom session using muscle analogies had begun. I knew Sierra had a high IQ, but I never expected her to get Duke to solve problems so fluently.

Even Shari looked stunned. "I didn't know such a method existed..." she muttered, sounding utterly exasperated. 

Well, at least it lets her focus entirely on Allen, so I suppose it’s a win.

"Lilith, that part is incorrect."

"Oh! I see it now!"

Cynthia was busy teaching Lilith Magical Pharmacology. This "camp" was turning out to be much more productive than I’d anticipated. (By the way, it was just a figure of speech—no one was actually staying overnight.)

As for why the Witch Sisters were even here, Cynthia had bumped into them on the street and asked for a favor. The sisters’ grades were top-tier; the Noblesse Elite Four weren't just about raw power.

『I suppose it can’t be helped if it’s for our dear juniors,』 Sierra had said.
『Sure thing~』 Eleanor had chirped.

They’d agreed so easily it actually shocked me. They were surprisingly kind.

Meanwhile, Eleanor was sticking to my side like glue. I tried my best to focus on the practice problems, desperately attempting not to be distracted by the floral scent of her perfume or the... impressive "softness" that my eyes kept wandering toward.

She was actually a fantastic teacher. Concepts were flowing into my unmotivated brain with ease. I was a bit nervous that Cynthia might snap at me, but things seemed fine so far.

"Yes, yes, Weiss-kun really is clever."

Is she mistaking me for a nephew or a pet or something? Her relaxed, airy way of speaking and that whispery voice were formidable enemies, even for me. In the Original Story, Eleanor was incredibly popular with the readers. Even among the Noblesse students, she had many fans despite her Dark Attribute—provided they didn't get close enough to anger her.

Still, a seed of doubt remained. Eleanor aside, would that Sierra really do all this without some kind of ulterior motive? It was natural for seniors to help juniors, but I couldn't shake the feeling of unease. She still hadn't told me about her "trump card" either, which kept my heart racing.

Despite my anxiety, the studying progressed smoothly. To make sure we didn't have any blind spots, we rotated partners every now and then.

"Vai, you've got East and West swapped there."

"I understand."

Wait, when did I become 'Vai'? Well, whatever. I gratefully accepted the advice, and our "training camp" (provisional) eventually came to an end. 

As we prepared to leave, we thanked the seniors and headed back to our rooms. I made sure to thank Cynthia as well.

"Thanks, Cynthia. I think I’ll actually survive the exams now."

"Hehe, I'm glad to hear it. However... you mustn't get too close to them, understood?"

"Right."

"I'm only joking, of course."

Cynthia looked more beautiful than ever as she gave me that cute, teasing smile.

The camp continued for the next two days. The final exams were split into two halves, and finally, the day of the written tests arrived.

"...This is incredible."

I stared at the exam paper in shock. Almost every single topic the Witch Sisters had covered was on the test. As expected of the upperclassmen—they know exactly what to look for.

"This one is definitely the biceps brachii," I heard Duke mutter nearby. 

That's a little terrifying. Please tell me he didn't actually write that on the answer sheet.

Fortunately, my worries were groundless. We all pulled off brilliant scores. I ended up at the top of the rankings, trailing just behind Shari, Cecil, Cynthia, and Carta.

"As expected of you, Weiss," Cynthia praised.

"Yeah, I really owe it to the seniors this time."

"It's the result of your hard work, Lord Weiss!"

Since there was a gap before the second half of the exams began, we all put our heads together to figure out a thank-you gift for the sisters. After much debate, we finally settled on something.

"Onee-chan, you look so cute..."

"...Eleanor is cute, but am I really...?"

Since the sisters preferred relaxing in their room, we bought them matching loungewear. Shari and Lilith had insisted on a bear-patterned design that was almost too precious for words. 

It definitely suited them, though the height difference between the "matching" set was pretty comical.

"Well, thanks, juniors," Sierra said.
"Thanks! I'm gonna treasure this~" Eleanor added.

With that, the first half of the exams concluded. All that remained was the second half—which, at Noblesse, was the real event. I had to stay sharp.

While walking through the hallway later that day, Eleanor spotted me and came jogging over. She looked oddly happy, chirping, "There you are!"

"Did you need something?" I asked.

Her cheeks were flushed—though that might have just been from the running.

"—I just wanted to say thank you. Onee-chan seems to be having a lot of fun lately."

"Sierra-senpai is?"

"Mhm! We get plenty of attention, sure, but we're usually so 'out there' that people are too scared to talk to us. Well, that's partly my fault... but Weiss-kun is the only one who approaches Onee-chan without hesitating. She seems really happy about that."

Well, they were depicted as singular, untouchable existences in the story. Challenging her to a duel was probably unthinkable for most people. If she was happy, though, that was a good thing.

"I'm glad. She's a wall I intend to overcome one day, after all."

"Fufufu. And you know, the real reason Onee-chan helped with the studying was actually because you were there, Weiss-kun."

"...Me?"

"Yep, yep. Listen..."

Eleanor glanced around to make sure no one was eavesdropping, then leaned in close to my ear. 

"I think Onee-chan probably likes you, Weiss-kun."

"...Excuse me?"

"Well, that's all! Thanks again~!"

With a cheerful wave and a distracting sway of her curves, Eleanor vanished down the hall.

She likes me... I see. So that's how it is.

To think I've been recognized as a worthy rival... I really have grown strong.

I couldn't help but let a smirk slip. Sierra... just you wait. One day, I'm going to crush you utterly.



In the Witch Sisters' room in the Upperclassmen Building, the two were lounging on the bed in their matching bear pajamas. Sierra was using Eleanor’s lap as a pillow.

"Onee-chan, apparently Weiss-kun got a really high score~"

"Hmph. I see. Well, good for him. What about the muscle guy?"

"His score was so high they suspected him of cheating~"

"Hmph. I guess that happens."

Sierra sipped her juice, feigning indifference. Then, after a moment...

"...Did Vai say anything? You know... about me?"

"He was really grateful! Also, I told him that you like him~"

"Hmph... Wait, what?! Eleanor, what did you say?!"

Sierra bolted upright, her face turning a deep crimson.

"Exactly what I just said~"

"D-Don't get the wrong idea, okay?! It’s not like I like him or anything! I just think he's a little strong and handsome and cool, but it's not like that!"

"Sure, sure~"

Sierra was strong, and because of that strength, she had a natural inclination toward those who could stand their ground against her. The intensity of their snowball fight had left a much bigger impression on her than she cared to admit.

"...So, how did Vai react?"

"He looked happy~"

"H-Hmph. I... I see."

Weiss remained blissfully unaware that he had already achieved a complete Victory.
090 Battle Royale

"The strong." That was the phrase you heard most often at Nobless, and the title everyone craved. 

To put it bluntly, it didn’t matter if your personality was a total dumpster fire; as long as you were strong, people respected you. In this world, might made right—it was the absolute, undeniable truth.

With the written portion of the exams finally behind us, the real event was about to begin. I’d need to use every ounce of power I’d gained since enrolling to make it through this.

Every lowerclassman lived in fear of the rumors surrounding this test. In the Original Story, the Term-end Exam was notoriously difficult, though the specific trials were randomized. Not that any of the possibilities were easy. We were talking about fetching rare flowers from the peaks of icebergs or gathering mana stones dropped by monsters in the middle of nowhere—basically, the kind of stuff where "losing your life" was a very real line item on the syllabus. It made sense in the context of a game, but in reality? No thank you. I’d really rather not.

Bright and early, we lowerclassmen were hauled off to an uninhabited island managed by the Academy. Mana clouds swirled thick in the air around the perimeter. The memory of the blizzard during the Survival Exam was still fresh enough to make me shiver, but as we crossed the water on the Nobless Academy private ship, the snow abruptly stopped. My classmates actually started smiling. The temperature was perfect—neither too hot nor too cold—which felt like a cruel joke considering the hell we were about to walk into.

We were herded onto the coastline, where we’d already been warned that the test could last up to seven days. 

For me, though, this is a stroke of luck.

It was the best kind of exam I could ask for. If I had to compare it to anything, it was like a "Pro" version of the previous Survival Exam. Of course, that meant the danger level was through the roof too.

Darius stepped forward. For the record, Teacher Milk, Chloe, and Coco had tagged along as well.

"You likely already understand the gist of this," Darius announced. "It is a Survival Exam. However, the rules are completely different from anything you’ve faced before. This time, it is a seven-day Battle Royale. Every person here, excluding yourself, is an enemy. You will fight until a single winner is decided."

The crowd erupted in a nervous buzz. Most of them had probably suspected this based on the rumors. It was no exaggeration to call this the grand culmination of every exam we’d taken so far. 

During the three-day Survival Exam, only monsters yielded points. During the Test of Courage, it was all about the rings. But this time...

"The students themselves are the targets," Darius continued. "If you knock an opponent unconscious, you steal their points. Furthermore, for those of you with high scores: if you lose to an opponent with fewer points than you, your total will drop significantly. If you’re eliminated early on, you’ll face a massive penalty. Basically, if you have a high rank and you screw up early, be prepared for the worst."

Upon hearing that, a good portion of the class immediately whipped their heads around to glare at me, Allen, and the other top-scorers. To them, we were just giant walking bags of loot. If they took us down, the payoff would be massive.

The unfairness of it all was staggering, but honestly? It was great. This was exactly how a Term-end Test should feel. Until now, there hadn’t been a strictly aggressive requirement to fight; we were always hunting monsters or finding rings first. 

But this was different. While there were monsters and animals on the island, they wouldn't give us a single point. And then Darius dropped the most "interesting" element of all.

"May I ask a question?" one student chimed in.

"Very well," Milk replied. 

Teacher Milk, who usually had a 'shut up and deal with it' policy, was actually being kind for once. Well, she was a teacher, so I guess that should have been the baseline.

"What happens if a winner isn't decided after seven days? Does that mean our points won't decrease?"

"Shut up and fight," Milk snapped.

...Wait, what?

"I will provide a more detailed explanation," Chloe said, stepping forward. Her explanations were always easier to follow anyway—though I’d better not let Milk hear me think that or she’d actually kill me. 

"As indicated on the maps we’ve distributed, the island is partitioned into zones. Every two hours, a Magic Bird will make an announcement declaring 'Restricted Areas.' By the final day, only one zone will remain. Combat will be unavoidable."

"What happens if we stay in a restricted area?" 

"Your points," Chloe said flatly, "will be completely forfeited."

The students started panicking again. Personally, I figured as long as you kept an eye on the map, it wasn't a big deal. The Academy clearly just wanted to force us into a meat grinder to keep things 'efficient.' Still, a two-hour window was pretty brutal. If your current camp became a restricted zone, you’d be forced to move, which meant a high chance of running into an ambush.

To summarize:
1. The exam lasts seven days on an uninhabited island.
2. Areas are divided into safe and restricted zones. If you’re in a restricted zone when the countdown hits zero, you lose all your points. (In other words: Expulsion).
3. Point fluctuations from wins and losses are a secret, but high-rankers losing to low-rankers equals a massive penalty.
4. To prevent cheating, committing 'suicide' to avoid losing points to an enemy is meaningless. You still lose everything.

A lot of people were going to see their rankings plummet. In the Original Story, getting eliminated early almost guaranteed expulsion. I couldn’t even remember how many times I’d played through this part; it was always impossibly harsh.

The Academy was using this to decide who was worthy of becoming an Intermediate-year Student next spring. The kids who had low points right now were the ones who had spent the year running away from every challenge. Now, that cowardice was finally going to come back and haunt them.

"Does the winner get a point bonus?" someone asked.

"Correct," Darius said. "If you're aiming for S-class, winning this is your best bet. But that’s not all. I can’t reveal the details yet, but we’ve prepared a special reward for the last person standing."

I blinked in surprise. A reward? That wasn't in the Original Story.

Damn, now I was actually curious. But then again, I was already aiming for S-class. Winning was the only option from the very beginning.

Once the orientation ended, the atmosphere split down the middle: half the students were vibrating with motivation, while the other half looked like they were about to throw up. If your points were low, you were probably worried sick, but that’s just how it goes in any school. If you can't produce results, you get weeded out.

It felt a bit strange, though. We’d spent so much time recently on Team Battles, overcoming the Calamity and the School Trip together. Now, every friend was a foe. Nobless really had a twisted sense of timing when it came to throwing us into the meat grinder.

But we all had our pride. This wasn't just about points anymore; it was a battle for our dignity as elites.

"Cynthia," I said, catching her eye. "I'm not going to hold back, even against you. So... don't you dare lose to anyone else."

"Hmph. As if I would," she replied with a confident smirk.

"Lord Weiss! I’m looking forward to my rematch!" Lilith chirped.

"Heh. I'll be waiting, Lilith."

As per the usual routine, we were warped to random locations across the island via Teleportation Magic. Since this was a seven-day ordeal, I couldn't just stay on the offensive the whole time; securing food and water was going to be essential.

I had no idea how people would move now that they’d grown stronger than their counterparts in the Original Story. Honestly, I was looking forward to it. It might be fun to finally take down the people I’d never fought seriously before. 

Carta, Cecil, Shari, Duke, Cynthia, Olynn... and of course, Allen and Lilith. I didn't care who it was. Even if I had to crush every single one of my classmates, I was going to be the one standing at the top.
091 Uninhabited Island

A few hours had already ticked by since the teleportation kicked off.

It had been a while since I’d donned the academy training gear, and the moment I pulled it on, I felt my focus sharpen. The fact that I hadn't run into a single soul yet was a testament to just how massive this uninhabited island really was.

As for what I was currently doing? I was sitting on the coast, staring out at a beautiful stretch of ocean. The spot was a sheer cliff with a nasty overhang, making it completely useless for swimming, but it served my purposes just fine.

I cut a branch, twisted some vines into a line, fashioned a hook, and skewered a tiny insect on the end.

I was fishing.

The goal, of course, was to secure a food supply. During the previous Survival Exam, I hadn't rested at all since it was only a three-day affair. Back then, the points from monsters were high, and—well, there were other petty reasons—but this time was different. If I wanted to sprint through this exam while conserving my stamina, I needed to make an upfront investment of time.

I’d already confirmed that I could store a decent amount of supplies inside Debi’s Dark Magic. I could have hunted for meat, but butchering takes forever. My plan was simple: catch enough fish to last a few days, wait for the sun to go down, and then start picking off any overconfident small fries I stumbled across.

That was the plan, anyway.

But I’d overlooked one catastrophic miscalculation.

"I’m not catching anything..."

It turns out, I had absolutely zero talent for fishing.

...But I anticipated a failure like this! I already have a backup plan.

Presumably, everyone else was also scrambling to find food right about now. If that was the case, I could just skip the middleman and steal my food from the enemy. It was a barbaric way of thinking, sure, but nothing was more efficient.

I called it: Operation: Charge into the Neighbor's Dinner.

It was a little dorky, I'll admit, but I couldn't think of a more fitting name.

"Heh. I really am a genius."

Just as the thought crossed my mind, the line tugged. 

Wait, seriously?

"Ngh! It’s heavy... Is this a big one?!"

I hauled the line up with a grunt of effort—only to find a tattered, waterlogged shoe that had likely been swept out to sea from the Royal Capital.

"...Keep the ocean clean, you idiots."

I used Dark Magic to disintegrate the trash and prepared to move on, but then, a "mob" character—a lowerclassman—emerged from the forest. In his hand, he held something that looked like a rabbit.

My stomach let out a treacherous, echoing growl.

"W-Weiss?!"

"Yo. Thanks for going through the trouble of delivering that to me."

I called him a "small fry," but even a student like him was several times stronger than your average adventurer. The lowerclassman thrust his palm toward me. He must have been a user of the rare Water Magic.

"I can do this here!" 

The moment he raised his hand, the seawater behind me surged upward. I caught a glimpse of fish splashing around in the rising tide. Damn it, this guy actually has talent for fishing...

"Water Magic—"

"—Die."

[Lyndon Gris: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent.]

After the Magic Bird’s announcement finished, the Restricted Areas were broadcast. The place where I was standing seemed to be safe for now.

"Man, this rabbit is delicious..."

Since he’d been kind enough to bleed the thing, I just had to gather some dry wood and start a fire to enjoy a gourmet meal.

After that, the announcements of dropouts continued to drone on in the background. However, not a single one of the top-tier students like Allen or Cynthia appeared on the list. Well, that was to be expected. I’d save the real fun for the end. My goal was first place, after all.

For today, I’d just focus on making preparations while "hunting" for food.



The next day, I woke up early and washed my face in a small forest stream. 

My kill count was up to about seven people. Since every single one of them had been carrying a nice haul of fish or rabbit, I’d stuffed it all into Debi’s Dark Magic storage.

Now, the real exam began. Leaving too many heavy hitters for the final days would be a pain. I’m sure the others were thinking the same thing.

"—Debi."

"Debibit!"

I summoned Debi and drew my Dual Sword. I let out a fraction of the mana I’d been suppressing and began to calibrate my senses. 

This forest was packed with trees that threw mana into a frenzy. To put it simply, it was like a compass spinning wildly due to a magnetic field. With strange mana signatures reacting all over the place, finding someone wasn't easy. If my Mana Sense was too effective, the exam would be a cakewalk, so this was actually a decent bit of "game balance."

It really felt like I was back in the world of the game.

Still, if I pushed my mana output a bit higher, I could sense things within a short range. I slowly closed my eyes. I filtered out the mana of the trees, the monsters, and the local wildlife, searching specifically for the unique signature of a human.

I expanded the radius. Several meters. Dozens of meters. 

And then...

"...Come to think of it, we’ve never actually fought."

To be honest, the person I found was the one I was least excited to face. It was probably because I felt so much genuine gratitude toward her. But even so, I’d made my choice.

I took a deep breath and sprinted straight for her. As I closed the distance, I felt her react to my presence. I could have masked my mana and crept up slowly, but I didn't want to resort to a surprise attack. At the very least, I wanted to face her fair and square.

Not that I had any intention of losing.

She was standing in a small clearing in the middle of the woods. There were traces of a campsite nearby.

"Sorry. You were just the closest one to me."

"—Don't worry about it. I had a feeling I’d end up fighting you eventually."

"I see. You're alone? I fully expected you to form a party with someone."

"I wouldn't do that. I’m seriously aiming for first place. I’m a student of Nobless Academy too, you know."

"Heh. Fair enough."

With her long black hair and glasses, Cecil didn't seem to be carrying a weapon. A dagger? Some kind of hidden tool? Usually, she focused on magic, but I was sure she’d owned a sword.

Honestly, she didn't have a single trait that excelled in direct combat. Her grades and points were top-class, but that was strictly because she specialized in team battles. She’d rarely been tested in individual combat recently, and she wasn't particularly strong. In the Original Story, her mana capacity was described as being among the lowest in the cast.

But she was a genius.

"—Cecil. I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to knock you out of the exam."

If it hadn’t been for her, we probably never would have repelled that Calamity.

I didn't move. It wasn't because I was hesitant, but because of something startling—she didn't have a single opening. She had no weapon. She wasn't even in a combat stance. 

Is it just because it's Cecil? No, this is way too suspicious. 

There was no way she was just standing there with nothing up her sleeve. 

I signaled Debi in my mind. Whatever happens, just destroy everything.

The next instant, I charged.

"Debibit!"

Debi fired a Mana Cannon from behind Cecil. If she moved to evade, I’d cut her down. If she tried to chant a defensive spell, I’d just shatter it with Time Lapse. I probably didn't need to go this far, but going all out was the only way to show her proper respect.

Debi’s Mana Cannon was fast. It was set to impact before I even reached her. Cecil didn't move; it was as if she hadn't even noticed it.

Noblesse Oblige is just a game, I told myself. Every character has their own role. Even if she loses here, it won't change her value. 

But as I whispered those justifications to myself, I saw something impossible.

Just as the Mana Cannon was about to slam into her, Cecil vanished into thin air.

Suddenly, I felt a surge of killing intent from behind. I twisted my body just in time to see a thin—no, a needle-thin—blade zip past my cheek. I could feel a staggering amount of mana radiating from that sword.

"De-Debibit?!"

The dark Mana Cannon came looping back toward me, but I swatted it aside with my sword. I glanced at the relieved Debi before turning my attention back to Cecil.

"—Construction Magic, huh?"

"Yes. It looks like I managed to surprise you. I was hoping to end it with that, but I suppose I was being too optimistic against an opponent like you."

Just as she said, I was stunned. Construction Magic was a technique used to create physical matter from scratch using mana. Magic is a world of imagery, and the more complex the object, the harder it is to visualize.

However, a rapier is simple. A sword constructed of pure mana deals far more damage because it's saturated with elemental power. It was similar to Cynthia’s Glass Sword, though in Cynthia's case, she could manifest it through sheer imagination without needing a formal spell.

But this was a move meant for mages with massive mana pools. With Cecil’s limited capacity, constructing a rapier should have drained her instantly. In fact, I couldn't feel a single trace of mana coming from her body right now. 

And yet, how was she moving like that?

No time to overthink it!

I kicked off the ground, putting every ounce of speed, strength, and mana I had into a heavy swing. If it was a sword made of mana, I just had to break the formula behind it.

But she didn't block. She shifted her weight, letting her blade glide along the flat of my sword to redirect the force. She understood her weaknesses perfectly and had decided from the start that she wouldn't take a direct hit. There was no way she’d prepared this just for the exam.

"I haven't just been watching from the sidelines all this time, you know."

The ground beneath us erupted in the glow of a magic circle. A Light Magic Formula. Construction Magic could be used regardless of one's elemental affinity, but it required an insane level of complexity and understanding to pull off. It was similar to my Blessing of Healing, but since she lacked dark magic, she couldn't debuff me. Instead, she was buffing herself.

But that wasn't all. This speed... it was unthinkable for a simple buff.

Ah, this is why I love Noblesse.

Cecil, I acknowledge you more than anyone else in this world. I’m sure everyone at the academy feels the same way. But you weren't satisfied with just that. In this brief exchange, I could feel the sheer weight of your effort.

"Cecil... you’re the best."

"Thank you. Hearing you say that... makes all that hard work worth it."

That was exactly why I would show her the respect of defeating her with everything I had.
092 Cecil Antwerp

I still remember the first time I saw Battle Universe like it was yesterday.

I was a bit of a brat back then, always flipping over any box I could get my hands on. One day, a bunch of little figures came tumbling out of one, clattering onto the floor.

"Cecil, stop that. Those are very important, you know."

"Papa, what are these?"

"Those? That’s Battle Universe. It might be a little too difficult for you, Cecil."

"Then what’s this? And this one?"

"That one is a knight. This one is a mage. They’re very, very strong, and they protect everyone."

"Hmm. I want to play with them too."

"It’s too early for you. Let's find something else to—"

"No! I want to do this!"

I didn't really understand the rules, but just moving the tiny pieces around was enough to make me happy. Little dolls holding swords and staves, marching forward to defeat the bad guys... even as a child, I knew how cool that was.

From that day on, I spent every waking moment with a figure clutched in my hand. It was a long time before I realized they were actually called pieces.

"Okay, I’m moving the mage to the front!"

"...I lost? You’ve got to be kidding me... Cecil, you’re amazing! You’re a natural!"

By the time I turned six, I had completely mastered the rules and defeated my father. I found out much later that he was actually supposed to be quite good at the game.

By age seven, the "strong" adults in my hometown were no match for me. I was a noble and my family was fairly well-off, so I never lacked for opponents.

"Cecil is incredible, isn't she?"

"Little Cecil is a genius!"

"This girl is going to be someone special!"

It was fun. Not just because of the praise, but because I could get so lost in Battle Universe that the rest of the world just faded away.

When I was eight, I heard about an international tournament. I entered, and to everyone's shock, I won the whole thing. People called it a legendary achievement, but honestly? It didn't feel like that big of a deal. No one had even put up a fight.

That was when things started to change. I could feel the world around me shifting.

"Hey, Papa, let’s play Battle Universe!"

"I’m busy, Cecil. Besides, I can’t win anymore. It’s not fun playing against me, is it?"

That’s not true, I wanted to say. But looking around, I realized that no one who played against me actually looked like they were having fun.

The tournament had been the same. I was so happy that I couldn't stop smiling, but people whispered that I had a "nasty personality" for grinning while I crushed my opponents.

I didn't understand. Doesn't everyone here love Battle Universe?

When I entered the academy for nobles, I was treated like a celebrity at first. Everyone clamored to challenge me, but then, just as suddenly as it started, the invitations stopped. Even when I tried to join the groups of people who claimed to love the game...

"Sorry, Cecil-san, but our levels are just too different..."

"Yeah, exactly. It wouldn't even be fun for you to play with us, right?"

Before I knew it, I was completely isolated.

Schoolwork was never a struggle. People often asked me how I did it, but I didn't have an answer. I just wrote down the things I’d memorized. It was that simple.

Magic, however, was a different story.

"Cecil, if you can’t do at least this much, people will look down on you."

"Yes, Teacher."

The problem was clear as day: an overwhelming lack of mana. I simply didn't have enough to construct proper spells.

I didn't necessarily need to be strong. Since I was a noble, just having the title of "mage" was enough to get by. But every time I looked at my game pieces, I felt a pang of envy.

I wanted to be like you guys.

The pieces in Battle Universe were modeled after heroes of the past. Grist, the legendary knight; Lemli, the strongest mage in history. I wanted to be like them—the ones who stood tall and protected their king.

But I didn't have the talent for it.

"You passed, Cecil! I knew you could do it!"

"Wonderful, Cecil."

"Thank you, Father. Thank you, Mother."

I enrolled in Noblesse Magic Academy because I knew it would make my parents happy. Even if I wasn't strong, Noblesse still valued academic excellence. But deep down, I harbored a tiny, flickering hope that maybe—just maybe—I could change. That I could become like the knights and mages I admired.

Reality, however, was a cruel teacher.

"First place: Weiss Fancent. Second place: Allen..."

I was top of the class in academics, but I was dead last in physical and magical exams. At Noblesse, that didn't technically lower my standing since the academy was a meritocracy based on total points, but everyone in this world looks up to the strong.

I was no exception.

I watched the "strong" students from afar, thinking to myself that they were the true protagonists of this world. I was just someone who sat on the sidelines, indulging in a game to keep my ego intact because I couldn't stand in the center of the stage.

Then, one day in the library, I found someone from that side.

Weiss Fancent.

To my absolute shock, he was holding a book on the history of Battle Universe. My face practically split into a grin before I could stop it.

I knew he had a terrible reputation, but his behavior inside the academy was nothing like the rumors. Then again, history is full of people who were misunderstood by their contemporaries. 

I swallowed my nerves, tried to keep my heart from leaping out of my chest, and spoke to him. He actually asked me for a match.

I was terrified, though. Most people start off excited to play me, only for their faces to go dark as the match progresses. I was so scared that he would end up just like the others.

But Weiss was different.

"One more time, Cecil."

Even when he lost, he never looked discouraged. He kept his eyes forward, challenging me again and again with a burning desire to win. I could never be that resilient. He was... so cool.

And then, he asked me for a favor. He told me a story about a "Calamity" that was coming.

It sounds terrible to say, but in that moment, I felt like a hand was being reached out to me from the other side, inviting me to join him. I felt like a wallflower in the corner of a classroom who had suddenly been swept up by a hero.

Normally, I wouldn't have believed a word of it. But Weiss had been so sincere in his attempts to beat me. I had felt his earnestness through the game.

From that day on, we met almost every day to discuss the Calamity. I researched every piece of ancient literature I could find, desperate to account for every possibility. I wanted to protect everyone.

When the Calamity actually arrived, I was so scared I wanted to run away. The realization that my words and actions would decide whether people lived or died was a crushing weight.

But Weiss faced it head-on. He was just so cool.

"Cecil-san, it's all thanks to you."

"Cecil, that was awesome!"

"As expected of Cecil!"

For the first time, people were recognizing me—and not because of Battle Universe. They were recognizing me.

I was so happy. Truly. 

But... I was still in the "safe zone." Unlike the others who were sweating, bleeding, and putting their lives on the line, I was just watching from safety.

"Teacher Chloe, I have a request."

"Cecil? What’s wrong?"

"...I want to become strong."

Unlike Teacher Milk or Darius, Teacher Chloe didn't have a massive pool of mana. Yet, she was a faculty member at Noblesse and had been incredible during the Calamity. She knew how to fight with limited resources.

But her path required a terrifying amount of effort.

"Is that all? Is that the extent of your resolve?"

"No... I can keep going!"

I threw away my old, pampered self and began training to intentionally burn through my meager mana at full power. 

In this world, a rare few are born with no mana at all, but they are compensated with incredible physical abilities. Teacher Chloe knew a way to mimic that state artificially. By intentionally exhausting every drop of mana and constructing spells with the resolve to die, one can achieve a similar effect.

The downside? Once your mana is gone, the slightest scratch becomes a fatal wound.

"Teacher, did I...?"

"Yes, Cecil. Your speed is remarkable. You have a real gift for this. You've done well."

In exchange for my safety, I gained speed. A double-edged sword if there ever was one. A single hit would likely finish me.

But that’s fine. 

I’m not just a piece watching from a distance anymore. Even if it costs me everything, Weiss Fancent... I’m going to beat you.
A Battle That Cannot Be Lost

In the world of Noblesse Oblige, it was extremely rare for a human to be born without any mana at all.

Even commoners had mana. Newborns, children, the elderly—everyone possessed it to some degree. However, in those cases where mana was completely absent, a "blessing" occurred where the individual’s physical abilities and five senses were drastically enhanced.

The Original Story had revealed this to be a type of biological self-defense mechanism, though the finer details remained a mystery.

But that only applied to congenital cases. If someone like us—those born with mana—ran out of it, at least a tiny fragment usually remained deep inside.

Yet, I couldn't sense even a trace of mana from Cecil.

She probably poured every last drop of her mana into Construction Magic, scrubbing her body clean of it.

There was no character like that in the Original Story.

The price for such a feat had to be astronomical. In a state of zero mana, her natural resistance would be non-existent. There was a very real possibility that even a gentle breeze caused her agonizing pain.

And yet, I couldn't read a hint of it on her face.

Hah, as expected of the genius Cecil Antwerp.

"Even with those training clothes on, you’re making a dangerous gamble," I said.

"I’m quite fond of Challenge Play. After all, you’re always far too strong."

If Cecil had played it safe, she could have easily aimed for a top rank even if she didn't win the whole thing. But she had discarded that safety net, grasping for the power necessary to actually claim victory. 

That effort, that sheer mental fortitude... it was worthy of my respect.

God, you’re the best! You really are!

I charged at her head-on. I wasn't going to pull any shameful stunts like aiming for a glancing blow with petty techniques. I was going to meet her resolve with everything I had.

"—Thank you."

Cecil noticed my intent and mouthed the words silently.

But I wasn't about to hand her the Victory.

"Debibit!"

"Shut up and watch! This is a match between Cecil and me!"

I barked at Debi, who was operating in Auto Mode, and swung my blade. Cecil tried to parry with the flat of her sword. Her reaction speed and reflexes were laughable—so fast they were almost inhuman. She was like a total superhuman.

But my sword wasn't weak enough to be brushed aside by that alone. 

The moment she tried to redirect my blade, I poured every ounce of strength into my arms. I shoved the sword forward with a grunt, forcing Cecil to leap backward in a hurry. Her ability to adapt on the fly was definitely one of her greatest strengths.

However—!

"That wasn't the right move!"

Without a breath of delay, I drove my sword home. A horizontal sweep this time, aimed right for her flank. If she took the hit, she’d be forced to a halt. But she couldn't retreat any further, either.

Now then... what will you do?

"—It was on purpose."

The ground beneath Cecil’s feet suddenly glowed. She vanished—no, she had launched herself into the air. 

Cecil had no mana left. She couldn't chant magic. That meant she had set up the magic formulas on the ground in advance. Immediately after, the air itself began to shine.

Hah! Setting fixed formulas in mid-air is a technique students don't even learn until they're upperclassmen! Just how much of a genius are you?!

"You're amazing, Cecil!"

At my shout, a smile played on Cecil’s lips. I had no idea what she was thinking, but she looked like she was enjoying this from the bottom of her soul. 

It was the same look she wore whenever we played Battle Universe. Back then, whenever she gave instructions, she was always so deadly serious that she never let a smile slip.

I see. You really were one of us after all.

I braced myself and caught the sword she swung down from above. Cecil looked truly, deeply happy.

From that point on, I parried every single one of Cecil’s strikes. I did it because I felt it was a matter of courtesy—because her effort deserved that level of respect.

She was drawing out every bit of her potential, clearly pushing far past her limits. Eventually, her movements began to slow. 

I felt a surge of joy. It wasn't just Cecil; plenty of things were moving beyond the confines of the Original Story, but she had completely shattered her own shell.

"...Thank you, Fansent-kun."

Toward the end, it seemed she realized it. She realized she couldn't win against me.

Even so, after those words, she launched one final, all-out attack. Her face was twisted in anguish, and she was clearly enduring pain so intense she couldn't even manage a smile.

"You were strong, Cecil."

I offered her my highest praise as I finished the fight. 

I struck her flank once. I wanted to cause as little pain as possible. As she lost consciousness, a teleportation formula triggered, whisking her away. It was a pre-installed safety measure for the exam.

【Cecil Antwerp: Unable to Continue. Points awarded to Weiss Fansent.】

You did great.



Three days had passed since the Survival exam began.

Yesterday, the moment the Magic Bird circling above announced a familiar name, my heart gave a painful little squeeze.

『Carta-san, I won't lose. Let's give it our all together!』
『Yes, Cecil-san!』

Cecil-san had lost to Weiss-kun.

But I’d known that was coming. This was a Battle Royale. No matter who the opponent was, I had to win. Besides, this wasn't just a simple contest of raw strength.

In this exam, I was more advantaged than anyone. I could move through the zones faster than anyone else, and I could launch unilateral attacks from heights where no one could reach me. That was how I had defeated so many lowerclassmen over the last three days.

I wasn't that "weakling" I used to be.

【Forbidden Area: E-1, E-2, E-3】

The Magic Bird’s announcement echoed through the trees. I checked my map in a panic, only to realize I was currently standing right in the middle of a danger zone. Three of them in a row, even.

Normally, I would have been terrified.

"...Okay."

I slowly mounted my broom. I closed my eyes and visualized the wind wrapping around my body, imagining myself soaring into the sky.

The image became reality. Wind swirled around my feet, kicking up dust, and in the next heartbeat, I shot high into the air.

Still, no matter how many times I saw it, it took my breath away—the fact that the barrier reached all the way up here.

Teacher Coco... you're incredible.

This uninhabited island was gargantuan, yet a layer of Barrier Magic covered the entire thing. It was likely a precaution to prevent another dragon invasion like last time, but covering an entire island was a staggering feat of technique.

Wait, now wasn't the time to be impressed.

"E-1... E-2..."

I repeated the zone coordinates to myself as I flew across the boundaries. I had a thirty-minute grace period, which was more than enough time.

But then, I spotted people fighting down in the E-3 area. They didn't seem to be working together, but based on their positions, it looked like a three-on-one. 

Suddenly, the lone fighter began unleashing an absurd sequence of magic. It wasn't like my Mana Cannon; it was sharp, fast, and packed a terrifying amount of instantaneous power.

At that moment, the announcements triggered.

【Ilua Grid: Unable to Continue. Points awarded to Cynthia Violetta.】
【Waiton Ils: Unable to Continue. Points awarded to Cynthia Violetta.】
【Mistis Ann: Unable to Continue. Points awarded to Cynthia Violetta.】

Wow...

Unlike me, she had no openings at any range—short, medium, or long. Her mana capacity was enormous, and in terms of Balance, she was arguably the best in all of Noblesse.

“…………”

But I’d been thinking about something ever since I first heard the rules of this exam. There was a strategy that only I could pull off. 

A cowardly, cunning, and downright terrible plan that was only possible because it was me.

But... I—

"...I'm going to win."

Steeling my resolve, I pointed my palm toward the ground below.



"Whew..."

Being surrounded by three people outside the safe zone was a shock, but I was lucky they weren't among the top-ranked students. 

If they had been... no, I need to stop being so timid.

I didn't have time to stand around. If I didn't get through E-3 soon, my points would be forfeited. I had to hurry—

Suddenly, the sky flashed. An instant later, a colossal pillar of light rained down from the heavens. It was saturated with a terrifying amount of mana.

—B-BOOOM!!

With an ear-splitting roar, a massive crater opened in the earth. The shockwave made my whole body tremble. When the dust finally settled, I was left speechless.

"...The path."

The road in front of me had simply vanished. No, it had been gouged out of existence. 

To make matters worse, I was in the worst possible spot. To my left was a sheer cliff dropping into the sea; to my right was a high stone wall. It was a narrow, one-way pass.

I looked up. In the sky, I could see Carta-san straddling her broom. To move forward, I would have to jump across that massive hole. But if I tried, the chances of being attacked mid-jump were incredibly high.

But why had Carta-san left the path behind me untouched?

"—I see."

She left me an escape route on purpose just to guarantee she gets the points.

If I ran back the way I came, she would just wait until the very last second before the time limit to block that path too. With her broom, she could use her mana to fly into the safe zone at full speed no matter how little time was left. 

The teacher had mentioned there was a ten-second grace period even after the zone closed. Carta-san would easily be able to escape in that window.

I had three options.

First, I could try to jump the gap ahead and escape the zone. But the hole was too big. Plus, after that explosion, the other Noblesse students would be heading this way like sharks to blood. I’d have to dodge Carta-san’s attacks while fighting off a crowd.

Second, I could use Ice Magic to take to the sky right now and try to defeat Carta-san. But the sky was her domain. My chances of winning up there were abysmal.

Third, I could hurry back the way I came and try to escape before she blocked the rear path. It looked like the most viable option, but that was the trap. 

Carta-san’s true goal was to block that final exit at the very last second. If she succeeded, she wouldn't even have to fight. She would force me to choose between being attacked by her or losing all my points to the Forbidden Area—which effectively meant expulsion. It was a strategy designed to force a surrender while consuming the minimum amount of mana.

I’d known she had the advantage in this exam, but this was beyond my expectations. 

Floating in the sky, she didn't look frightened, nor did she look at me with pity. She stared me down with a face full of resolve.

If she blocked the back path right now, I would probably launch a desperate, all-or-nothing attack against her. She’d have the advantage, but there would still be a chance she could lose. That was why she was observing.

If I were in her shoes, I would have done the same thing. The more a person panics, the more their thoughts cloud, and the more their magic falters.

『Ten minutes remaining. Ten minutes remaining.』

"...Carta-san, I always thought you were just a kind person. No, you probably were. But... you’ve changed too, haven't you?"

I thought of Weiss.

There was only one answer.

I flooded my legs with mana.

"Carta-san... I will not lose."

Steeling my resolve, I turned and sprinted back toward the path behind me.
094 Determination

I bolted from the spot, desperate to put some distance between us.

I wove through the trees at high speed, my heart hammering against my ribs—

Gooooooon!

Carta-san fired several Mana Cannons in my direction. I didn't panic, though; I knew it was just an intimidation tactic. There were no elemental attributes infused into her spells. 

Flight Magic was non-attribute. 

While its raw power was staggering, it lacked the secondary effects of elemental magic. Still, that lack of complexity made it terrifyingly efficient. When combined with her bottomless mana reserves, the results were devastating.

She was watching me from high above. She’s observing my every move through the canopy. Hiding is a waste of time.

I flooded the soles of my shoes with Ice Magic, coating them in a thick layer of mana. Every time my feet touched the forest floor, the ground froze instantly. It allowed me to skate across the terrain at several times my normal running speed. 

The mana consumption is brutal, but God, I love how this feels.

In the distance, I spotted it: the boundary line for the next zone. I’d memorized the landmarks beforehand, so I knew that the towering giant tree marked the edge of safety.

I kicked into high gear, pushing my speed to the limit. I bet Carta-san is shaking right about now. She didn’t think I could move this fast!

But then—Carta-san fired again. Not once, but twice, then a third time, each blast more powerful than the last. The beams of light pouring from the heavens weren't meant to hit me; they were meant to pin me down. She was systematically—and violently—blocking my path.

As the dust settled, a crater even more massive than the first one gaped open before me. If I try to leap over that, she’ll swat me out of the air like a fly.

Even if I tried to fight her now, the Forbidden Area would swallow us both in seconds. I couldn't win. And even if I somehow pulled off a miracle, I’d lose all my points for being out of bounds.

All I could do was stand there and take whatever she threw at me. 

I funneled mana into my eyes and stared up at the sky. Carta-san was looking right back at me. She leveled her palm in my direction, mana swirling around her hand. In a few seconds, she’d let loose another Mana Cannon.

But...

"Carta-san," I muttered, my voice steady despite the circumstances. "The real match starts now."

◆

Cynthia-san was staring up at me from the forest floor. I was sure she grasped the gravity of her situation. 

I could have blocked her path from the start, but that would have given her too much time to think. I needed to back her into a corner where her only choice was to come at me. 

I'm not underestimating her. Not for a second. There's always a chance her blade could reach me.

But I was out of time. I had to launch my attack from the safety of the sky, where she couldn't retaliate. This wasn't just a simple spell. This was a gamble—an attack that weighed the risk of expulsion against the hope of victory.

It’s a cowardly, dirty move... but I’m okay with that.

I would do whatever it took to win. That was the lesson I’d learned from Weiss-kun and Cecil-san.

The Forbidden Area was practically nipping at Cynthia-san’s heels. My magic was about to find its mark— 

She wasn't moving. No, she couldn't move—

This is it. I've got her—

"Ice Shield!"

My eyes nearly popped out of my head. Cynthia-san raised both palms, unleashing a staggering amount of mana to block my attack. 

How?! Why?!

In a few dozen seconds, the Forbidden Area would touch her. I didn't understand. She shouldn't have had any moves left. Then, to my absolute shock, she fired back.

Accurately casting magic from such a long distance is a nightmare. Usually, your precision, focus, and power take a massive hit. But Cynthia-san’s Ice Magic was on another level. One touch from her attribute-heavy attacks would bypass almost any magic resistance.

I dodged the blast easily. Her aim is incredible, but at this distance, she’s lacking the speed to actually hit me.

Wait. She was just buying time.

Cynthia-san suddenly soared into the air. She was flying. She had sprouted Ice Wings.

What is going on?! She was moving at a terrifying speed. She had already burned so much mana on that defense. Between that, her offense, and her Flight Magic, she should have been running on fumes. 

Why? Why challenge me to a fight you can't possibly win?!

Without a word, Cynthia-san readied Glacies. Absolute zero. If she even grazed me, I was finished. But as she moved, the wings on her back began to shatter, unable to sustain the mana output.

It made no sense. Even if she beat me, the Forbidden Area would strip her of every point she had. 

Wait... could it be an Artifact? I’d never seen her use one. Maybe it was some kind of teleportation? Or a counter-ability? 

She came straight for me. Her Ice Wings didn't flap; they were just a static image used to focus her intent. Magic is a world of imagery. She must have constructed them like that just to make flight possible. She’s a genius... but she’s slow. Way too slow.

I dodged her lunge and fired a Mana Cannon in the same breath. This time, it’s really over.

She blocked it again with another Ice Shield. 

I don’t get it! I just don't get it!

There was no more time. If she refused to run, I’d just have to crush her with everything I had. I kneaded a massive amount of mana and unleashed a Mana Cannon directly at her. The air shrieked as the blast tore toward her. 

I wanted to save my energy, but I don’t have a choice.

She couldn't block a blast this size with whatever mana she had left. Even if she dodged, she’d never have enough time to reach me afterward. And even if she did, I’d just fly away at full speed before her attack could connect.

If I did that, she’d be expelled for failing to exit the zone.

This is her last chance. She has to take the hit—

In that moment, Cynthia-san’s Ice Wings vanished. Did she deactivate them? Or was she finally out of mana? She didn't block. She didn't dodge. She just... fell.

"Why? Why, why, why?!" 

If I bolted for the next area now, I’d be safe in less than two seconds. But she was plummeting. If she hit the ground and stayed in the zone, her points would be erased by the system, not awarded to me. If I fired more magic to finish her, it might mess with my own flight stability.

I have to leave. I have to go now!

But— 

Finally, the Forbidden Area touched us.

[Forbidden Area. Please exit within 10 seconds. Points will be reset to zero.]

...No, I can still do this. I just had to dive, reach her, deliver one finishing blow, and get out. I’d get the points and a total victory. 

I pulled out my dagger.

Don’t think. Just fly!

I moved faster than I ever had in my life. The sound of the wind slicing past my ears was deafening. I was shocked by my own speed. I can actually move like this?

I was going to make it. I reached Cynthia-san's side. One thrust to the heart and she’d be incapacitated instantly. I leveled my blade and struck— 

Clang!

My heart nearly stopped. My dagger had been repelled. Her body felt like it was made of something far harder than human flesh. 

Piki-piki. 

Cracks spider-webbed across Cynthia-san's skin. The color drained from her, turning her body blue, then stark white, before she shattered into a thousand pieces.

"Mimicry Ice Magic!?"

In that split second, I lost my balance. No—it was broken. I spun around frantically and found her. The real Cynthia-san. She hadn't attacked me directly. She had destroyed my staff.

"I knew I could trust you, Carta-san," she said softly.

Flight Magic is a delicate art. I could fly without a staff, sure, but my speed would be pathetic. 

"You are simply too strong, you see."

She placed her hand over my heart. In that moment, I finally understood what she was doing. My only option now was to trade blows and trigger a forced teleportation to get us out of the Forbidden Area. 

In other words—a double knockout.

She must have given up on a standard win the moment I cornered her. Knowing she couldn't escape, she pivoted to minimizing her point loss. She never intended to run.

She’d moved the way she did just to keep me from thinking. She’d faked being exhausted to lure me in. She stalled me until the final seconds, diverted my attention, and trapped me here. Even if she lost, a mutual knockout was better than a total point forfeiture from the zone.

But wait... that’s insane. Even if she trusted my character, what if I had realized I wouldn't make it? If I’d been even a few seconds slower, I would have abandoned her and fled the zone at full speed.

She would have been expelled.

She’d actually factored that into her plan. Cynthia-san had plenty of points; losing this exam wouldn't ruin her life at the Academy. But the risk was still astronomical compared to the gain. No sane person would ever try this.

Unless... there’s one reason. One reason that explains why she’d gamble her entire future on a draw.

[Please exit within 7 seconds. Points will be reset to zero.]

The announcement blared through the area.

"That's so unfair, Cynthia-san," I sighed. "I can't beat someone who's willing to go that far."

"Fufufu, you realized? I believed in you, Carta-san. I knew you wouldn't leave me behind, and I knew you were talented enough to deliver a finishing blow even in the blink of an eye. I’m quite the coward for taking advantage of that, aren't I?"

My biggest fears for this exam had been Cynthia-san and her Ice Magic, and Allen-kun with his Flight Copy. They were the only ones who could challenge me in the air. I thought if I could just hold out until the final day, I could snipe whoever was left from the safety of the clouds. I was so sure I’d win.

Cynthia-san had seen right through me. She’d gambled everything... for Weiss-kun. 

She wanted me out of the game so that Weiss-kun, who would undoubtedly be there at the end, would have an advantage. She risked expulsion just to give him a slightly better chance.

Hehe. Yeah, I definitely can't win against that.

"By the way," I asked, "your Artifact...?"

"You're curious, aren't you? My Artifact isn't for combat. It's purely for support."

"Let me guess... that’s for Weiss-kun’s sake too?"

"...In the end, I suppose I’m just not as greedy for victory as the rest of you. I told Weiss I wouldn't go easy on him, but the truth is, I’m prepared to die for the man I love. Besides, Carta-san, you were a worthy enough opponent to justify the sacrifice."

To risk expulsion for the sake of a single exam...

So that’s what it means to love someone. No wonder Weiss-kun acknowledges her—wait!

"C-Cynthia-san?! H-Hey! Stop rubbing them!"

"They’re so soft... If only I had this much..."

"Stop it! Not now!"

"Fufufu, you really are cute. I won't lose next time, Carta-san."

"Geez... Me neither."

[Please exit within 1 second. Points will be reset to zero.]

————

——

—

[Cynthia Violetta: Incapacitated. Points awarded to: Carta Wiore.]

[Carta Wiore: Incapacitated. Points awarded to: Cynthia Violetta.]

Both participants remained within the Forbidden Area. However, due to emergency teleportation triggered by mana depletion, no point forfeiture occurred.
095 Charge Straight and Blow 'Em Away

It was the fifth day of the Battle Royale.

Cecil had been taken out by Weiss, and the fact that Cynthia and Carta had ended in a double-knockout was a shock, to say the least. Since then, things had been quiet.

The Forbidden Area was gradually shrinking, but there was only one real reason why the fighting had stopped.

Weiss and Allen.

Those two were monsters. Anyone at Nobless Academy knew that much.

Even with these muscles of mine, winning a straight fight against them would be a tall order.

That was why everyone was likely aiming for a chaotic melee. They were probably waiting two more days for the area to narrow down to nothing, conserving their mana for a final, desperate scrap.

But that just felt...

"It isn't really fair, is it? What do you think, Mr. Boar?"

"Grrr!!"

I spoke to the ferocious boar standing before me. According to Weiss, this thing was a prime source of protein.

I lightly dodged its charge and delivered a single punch.

"Pugyaaa!?"

Ah. I accidentally punched a hole right through it.

"Well, I guess that saves me the trouble of draining the blood."

I butchered the carcass, removed the entrails, and washed the meat clean in a nearby stream. I’ve always liked hunting. It usually helped me clear my head, though I couldn't exactly stop my mind from wandering today.

"Good grief, this uninhabited island is way too big."

Once I finished the prep work, I set the meat over a fire. Let’s be real, my Mana Sense was the absolute worst at this Academy. Part of it was that I hated doing things meticulously, but the truth was that desperately searching for people just didn't suit my personality.

Still, deciding the winner with a messy brawl at the very end didn't sound like much fun either.

Right then—I felt a collision of massive mana. It was so huge that even my clumsy sensing could pick it up.

"Nice. I guess the opening bell rings when you least expect it."

I shoveled the meat into my mouth as fast as I could and prepared to leave. Then, I stopped. I pressed my palms together and bowed my head to the remains.

"Thanks for the meal. It was delicious."

I burst through the forest and found myself standing at the edge of a cliff. I had a vague, fuzzy memory of climbing up here at some point. Maybe.

I strained my eyes to look down. I saw several monsters that had likely been Subjugated, and then there was a blonde ponytail moving so fast she was a blur, fighting in the center of the chaos.

I could have taken a detour to descend safely, but there was a chance the fight would be over by then. But then again, wasn't it a bit unfair to butt into an ongoing match?

"—Eh, I shouldn't think too hard about it."

With a grin, I threw myself off the cliff.

The wind felt incredible. I couldn't use Flight Magic to save my life, but I figured I'd manage somehow.

I wonder if this is the kind of view Carta sees all the time.

As I mused over that, the ground rushed up to meet me. Right, time to figure out a landing—

I let mana surge through my entire body and readied my fist. I unleashed a full-power strike of Impact Magic toward the ground to cushion the fall. Look, I had to at least try to imitate Flight Magic, or my legs were going to explode on impact.

—Time to do this!

DOGOOOOOOOON!

"...Eh? Wha—? The ground just... it’s gouged out!? What!?"

I managed to land. My legs hurt like a son of a bitch, but it wasn't a deal-breaker. Note to self: never, ever do that again. If my timing had been off by even a fraction of a second, I would’ve been a red smear on the rocks.

The one standing there, looking absolutely flustered by my arrival, was Olynn.

"Yo! Looks like you’re having a blast. Mind if I join the party?"

"D-Duke-kun!?"

She called my name with a terrified squeak, but four Demon Wolves immediately leaped in front of her to shield her. 

Hah, this girl really is a genius.

And they were huge... seriously huge.

"I-I’m warning you—I won't hold back!"

Her expression shifted, turning deadly serious as she stared me down. Ah, that’s what I loved about this place. Everyone here was so much fun to fight.

But at that moment, I heard a sharp, dry whistle cutting through the air behind me. Ah, I see how it is.

I ducked without looking back. An object thudded into the dirt where my head had been. It was small, but heavily imbued with mana—a concealed knife.

"—Lilith, huh?"

Weiss's former maid. Actually, calling her that felt wrong now. She was a proper Nobless Lowerclassman, and she was always at the top of the charts when it came to Concealment. She was the polar opposite of me; our compatibility was trash.

Well, she probably feels the same way about me, right?

"Hah! Fine by me! Let’s get messy!"

My Artifact was the best and the Strongest. As I flooded it with mana, it reshaped itself in response. My power swelled tenfold. It assisted my strikes, molding itself to my current mood.

Hey, you get it, right? This forest is totally in the way!!!

I wound up my right fist with everything I had. I swung at the empty air.

But I knew my weapon understood. My fist glowed with a brilliant light, erupting into a Shockwave of pure magic and wind. I wasn't good at magic, but I didn't give a damn. In a brawl, all you need is a fist, some guts, and whatever mana you’ve got stuffed inside!

The next instant, a blast of wind-based Impact Magic exploded from my knuckles, mowing down the trees like grass.

"W-Wait, what!?" Olynn screamed in surprise.

The gale kicked up a storm of leaves, and birds scattered into the sky. Forced out of her hiding spot among the trees, Lilith appeared. She held several small knives between her fingers. Then, a howl echoed from behind.

Ah, am I being sandwiched?

"Well, I guess being popular is a good thing, right?"

Lilith’s knives whipped toward me at high speeds. Blades reinforced with mana were way more dangerous than the standard variety.

"Nice! Very nice!"

But I could see them. When I swatted the knives away with my bare fist, Lilith looked genuinely stunned. Piddling long-range attacks weren't going to cut it against me.

I turned my attention to the Demon Wolves behind me. All four of them pounced at once. I protected my throat, but they all sank their fangs into my arms and legs at the same time. Damn, Olynn really doesn't know the meaning of 'holding back.'

But I had done this on purpose. Rather than playing tag and trying to dodge all of them, it was easier to just let them stop moving for a second.

"Garuaaa!"

"How is it? Does it taste good, doggy?"

Admittedly, monster fangs hurt like hell. Ideally, I would have jacked up my defensive resistance to keep them from piercing the skin, but life isn't that easy. The fangs sank deep into my meat, and blood started gushing out. 

But hey, their movements stopped, didn't they?

"Take this!"

I swung my right arm around with a wolf still attached to it, using the momentum to hammer the wolf biting my left arm into the dirt. In that same heartbeat, I heard the whistle of more knives. Without looking, I jerked my right arm behind my back, using the Demon Wolf as a shield.

Sorry, pal. I don't go easy on animals either.

I blew the next wolf away and finished it with a kick. I grabbed the last one by the scruff and—chucked it straight at Olynn.

"Eh!?"

I immediately chanted Power Up and closed the distance. Right or left, it didn't matter where she ran; I was going to end this in one hit. I’d deal with Lilith afterward, but I wasn't letting Olynn escape.

However, it turned out Olynn still had one more trick up her sleeve.

—Her trump card.

My jaw was suddenly rocked by a massive impact. The force was so violent that my center of gravity shifted, and I felt my knees buckle. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of a tiny squirrel.

Ah... I totally forgot about that little guy.

My vision blurred. I knew from experience that getting hit in the jaw rattles the brain. Olynn dodged the wolf I’d thrown and drew her sword. It had been a while since I'd seen her with a weapon; she clearly wasn't planning on wasting this opening. She charged straight at me, thrusting her blade.

My vision was flickering, making it look like there were five of her.

But well—it doesn't matter!

"...If I just punch everything, one of 'em has to hit!"

I unleashed a barrage of Shockwaves from my right fist so fast I lost count. One of them connected perfectly, and Olynn was sent flying. At the same time, I slammed my left foot into the ground to steady myself. I shook my head hard, forcing my vision to snap back through sheer willpower.

I don't know how that worked, but I'll take it.

Olynn collapsed to the ground. I could have gone in for the kill, but Lilith was still lurking. Taking a surprise attack while I was wide open didn't sound like a good time. Her knives were imbued with attributes just like Shari’s, so the damage was no joke. I’d blown away the trees, but if she still wasn't visible, there was only one place she could be.

I looked up, and sure enough, there was Lilith. But she wasn't aiming for me. She was going for the downed Olynn. She wanted the points for the last hit.

Like hell I’m letting you!

"She's my prey!" I shouted, sprinting across the clearing.

My target wasn't Olynn, though—it was Lilith. She had her knife in a reverse grip, ready to deliver the finishing blow to Olynn.

But—.

"Sorry, these are my points."

Just before Lilith’s blade reached Olynn’s neck, I thrust out my left arm and blocked it, reinforced with Power Up. Then, I delivered a counter-blow to Lilith without a shred of hesitation. I felt the solid thud of the connection.

"—Kyaaaa!"

With the sickening sound of creaking bones and the sensation of hitting home, Lilith was sent tumbling away. Sorry, but my attacks aren't soft enough to be stopped by simple training clothes. Besides, I’m a firm believer in gender equality when it comes to a brawl. Sorry, not sorry.

Now, for the final blow to Olynn.

"See ya, Olynn."

But of course—that was a lie.

"Just kidding. I knew you were there."

"Kyuu!?"

I snatched the squirrel that had been silently creeping up behind me and chucked it into the distance. Like I’d let that happen twice!

"Hah! Better luck next time."

"Ehehe... so this one didn't work either, huh?"

Suddenly, a shadow fell over us from above. I looked up to see a massive bird descending. I didn't know if she’d Subjugated it beforehand or if she’d just grabbed it, but I recognized that monster. People said its beak was as sharp as a high-frequency blade.

The monster slammed into me an instant later.

But—.

"Okay, that actually hurt quite a bit..."

I flooded both arms with mana, stacking Power Up several times over to catch the attack. The ground beneath my feet groaned and splintered under the weight. I took a fair amount of damage, but it wasn't a problem. I could have tried to dodge, but this was essentially Olynn’s Special Move. Taking it head-on was the only respectful thing to do.

"Not bad at all."

"Haah... Duke-kun, you're just way too strong..."

"See you later."

[Olynn Pastel: Retired. Points awarded to Duke Billian.]

Finally, there was Lilith. But when I looked, she was nowhere to be found. Had she really stood back up after taking a direct hit from me? Unbelievable.

Now, where did she hide—?

"Duke-san."

I turned. Lilith was staggering toward me, her dagger held ready.

"What's the matter? Why a frontal approach?"

"I no longer have the strength to run. Besides... this is cooler, isn't it?"

Nice. I like that. As expected of Weiss's former maid.

I charged. Lilith did the same. Was she planning to catch me with a counter? It was certainly more likely to succeed than trying to snipe me from a distance.

"Hah! Let's see who hits first!"

But suddenly, the ground beneath my feet turned to sludge. Was this one of Shari’s traps!? No, it was different. Lilith had set this up herself.

"I’m a dirty fighter, you know."

She probably expected me to stumble so she could throw a knife, but then realized I’d just swat it down. She was coming in for the kill personally. In this muck, dodging would be nearly impossible.

But, you know...

Even if the surface is mud, the ground itself doesn't move!

"—Wha!"

I put everything I had into my leg and kicked a massive wave of mud straight at Lilith’s face. Unfair? Maybe. But hey, I can play dirty too.

Lilith didn't blink. Even with mud caked in her eyes, she watched me through the gaps. Most people would have looked away reflexively—she was incredible.

"But in close quarters, I don't lose!"

"—That's a shame..."

I slipped past her knife at the last possible second and delivered a blow to her stomach. I made sure to hold back just a little bit. I do have a sense of chivalry, after all. At least when I can afford it.

[Lilith Scarlet: Retired. Points awarded to Duke Billian.]

That left the heavy hitters: Weiss, Allen, and Shari.

I'm gonna crush every single one of 'em and take the win.
Chapter 96: The Seventh Day

The seventh day—the final day.

The Forbidden Areas were expanding at a terrifying rate, and more than half of the Uninhabited Island was now off-limits. Only a few hours remained until the end. The only ones left standing were Duke, Shari, and—Weiss.

I didn't intend to hold back, regardless of who I had to face. I was going to win this exam, no matter what.

[Forbidden Areas: A-1, A-2, A-3, A-4, A-5]

Then, the final set of Forbidden Areas was announced. I checked the map and saw they were all lined up in a row.

I see... so in the end, everything disappears.

Until now, the zones had vanished in numerical order. That meant the very last standing ground would be A-5. If I wanted to secure a good position before anyone else, I needed to get there immediately.

—Alright.

"—Carta-san, I’m borrowing this."

I slowly activated my Gift. To be honest, there wasn't anything flashy about the process. It was just a matter of awakening "something" inside my body that was distinctly different from mana. 

The more a copied magic was unsuited to me, the more of a brutal burden it placed on my physical frame. Pain was a given; if I overdid it, I’d lose the ability to use mana for a while or just black out entirely. It was a natural side effect, but the benefits were more than worth the cost.

I didn't really understand the reason for it. Why was I bestowed with this? Why was I the only one who could use it?

I knew it was cowardly. I was just a thief, snatching away the powers that others had spent their entire lives perfecting. But you can't make the impossible possible just by shouting high-minded ideals. I felt gratitude toward the original users, but I refused to feel regret.

My body lifted softly into the air. The wind felt like it was welcoming me. I didn't need a staff or any complex maneuvers. Just like when I’d saved Weiss after he fell off the cliff, I rose into the sky and made a beeline for the final zone.

I couldn't keep this up forever, though. Carta-san’s Flight Magic was an absolutely staggering power. Still, flying through the sky felt incredible. 

I wonder if this is the kind of view Carta-san sees all the time.

Suddenly, the ground below glinted.

—No, wait.

Magic? No—it was a Shockwave.

"—Ugh!"

I dodged instinctively, but a second and third shot followed immediately. One caught my right leg, dealt a light but stinging bit of damage. I could have kept flying, but the impact had triggered my magic resistance, which was now draining my mana.

Considering what lay ahead...

I slowly descended to the forest floor. The playable area was narrowing. I was so close to the destination, but I couldn't risk being a sitting duck in the air.

The figure that emerged from the trees was exactly who I expected.

"Yo, Allen."

It was Duke. Mana radiated from him with such intensity it felt like he was vibrating. Despite seven days of non-stop combat, he didn't look the least bit tired. His Power Up—perfectly balanced between offense and defense—was likely the only thing keeping him together.

But what I respected most wasn't his sturdy body; it was his spirit. I had never once heard the man whine or show a single moment of weakness.

"If we fight here, we’re both going to be at a disadvantage later," I pointed out.

"Heh, we'll cross that bridge when we get to it, yeah?"

"Haha... that is very you."

"Praise me all you want, but the only thing you're getting from me is a fist."

Duke took a combat stance, his mana perfectly still. He came from a prestigious line of knights. Unlike me, he’d been through rigorous, proper training since he was a toddler. However, word was he had zero talent for magic. Usually, it's expected for nobles to handle magic, regardless of their lineage. 

Duke didn't give a damn about any of that, though. Other people don't matter. I am who I am. Those words of his had pierced me to the core. I used to think using a cowardly Gift was wrong.

But I was wrong. Just as Duke said—I am me.

Slowly, I readied my weapon. The Holy Sword. My exclusive weapon. This Artifact felt surprisingly natural in my grip. As I flooded it with mana, the Blessing of Light generated a shimmering blade and draped a protective aura over my body. It was basically like having a version of Duke’s Power Up activate automatically.

"Here I come, Allen!"

"Right—come on, Duke!"

We both charged head-on. I loved fighting Duke. It was the one time I could just clash raw power against raw power.

I swung with everything I had for the first blow, but Duke caught the blade with his bare right fist. One slip-up and he’d lose his hand, yet he didn't show a hint of fear.

"Good! Very good!"

Without a second's delay, his left fist came whistling toward my ribs. I didn't bother dodging; I simply shifted my sword and aimed for his head. I had no reason to retreat.

"Ice Shield—"

I used Cynthia-san’s magic, manifesting a small wall at the point of impact. Duke’s fist collided with it, the ice cracking loudly as it absorbed the blow. Of course, I’d also applied Shari’s magic to harden the structure, reinforcing it further.

Duke grinned even as his eyes widened in surprise. My sword was about to connect—

Clang!

"Thath wath clothe..."

"You're absolutely insane."

Duke had tilted his head at the last second and caught my blade with his teeth—likely by concentrating mana there. Sure, the power of the swing had been dampened because I was focusing on the Ice Shield, but catching a sword with your teeth was impossible. Yet, because he was who he was, he’d pulled it off.

"Sheesh, what a pain in the ass this sword is."

He spat to the side and wound up for another punch. I leaped backward to reset the distance. The best thing about the Holy Sword was that its physical form was somewhat ethereal. It was immune to "weapon destruction," a technique Duke excelled at. In that sense, this sword was his natural enemy.

But that was just the greeting. I needed to draw out more, even more of my Gift...

Duke suddenly held up a palm, then pointed behind me. The boundary of the area was closing in.

"Actually, time-out. Want to fall back for a bit? I mean, I'm down to keep going, but..."

He was right. If we stayed here, we’d both be disqualified, and neither of us would win.

"...Deal."

"Ha! Knew you’d say that."

Duke bolted toward the safe zone, and I followed right on his heels. I didn't let my guard down, of course. Duke wasn't the type to pull a sneak attack, but the other two were a different story. I didn't think they were being cowardly, either. It was just a difference in tactical style.

And then—reality hit.

"Gwaah!?"

The moment we tried to cross into the next zone, the ground turned into a literal quagmire. It wasn't just Duke; my feet were sinking too. To make matters worse, multiple layers of Magic Thread were woven into the muck, pinning us in place. It felt like several different attributes were tangled together, making it impossible to dispel easily.

"Dammit... I can't get loose!"

Even Duke was struggling. Should I use Carta-san’s magic? No, it was too early...

But the trap didn't stop there. A Mana Cannon shot came screaming toward us. It was sharp and infused with elemental attributes—a high-output strike. 

I was stuck, so I manifested an Unnatural wall to intercept it. Weiss’s magic was incredibly versatile against all attributes. Duke, on the other hand, just laughed and smashed the incoming projectile with a punch.

Looking ahead, I saw Shari positioned between the trees, readying her next volley.

"Dammit, Shari! That’s dirty!" Duke barked. 

No, she’d likely stayed hidden until the very end specifically for this. She was brilliant. I had to assume every inch of the remaining zones was covered in her traps.

Suddenly, Shari leaped down from the branches. No—she was forced down as she dodged an attack from behind.

"Hmph. Not bad. Though you two look pathetic, taking a nap in a swamp together."

The newcomer was—Weiss.

"Hey, hey, talk about shitty timing," Duke groaned.

He was right; this was the absolute worst-case scenario. But I couldn't just sit here.

"Haaaah!"

Using a combination of Time Lapse and Power Up, I shattered the Mud Formula. It looked like filth, but it was a magical construct. As the spell broke, the mud reverted to solid earth, shoving my body upward.

"Before I deal with the copycat bastard, I’m taking you out, Duke!" Weiss lunged, his blade aimed straight for Duke's throat.

But—

"Sorry, Weiss! I’ve seen this move before!"

Duke kicked a spray of mud directly at Weiss’s face. Weiss, however, seemed to have anticipated it. He blocked the spray with an Unnatural wall and prepared to cleave Duke in half.

"He’s my prey—"

In a shocking twist, Shari was the one who protected him. She manipulated the local flora, sending thick, multi-layered vines to intercept Weiss’s sword inches from Duke’s face. At the same time, she intentionally released the mud trap.

Duke exploded forward with the sudden freedom.

"Haha! Thanks, Shari!"

"I didn't save you for your sake. I did it to win."

She was right. Shari was playing for keeps. If Duke had been eliminated there, Shari would have been Weiss's next target based on their positions. By "helping" Duke, she was simply manipulating the battlefield to her advantage.

[Area shrinking. Area shrinking.]

The space was getting even smaller. Duke had the advantage in close quarters, but we had to keep moving toward the final zone—where Shari’s traps were waiting. I’d expected a struggle, but this was becoming a nightmare.

"Ha! Allen, isn't this great!?"

"Eh?"

Duke’s voice snapped me out of my internal panic. I realized then that I was wearing a wide, frantic grin. Even though I was in a desperate situation with a monstrous three-way battle about to go down...

Yeah. This is interesting. Fighting... is fun.

I’d had a feeling for a while now. I wanted to protect the world. I wanted to build a place where no one got hurt. But I was still a man. And I—I loved to fight.

I was always one step behind Weiss. But this time, I was going to win. Definitely.
097: Four-Way Confrontation

The safe zone was shrinking.

I’d expected the finale to be a chaotic free-for-all, but Shari remaining until the very end was a genuine curveball. Based on my knowledge of the game, I’d pegged Carta as the final survivor.

But Cynthia had forced a double-knockout to take her down.

She probably pushed herself that hard just for my sake.

I knew that much, at least. If that was the case, then the only way to repay her was to bring home the championship. 

I needed to move to the final area immediately, but the remaining contestants were nothing but trouble. There was Duke, a specialist in close-quarters combat; Shari, who had likely turned the final zone into a minefield of traps; and then there was Allen. Not only could he use Carta’s flight magic, but he had access to combinations I couldn't even begin to guess.

Even with the recoil of overusing his skills, he has the biggest advantage here.

But—god, this was fun. What an exhilarating mess.

In terms of pure combat power, Shari was the easiest target. But she knew that. She’d shown her face and protected Duke because she knew her traps alone wouldn't be enough to stop us. Her goal was to seize the high ground and force the three of us to whittle each other down. Plus, she was still hiding an Artifact.

In the Original Story, Duke had been a top-tier performer in every exam. Seeing him crush Olynn and Lilith earlier proved he was even stronger here than he was in the game. And knowing Lilith, she was probably back at the camp feeling sick with guilt for losing.

For her sake, I absolutely cannot lose.

But what was the right opening move—?

"Ah, to hell with this! This is way too tedious! I’m done thinking! I’m just gonna deck whoever’s closest!"

Duke’s roar shattered my internal debate. He sounded like he was mocking my very attempt at strategy.

Hah. Must be nice being that simple-minded.

But, well—maybe he has the right idea!

With the edge of the Forbidden Area creeping up in my peripheral vision, I lunged at Duke. He thrust out his right fist to meet my blade. Without a second’s delay, his left fist whistled toward my ribs, but I didn't budge. I manifested an Unnatural wall to intercept the blow.

"Heh, isn't that a little cheap, Vai?"

"Maybe so!"

I drove a front kick into his gut. The force sent him flying backward, but the brute didn't even fall; he skidded across the dirt and dug his heels in.

In that exact moment, a blade swung toward the back of my neck. Allen.

My Inviolable Domain (Barrier) flared to life, magic circles manifesting in mid-air. Since it was an automatic defense, the mana consumption was hideous, but Coco’s prior assistance had mitigated the drain significantly.

"—Time Lapse."

I spun around, but in the blink of an eye, Allen’s pupils turned pitch-black. He shattered the Barrier’s formula instantly. Without losing an ounce of momentum, his sword came straight for my face.

"You copycat bastard!"

I caught the strike with my Dual Sword. The sheer pressure behind the blow was heavier than I’d anticipated. Behind him, the shimmering wall of the Forbidden Area was closing in.

"Crap, I’m out! See ya!" Duke yelled.

Shari’s presence had vanished, and Duke, showing the kind of flexibility only a moron could possess, immediately retracted his "fight everyone" statement and retreated.

But Allen didn't budge. He likely intended to use the advantage of his Flight Magic to pin me down against the encroaching zone.

"This is fun, Allen, but let’s finish this over there!"

"I’m not letting you go—Weiss!"

Allen and I traded blows while sprinting forward, dancing on the razor-thin line where the Forbidden Area brushed against our heels. Every time the boundary touched us, a frantic system countdown echoed in my head. A few times, I was certain we were both about to lose every single point we’d earned.

"Heh, you’ve really leveled up, Allen!"

"Yeah! Because I’m... I’m going to beat you!"

He was stacking multiple layers of Power Up. Was he just ignoring the side effects? Is he insane? 

Sorry, pal, but I’ve got a partner I can actually rely on.

"Debibit!"

"—What?!"

Debi, who had been tailing us in total silence, lunged from the shadows and tackled Allen. I’d pumped more mana into the little guy than usual, so his grip was like iron.

I used that opening to manifest a staircase of Unnatural walls in the sky and sprinted upward. I had no idea what kind of nightmare traps Shari had laid on the ground, and I wasn't about to find out.

"—See ya, Allen."

The shrinking boundary finally swallowed him. I could practically hear the countdown screaming in his brain. I kept sprinting through the air without looking back until—Boom!

An explosion rocked the air behind me. I recognized that formula even from a distance. 

Heh. Is that kid actually mimicking a Pseudo-Demon’s technique now?

At the same time, I felt my connection to Debi wink out. He hadn't died, though; his mana didn't disperse. After a temporary forced despawn, his essence flowed back into my body. I couldn't call him back out immediately, but he’d done his job.

Sorry, Debi. I’ll make sure to get us that victory.

The final safe zone appeared ahead. It had been a forested area, but now it looked like a wasteland. Duke—that absolute idiot—had "politely" cleared the terrain by punching the trees into splinters. He was probably trying to trigger Shari’s traps early.

Helpful, but I still can't see where she’s hiding.

This was it. The final stand.

[Area shrinking. Area shrinking.]

This exam was deviously designed. If you aimed for the top, the risk of losing all your points skyrocketed. I’m sure some students had chosen to lose early just to secure their current rank. But for people like us, who only cared about Victory, the danger was part of the prize.

I glanced back to see Allen flying toward me at high speed, fresh out of the Forbidden Area. Fighting him in the sky was a bad move. I deactivated Unnatural and dropped to the ground, only to hear the unmistakable click of a trap.

Shari was using the power of spirits. Even with my Time Lapse, seeing through her work was nearly impossible—especially lately, given how much her Concealment Magic had improved. 

Vines made of pure mana shot out of the earth, shackling my arms and legs.

"Oh? Look who’s on the receiving end now! Weiss!"

Duke was charging in, sensing a golden opportunity. But this tiny, cramped zone was exactly what I’d been waiting for. I coated my body in darkness mana, shattering the vine traps, and slammed my palms onto the soil.


	Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction. *



The area wasn't that large. As the magic circle expanded to cover every inch of the zone, I wove in a specific, irregular formula.

And then—KABOOM!

The world turned into a kaleidoscope of magical violence. The earth swelled, plants lashed out like whips, water surged in a miniature tsunami, and gouts of flame erupted in a series of deafening explosions. Everything in the vicinity was attacked indiscriminately. It was a localized natural disaster.

Shari... just how long were you setting this up? 

Given the sheer number of traps, she must have poured the entirety of her Artifact’s power into mana enhancement.

"Wh-what the hell is this?!" Duke screamed.

"Ugh!" Allen groaned as he touched down.

The formula I’d added was a "pseudo-humanoid" mana signature. By tricking the traps into thinking they’d been triggered by a target, I’d forced Shari’s entire layout to detonate at once. 

Still, I was stunned. She must have predicted exactly where the final zone would be. This wasn't impromptu; this was a calculated masterpiece.

Haha! You guys are seriously incredible!

I swung my sword at Allen, who was currently occupied with not dying to the elemental chaos. Since I’d excluded myself from the "target" parameters of the traps, I was the only one who could move freely.

Suddenly, Shari burst from the ground, lungeing at Duke. She must have realized that with her traps gone, this was her only window.

"I’m winning this!" she cried.

"Hah! Bring it on, Shari!"

Duke was fighting for his life.

"What’s the matter, Allen? Is that all you’ve got?!"

My provocation must have hit home. Allen burned a massive chunk of mana to stabilize his flight. He knew that if he didn't break out of the chaos now, he was finished. He stacked Power Up, chanted Flash, and brought his sword down. I felt a sudden, bone-chilling cold.

It was the Holy Sword, imbued with Cynthia’s absolute-zero attribute. It was a disgusting pile of "cheat" abilities.

I caught the blade. My Dual Sword began to freeze instantly, but I used Time Lapse to unravel the formula and halt the frost.

The area shrunk again.

"I won't lose! I... I won't lose!"

"Yeah? Me neither!"

Cynthia and Lilith believed in me. Debi had sacrificed himself for me. Cecil had grown stronger just to face me. 

I will win.

I parried his blade with enough force to create an opening.

"—Fast Movement."

It was the high-speed magic Ciel used. I activated it while kicking off an Unnatural wall. It was a rocket start. The moment my foot made contact, I became a projectile.

A finishing thrust.

Allen was wide open. But the protagonist wouldn't go down that easily.

—Shield.

To my amazement, he manifested the exact same defensive formula Coco used. And he did it four times in a row, stacking them like armor.

"You really are something else!"

My blade slammed into the first Shield. It shattered with the deafening sound of a thousand glass panes breaking at once. I used Time Lapse to delete the second layer instantly.

But my blade ground to a halt at the third. Cracks spider-webbed across the surface, but it held.

"I! WILL! WIN!"

Allen regained his footing and swung a horizontal slash aimed at my throat. It was incredibly fast.

I didn't dodge.

My Inviolable Domain (Barrier) triggered automatically, catching the blade. Neither of us backed down. We’d both abandoned manual defense, entrusting our lives to our magic while focusing entirely on the kill. It was a race to see whose blade would reach the heart first.

"Weiss—!"

"Allen—I’m taking the win!"

Suddenly, I felt Shari’s presence closing in from behind.

[Duke Billian, eliminated. Points awarded to Shari Elias.]

The announcement echoed. 

Shari! You were supposed to be out of the running!

Duke was strong—monstrously so. No matter how much she’d improved, she shouldn't have been able to bridge that gap. 

Did you surpass the Original Story too?!

I didn't have the luxury of looking back. I knew she wasn't aiming for Allen. She was coming for me. In that case, I had to end this now.

"Allen—this is it!"

I smashed through the third Shield and reached the fourth, pouring every drop of my mana into my blade. At the same time, I felt Shari’s sword bite into my back. 

A second Barrier flared up, protecting me, but Shari’s strike was terrifyingly heavy. She’d put everything into this one hit. She’d gambled that I couldn't turn around, abandoning her own defense to put every scrap of mana into the tip of her sword.

"I’m... winning..." Shari gasped.

Both she and Allen were giving me everything they had. Cracks began to form in my final Barrier. The Forbidden Area touched all three of us simultaneously.

But—.

"—I. Will. Never. Lose!"

My sword shattered Allen’s final Shield and pierced his chest. 

In that same heartbeat, Shari’s blade shattered my Barrier and struck my back. Mana began leaking from my training suit at an alarming rate.

But I knew her. I knew Shari better than she knew herself.

I deliberately pulled my finishing blow on Allen and used a blast of magic to blow him away. He was sucked into the Forbidden Area like a ragdoll. Within seconds, he would lose every point he had.

"—Allen!" Shari cried.

She was smart. She saw what I’d done, and for a split second, her focus shifted to him. Her strength wavered. I spun around, snapped her blade with a heavy strike, and drove my sword through her heart.

[Shari Elias, eliminated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent.]

"Allen... Allen..."

The forced teleportation kicked in, and Shari’s body began to fade into light. Even as she lost, she was reaching out toward Allen rather than worrying about herself.

I whipped my head around to look for him.

What?!

A massive Mana Cannon was screaming toward me. Even as he was being blown into the abyss, Allen had squeezed out his final dregs of strength to fire Carta’s signature move. A normal person would have used their magic to fly back into the safe zone to save their points. 

But he didn't care about the points. Until the very last second, he was trying to take me down.

"You really are... one hell of a guy! —Full Shield!"

The magic wouldn't reach me. If I hadn't trained with Coco, maybe—just maybe—I would have lost. A fortress of magic enveloped me, blocking the Mana Cannon. It was a meticulous formula, reinforced by the blessings of both Light and Darkness.

The beam shattered against my defense, dispersing into the air. At this rate, Allen was going to be eliminated by the zone and lose everything.

But I wanted a total victory.

"—Allen, it’s my win."

I muttered the words softly as I fired a thin, needle-like Mana Cannon straight through his heart.

[Allen, eliminated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent.]

The Forbidden Area finally swallowed me whole.

[Battle Royale concluded. Winner: Weiss Fancent.]



When I returned to the beach, the entire lower class was waiting. Cynthia and Lilith were the first to reach me.

"Welcome back, Weiss," Cynthia said, her voice warm.

"Yeah. I’m back."

"I saw everything! You were so cool!" Lilith added, beaming.

"...Saw everything?"

I looked past them to see Coco. She was maintaining a holographic projection magic, showing the final battle to the whole class. Apparently, she’d set up "recording zones" in advance. 

...Now that she mentioned it, I did recall her saying something about that.

"Dammit, Shari! Blowing me away like that was a total foul!" Duke barked from the sidelines.

"It’s a match, Duke. Besides, I would have won even in a fair fight," Shari retorted.

So that was it. She’d used an Artifact—a bracelet I didn't recognize—to blow him out of the zone at the cost of her own points.

Then, a familiar figure approached.

"Weiss. Next time, I’m the one who wins."

Allen was smiling. A genuine, carefree smile. The kind that made you realize this guy just got stronger every time he tasted defeat. And he never, ever looked back.

Seriously, how do you even break this guy’s spirit?

"Also, thanks for—"

"Shut up. I just wanted your points," I snapped, cutting him off and looking away. I didn't need a heartfelt moment. I just wanted my win.

"Weiss." 

Teacher Milk walked up to greet me.

"...You actually worked hard for once."

"If you'd finished it on the first day, I would have given you a hundred," she added with a smirk.

"Haha... I bet."

Man, she was tough. These kids are way stronger than they were in the game! I wanted to whine, but I knew she wouldn't care.

"But... well done."

"—Thank you."

Cecil was there too.

"Fancent-kun, congratulations."

"Yeah." 

I hesitated, then decided against saying anything more. I’d defeated her. Anything I said now would just sound like gloating.

"I’ll win next time," she said firmly.

"Hah. I look forward to it."

"...So, do you want to play Battle Universe tonight?"

"How did you reach that conclusion?"

"Just because."

"Maybe next time."

"No fair..."

"Let me enjoy my victory for one night, Cecil."

She looked genuinely dejected. I suppose she wasn't used to losing a serious fight and having it end there. But I wasn't giving up this afterglow.

The tension of the exam began to melt away. Cynthia was chatting with Carta; Lilith and Olynn were laughing with Duke. The rest of the class was much the same. In Noblesse, bonds were forged through combat. No grudges, just mutual respect after a hard-fought battle. That was why the game had been so popular.

"The ship is departing soon. Weiss, shall we?" Cynthia offered her hand.

Lilith chimed in immediately. "Lord Weiss! Let’s have a long, relaxing soak in the bath tonight!"

"I don't really follow your logic, but yeah, a hot bath sounds like heaven."

I’d definitely pushed myself too far this time. I was going to spend the rest of the day in total Sloth.

"Weiss! I’ll tell you about your reward in a few days!" Darius called out from the deck.

Right, I’d almost forgotten about that. I wondered what it was. Knowing the faculty, I could probably expect a pretty substantial "carrot."

We boarded the ship and set sail. Lilith went to grab drinks, leaving Cynthia and me alone on the deck. I leaned against the railing, watching the uninhabited island shrink into the distance.

Winning this exam was notoriously difficult in the Original Story. But I’d cleared it. 

My goal wasn't just to avoid my own destruction anymore. It was to protect the people who looked up to me.

"Cynthia, thank you. It was thanks to you that I could go all the way."

"...I don't know what you mean," she said, teasingly.

She knew. She just didn't want me to feel indebted. Seriously, I didn't deserve a fiancée this good.

"I love you, Weiss."

"Me too, Cynthia."
Precious Person

With the long battle on the uninhabited island finally behind us, I took advantage of the holiday to head out with Cynthia and Lilith for the first time in a while.

We traveled about two hours south of Nobless Academy, enduring the rhythmic jolts of a carriage until we reached Yurtua Town. Located right by the ocean, the town was packed with tourist spots and strange temples decked out in fish motifs. The seafood was famous enough that nobles supposedly trekked all the way here just for a meal. Talk about dedication to their stomachs.

"First things first: food. The local specialty is called Acqua Pazza. Apparently, it's pretty popular," I said.

"I love Samon, so I am quite looking forward to it!" Lilith chirped.

"I like everything, so I’ll leave the choice to you!" Cynthia added.

I hopped down from the carriage first and offered my hands to the girls, since the step was a bit steep. Lilith seemed hesitant—probably overthinking her status again—but acting like a gentleman is just part of the job description.

Today is supposed to be for relaxation, but I actually have a secret mission.

Cynthia and I shared a knowing glance.

First, we hit a restaurant I’d scouted out earlier. It was reasonably crowded, but the interior was classy—all "new wood" smells and fish-themed paintings. I ordered a few of the local favorites and reviewed the plan in my head.

“Alright, first I’ll take Lilith and draw her away. You use that time to look around.”
“Got it. Then I’ll swap with you. Cynthia, you go find something good while I’ve got her.”

We were here to buy a thank-you gift for Lilith. She’s always supporting us from the shadows, after all. Even though she and Cynthia are roommates, she doesn’t just leave everything to the Academy staff; she folds clothes, does the laundry, and even prepares breakfast on her days off. For me, she’s a lifesaver—taking notes on things I missed during lessons, summarizing exam questions because she knows I’m hopeless at history, and even delivering meals to me when I’m grinding in the Training Room late at night.

Beyond that, Lilith is the one who keeps me on track with Academy business and makes sure I'm where I need to be on time. She always gets down on herself when her own exams don't go perfectly, but to us, those trivial things don't matter. Just having her around, always admiring us and keeping things bright, is all the emotional support I need.

Plus, she’d been depressed ever since the uninhabited island. Losing to Duke hurt, but I think she mostly regretted being the only one unable to participate in the Sword-Magic Cup. That was exactly why we’d planned this surprise—to cheer her up.

That said, I felt a bit bad about the idea of just the two of us going off, so we decided to take turns sneaking away to buy our respective gifts.

After lunch, we did some sightseeing. In a place like this, you get tourists from every corner of the world. The problem with tourist traps is that they try to be as "open" as possible, which means the security checkpoints get incredibly lax. I’d already spotted several shady-looking characters lingering about; nobles like us have to keep our guards up. Well, honestly, even if a hundred of them jumped us, it wouldn't be a problem.

"Well then, I’m going to go look at some clothes with Lilith for a bit," Cynthia announced.

"Yeah, I have something I want to check out too, so I'll head off," I said.

"Is that okay? Weiss-sama, well then, see you later!"

Once we'd seen the main sights, we split into two groups as planned. Walking through a town alone for the first time in ages felt... strange. Sometimes, in the middle of the hustle and bustle, I have these moments where I suddenly come to my senses.

Who am I, really?

Nobless Academy, a place where I don't have to dwell on those thoughts, might actually be becoming a comfortable home for me.

"Hmm, so this is the popular one."

I hit a few shops before finally purchasing a trendy accessory unique to Yurtua Town. It was a necklace—a transparent glass-like candy craft with swirling blue patterns inside. I didn't really know what it was, but I knew at a glance that it was beautiful. I bought a nice handkerchief to go with it and had them wrapped up.

Shortly after we reunited, it was Cynthia's turn.

"Lilith, I want to check out a magic shop. Come with me."

"Yes! Oh, where is Cynthia-san?"

"She's a little tired, so she's going to grab us some drinks. She'll join us later."

Cynthia looked even more anxious about leaving Lilith alone with me than I had been with her, but I knew she’d be fine.

Magic shops vary by country and town. You won't find anything that suddenly lets you cast high-level spells just by buying it; most of the inventory is specialized for daily life. High-combustion fire tags, water-purifying tags, things like that. They had staves, too. There was a blue one for water-attribute users that looked particularly vivid and sharp.

As we stepped out of the shop, I heard a commotion. I met Lilith's eyes, and we moved toward the noise. A group of massive men was making a scene. There was a splat of melted ice cream on the ground, and standing before it was a small boy.

It was a cliché, easy-to-understand situation.

"Hey, kid! What do you think you're doing?"

"Sob... hic... Mommy! Waaaaah!"

A lost child, probably. The boy was wailing. A crowd had gathered, but everyone seemed too intimidated to help.

"Hey, are you listening—Huh? Who the hell are you?"

"You've got a massive frame," I said, stepping forward, "but it's a shame your brain didn't grow along with it. You're acting like a brat."

There were about five of them, and every single one was at least two meters tall. Good grief, what do these guys eat to get that big?

"You... you looking to die?"

"Weiss-sama!"

Lilith suddenly stepped out in front of me. At the sound of her voice, the men recoiled slightly. It wasn't just her tone; it was the fact that a girl her age was using the "-sama" honorific.

These kinds of thugs are surprisingly quick to catch on. They realized immediately that I was a noble. Strong against the weak, but fawning over the powerful—that's the defining trait of their kind.

"Hmph. Just a bunch of kids."

They put on a pathetic show of bravado before scurrying off. Dealing with nobility is a pain, and it seemed they at least understood that much. Well, that's enough excitement for today.

"Waaaaaaaah!"

"Stop crying," I told the kid. "Crying won't bring the ice cream back. But if you stop, I'll buy you a new one."

"...Really?"

"Yeah. In exchange, you have to get strong. Don't let people look down on you."

"...O-Okay!"

Just then, a woman who looked like his mother appeared. I thought about giving her a lecture on watching her kid, but seeing her drenched in sweat and looking panicked, I lost the heart for it.

"Oh! Thank you so much! Thank you!"

"Just be careful."

Lilith had already woven through the crowd and returned with a fresh ice cream. Talk about fast. She crouched down, handed it over, and gave the kid a bright smile.

"See you later."

"Yeah! Thank you!"

We met back up with Cynthia after that, but I realized we'd burned through more time than I'd intended. Tomorrow was still a holiday, so on a whim, I decided we should stay the night. Unfortunately, the high-end hotels were all booked up. We managed to get private rooms, but it was a strictly mid-grade inn.

"I do not mind at all," Cynthia said.

"Of course, neither do I!" Lilith added.

"Alright. Then we'll stay one night and head back in the morning."

We checked in, and that night—I finally handed over the present.

"Lilith."

"Eh? E-Eh? Wha—?! T-This is...?"

"Just a thanks for everything you do."

Lilith stared at the necklace in shock. Then, the tears started falling.

"Whoa, hey... what's wrong?"

"N-No, I'm just so happy... I, well... I feel like I haven't been of much use lately—"

"Don't say that. I'm grateful for you."

In any world, people you can actually trust are a rare breed. I want to treasure Lilith. Of course, when we're at the Academy, I won't hold back on her. But regardless of that, I respect her as a person.

Strangely enough, Cynthia looked absolutely floored. Wait, why? We planned this together...

"Cynthia? What is it?"

"Umm, well... you won't believe this..."

She pulled out her own gift. It was the exact same necklace. The wrapping was different, but the jewelry was identical. I couldn't help but laugh.

"Thank you so much, Cynthia-san!"

Lilith didn't seem to care about the duplicate at all; she was overjoyed.

"Cynthia-san, if it's alright, would you like to make them a matching set?"

"But, this was meant for—"

"I would be much happier that way! Right, Weiss-sama? Is that okay?"

"Of course."

The two of them helped each other put the necklaces on. They actually suited them perfectly.

"Ehehe, thank you so much."

"I am always grateful to you, Lilith."

To Cynthia, Lilith is an irreplaceable comrade and a best friend. Watching the two of them was genuinely heartwarming.

"Now then, we should probably get some sleep."

"You're right. Let's all sleep in the same bed!"

"I agree!"

"That's definitely going to be too cramped..."



Later that night, I woke up in the dark. I’d sensed a flicker of malice.

But in that same instant, I heard the soft click of the door closing.

Ah... my bad.

I offered a silent thanks to Lilith and drifted back to sleep.



Downstairs in the common area of the adventurer’s inn, the oversized thugs from earlier were huddling together.

"Those brats are staying here, right?"

"Yeah. Getting all high and mighty... We'll strip 'em of every last coin they've got. They're leaving town tomorrow anyway."

"Heh. That'll teach 'em to look down on—Gwa-agh?!"

The men never noticed the shadow approaching silently from behind. One by one, they were knocked unconscious without a sound. No one even saw the figure; the only sounds were muffled thuds and stifled gasps.

When only the leader remained, he felt the cold edge of a knife pressed against his carotid artery. Lilith stood behind him.

"Since it seems you didn't actually intend to kill anyone, I'll leave it at this for tonight. But if you try to plot anything further, you won't leave with your lives. If you understand... then vanish. Before the sun comes up."

"...Y-Yes, ma'am..."

Lilith never lets her guard down when she is with Weiss and Cynthia. No matter how exhausted she is, she never sleeps soundly. And Weiss knows that. That is exactly why Weiss is able to truly relax his mind only when Lilith is nearby.

"—And here I just wanted to bask in my happiness today," she whispered, her fingers drifting to the necklace.

That night, Lilith didn't sleep for a single second.

The next morning, inside the carriage on the way home, Lilith was fast asleep.

"Oh dear, perhaps she didn't sleep well last night?" Cynthia asked softly.

"...Yeah. Don't wake her, Cynthia."

"Yes, of course. Sleep well, Lilith."

Cynthia gently draped her own cloak over the girl. I watched them, knowing that Lilith, too, was feeling a peace she had never known before—simply because I was by her side.
099 A Day in the Life of Weiss Fansent

“Right, today I think I’ll go with the Lindria Region bath salts.”

I was in the bath of my private room at Nobless Academy. 

While narrower than the communal bathhouse, it still boasted a tub large enough for three people to squeeze in comfortably. There wasn't a modern water heater, per se; instead, the system functioned by taking pumped water and heating it via pre-constructed Heat Magic. 

What really made me happy, though, was that this world actually contained people who knew how to appreciate a good soak—rare as they might be. Bath salts were a precious luxury in this world, crafted by those very connoisseurs. I watched as the fine powder spilled into the tub, turning the transparent water into a milky white. 

A pleasant citrus scent wafted up. I stepped in, starting with my toes, and slowly sank in up to my shoulders. Beyond just soothing muscle aches and back pain, this world’s baths actually facilitated mana recovery. In terms of pure sensation, it felt as good as a professional massage. 

The restorative effects seeped deep into my body.

“Phew...”

Pseudo-Demons were becoming more active across the globe, and sighting reports were flooding in. The second Calamity was drawing near. For all I knew, it could even start today. The thought alone was enough to make my heart skip a beat.

Unlike the Original Story, however, these members of the Demon Race were people I didn't recognize. At this point, most of the plot of Noblesse Oblige had spiraled into territory I could no longer predict. 

And yet—

“I’m actually having fun, aren’t I...?”

I thought back to the battle on the uninhabited island. Cecil had broken out of her shell. Cynthia had used her sheer intellect to force a stalemate for air superiority. Duke was stronger than he’d ever been in the Original Story. Shari had far exceeded my wildest expectations. And Allen? That guy just never gave up. 

Of course, everyone else was getting stronger, too. It was even fun to see myself growing day by day. How strong could I get? What kind of future was waiting for me? 

It might have been imprudent given the circumstances, but I couldn't suppress the mixture of anxiety and excitement swirling in my chest. Still, no matter how much I agonized over it, my mission remained the same. 

I had to get stronger. Overwhelmingly so.

“I should probably buy a dozen boxes of these bath salts, though.”

Well, I suppose a little Sloth every now and then isn’t the worst thing in the world.

Once my routine morning bath was over, I noticed a Messenger Bird had arrived at the window. It was an owl-like creature, one of the House Fansent’s personal carriers trained by Zebis.

“Kuruu.”

“I know, I know. I’ll get you some food.”

I kept in contact with the estate periodically. I wanted to stay informed about our business ventures or any subtle shifts in world affairs. I’d asked them to report even the smallest details to me, but...

“A hangnail on Father’s right foot...?”

I definitely didn't need to know that, I thought, though I still sent back a request for them to buy him some foot-care tools. 

The report that followed was more pertinent: the number of thugs in Traba Town had decreased, and public security was better than ever. Normally, that would be a cause for celebration, but I couldn't shake my anxiety. 

Pseudo-Demons were like a mandatory virus that only targeted the wicked. In the Original Story, after the Calamity, the Demon Race increased the number of Pseudo-Demons as if they were striking the human world with lightning. There was no way to stop it because it happened simultaneously all over the world. Telling villains to "be careful" was an exercise in futility. 

I sent a reply asking them to keep the information coming for the time being. 

With that finished, it was time for breakfast. My rank at the Academy was on the verge of hitting B-rank. To be precise, I was currently C+. For a lowerclassman, this was apparently an unprecedented achievement, but to me, it felt far too slow.

Still, the rank had plenty of perks. For instance—

Knock, knock, knock.

If I placed an order the day before, my food would be delivered at the perfect time in the morning.

“...Man, this fruit is delicious.”

I didn't have to make my own bed, and the school replenished my consumables whenever I ran low. They’d even send flowers for family anniversaries or arrange a carriage to town if I needed one. Then again, most of the students at Nobless were nobles. I wasn't sure if they actually appreciated these things or just took them for granted, but I was more than satisfied.

After breakfast, it was usually time for class, but today was a holiday. I spent the morning performing my routine magic training in my room. It was mostly a repetition of the basics. When practicing Chantless Magic, I was essentially just visualizing a spell formula in my head. However, I’d found that I couldn't truly memorize a formula unless I actually performed it with my hands. It was a lot like studying for a written exam.

I was also looking into expanding my elemental attributes for combat. I’d avoided using extra elements before because if you handled them poorly, your mana consumption just spiked for no reason, making it a net negative. But I’d grown stronger. Given my current mana capacity, it should have been fine to start branchng out.

Currently, I could use Fire, Water, Wind, and Earth.

In my opinion, the Fire magic Teacher Milk used had incredible destructive power. The downside, of course, was that it guzzled mana faster than anything else. With Water, I could keep consumption low by utilizing moisture in the air, but it lacked punch unless I could transmute it like Cynthia’s ice. Wind was solid—versatile, with a great Balance between power and cost. That left Earth. It gave me a terrain advantage, but its applications were often too situational.

Every element had its pros and cons. I figured it was best to test them in practical application one by one. Though, I’d already decided which one to start with.

Once my basic magic training was done, I headed to the Training Room to swing my sword. I didn't do anything fancy. I just drilled the movements until they were etched into my muscle memory, allowing me to react without thinking.

After noon, I’d either eat a bento I’d prepared or grab the daily special at the cafeteria. Then it was back to training until evening, followed by a trip to the communal bath. A giant tub was just good for the soul.

“Look, it’s Weiss of the Way of the Bath.”

“Hey, did you guys actually wash yourselves properly?”

“...Let’s go back and wash again.”

Once I returned to my room, it was time for academic study. If I had a book I wanted to read, I did it then. My brain seemed most relaxed at that hour, making it easier to absorb information. Today, I studied the history of the war between the Gindean Tribe and the Riaun Tribe. There was a lot to be learned from historical texts. 

Sure, some of it was completely useless trivia, but that was just life at Nobless.

I usually ate dinner with Cynthia and Lilith. They told me their days looked a lot like mine.

“They’re giving out extra fried chicken today... nice.”

“I think I shall have the Paspasta.”

“I’m going with the Curry Ramen!”

The bizarre names unique to Nobless always made me chuckle. The cafeteria was always rowdy at dinner. Allen’s group and Cecil’s group usually ate with the same familiar faces.

“Big sister, are you reaaady yet?”

“I’m thinking! Just wait a second. Hmm, the Fried Popol looks good, too...”

Even the upperclassmen were there. One thing that surprised me most about Nobless was that even after the uninhabited island exam, no one seemed to hold any bitter grudges over the results. 

After dinner, the cafeteria remained lively. There was a designated Free Room, but most people just used the dining hall as a hangout. If a teacher caught us, we’d get chewed out, but I guess the thrill of nearly getting caught was part of the fun.

“And that’s checkmate.”

“...I lost again.”

“Fufufu. But you’ve gotten much stronger, Fansent-kun.”

For the record, I still hadn't managed to beat Cecil at Battle Universe. And since Cynthia was always sitting right next to me, watching my every move, I had to keep telling myself it’s okay, everything is fine.

When the night finally wound down, I’d go back to my room to sleep or finish whatever book I was reading. If I was feeling frustrated with an exam or my swordsmanship, I’d occasionally head back to the Training Room. However, Teacher Milk had hammered into me that resting the body was just as important as training it.

Especially since next week was the day of the "reward." 

To be honest, it was the kind of reward that made me think I might have been better off losing, but it was undoubtedly going to be a plus for my growth. Good grief, Nobless really was just one exhausting event after another.

And finally—

“Debi, time for bed.”

“Debibi!”

Lately, I’d been summoning Debi whenever I was in my room. It wasn't just because I wanted a pet. Olynn had taught me that if I got used to keeping a summon active during daily life, the mana cost during actual combat would be minimized. That was why he always had that squirrel with him. That guy was always thinking three steps ahead.

So, naturally, when I went to sleep, Debi was there too.

“Debibi! Debibi!”

“Stop wagging your tail. Just go turn off the light quietly.”

“Debi!”

“It’s cold tonight, so get over here.”

“Debi♪”

Well, I guess I don't totally hate fluffy things.



[Author's Note]
Part Four ended up being about 70,000 characters. I thought about keeping it going, but the Uninhabited Island Battle Royale took up more space than expected, so I’ve decided to wrap up Part Four here!

This chapter focused on daily life at Nobless Magic Academy, which I think provided a nice sense of closure (^^)/ We got to see upperclassmen like Sierra and Tayunoa, a brief appearance by Teacher Coco, and how much everyone has grown.

Part Five will begin with the "four people" meeting up. I haven't delved too deeply into the "Demon Race" plot yet, but I plan to tackle that in Part Five (I feel like I say that every time, sorry!). I don't have an interlude planned, so we’ll jump straight into the next arc. Even though the "Part" is changing, I hope you continue to enjoy the story with a fresh perspective.

Also, regarding the physical book release, I’m working hard on the revisions. I’m excited for the day everyone can see the official illustrations for Weiss and the gang (please buy it when it drops!!).

As always, thank you for your supportive comments, likes, and reviews! I’ll do my best to keep things exciting, so please keep supporting the series (^^)/

One last request! If you haven't already, please head back to the top of the page to follow the story and leave a ☆☆☆ rating! If you're feeling inspired, I'd love to read your reviews as well!

To my readers: Thank you, as always! Even the shortest comments make my day (^^)/
The Most Fearsome Four

The next morning, I stood before the main gate of Nobless Academy.

I really hope I’ve got the time right, I thought, adjusting my collar.

For the first time in ages, I was dressed in the same formal attire I’d worn for the entrance ceremony. Over my stark white Nobless student uniform, I wore a pure white mantle adorned with a collar and intricate gold embroidery. Lilith had personally seen to its cleaning, so it was absolutely sparkling. I looked exactly like a fresh-faced first-year student. Well, technically I was one, so I guess it fit.

More importantly, the scheduled meeting time had already passed.

Normally, that would be a problem, but I didn't mind. Honestly, I was secretly praying the whole plan would just fall through.

Just then—

Teacher Milk came walking slowly toward me from the front. She was wearing a black, suit-like outfit with pants—a fresh, different look from her usual attire. The sheer destructive power of her swaying, bursting curves was exceptionally erot—no, never mind. Focus.

"You’re early, Weiss," she noted.

"I’m actually right on time."

"I was referring to my internal sense of time."

I have no idea what that means, but it’s probably best not to talk back.

"Are the others late?" I asked.

"Looks like it."

Just as I said that, I sensed a surge of mana in the distance. It was moving toward us at an incredible speed. The person who skidded to a halt, hair practically frizzy from the wind resistance, was Sierra.

"S-Sorry! I’m so sorry! Did I... did I oversleep!?"

"Were you up late?" Milk asked.

"I’m sorry! By the time I realized what time it was, it was already morning!"

Sierra bowed her head frantically. Even Sierra uses polite speech with Teacher Milk? Well, I suppose that’s only natural. 

Then again, Teacher Milk, you were late too.

Still, just having these two together made me feel incredibly uneasy. That said, the final member of our party was even worse... though, knowing her, she might just be a no-show.

Actually, that would be for the best. Yeah, let's go with that.

"Well, whatever," Milk sighed. "That just leaves one more, doesn't it?"

"Oh, I’ve already arrived."

A voice suddenly rang out from behind me. I hadn't sensed a single flicker of mana. It made absolutely no sense. But then again, there was one person at Nobless to whom the laws of common sense simply didn't apply. No, she was likely the only one of her kind in the entire world.

Eva Avery.

"So you actually showed up," Milk said.

"My, Teacher, I’ve always been a serious student."

"Eva! How can you be even slower than your senior!?" Sierra barked.

"Senior Sierra, you’re looking as tiny and cute as ever today."

"T-That’s not the point!"

Are you seeing this?

The people gathered here were Milk Abitus, Eva Avery, and Sierra Witch. It was an utterly absurd lineup. From an outsider’s perspective, I was probably considered one of them, but from where I was standing, I was nothing like these monsters. 

And as for why we were congregating like this... this was my "reward."

"For now, shall we fly to the vicinity? It’ll be faster," Milk suggested.

"Okaaay," Eva chirped.

"It’s a pain so early in the morning, but I agree," Sierra added.

At Teacher Milk’s word, everyone began to float softly into the air. Eva straddled a broom, while Sierra climbed onto her scythe. Teacher Milk didn't use a tool at all; she could probably fly perfectly well just by concentrating.

However—

"Excuse me, but this is still a bit much for me."

Are these people even thinking about me? Flight Magic is an incredibly advanced technique. Besides, I’m just a lowly lowerclassman!

"Good grief. You need to devote yourself more to your training," Milk scolded.

"Oh my, how precious," Eva teased.

"Vai-vai is still such a little kid!" Sierra laughed.

It had been a long time since I’d been in a situation where I couldn't even manage a retort. Well... I guess this is fine, once in a while.

"Fine, then we’ll walk," Milk conceded. "But I’m warning you all now: do not go wild. We are visiting another school for a Goodwill Event today."

"I would never do such a thing, Teacher," Eva said smoothly.

"Vai, make sure you listen to what your senior tells you, okay?" Sierra added.

"Yes, ma'am."

That was the plan. The four of us were heading to another school to observe as Nobless Representatives. I was representing the lowerclassmen, Eva the intermediate years, and Sierra the seniors, with Teacher Milk as our supervisor.

This was the "reward."

The benefits were actually quite significant. I’d get to see the magic styles and practice routines of another school, and they were even going to share some of their curriculum details with us. I was genuinely looking forward to it. I really was, but—

"We’re going to move at high speed," Milk announced. "I don't want to waste time."

"Okaaay! I hope there are some good kids there to play with," Eva mused.

"Vai, keep up, okay? If... if you can't handle the pace, I suppose I could hold your hand?" Sierra offered.

"I’m fine! I’ll do my best!"

I have a really bad feeling about this group...
101 Goodwill Event

In Noblesse Oblige, the game wasn't just known for its massive cast of characters and its heavy, gripping plot; it was also packed with events.

One of those was the Goodwill Event.

The idea was for elite students to travel to other academies to proactively exchange magic and culture. Of course, sometimes groups would come to Noblesse instead. While the Point System itself remained a closely guarded secret, the administration believed that interaction between the different student bodies was essential.

In the Original Story, the protagonist, Allen, should have been leading this mission alongside the seniors and their supervisor, Teacher Chloe. But at this point, we were so far off-script it was an alteration of an alteration.

This time around...

"You’re slow, Weiss."

"Oh my, you’re certainly giving it your all, aren't you?"

"Just say the word if you get tired. I’ll carry you on my back."

Milk Abitus—who was never supposed to be a teacher.

Eva Avery—who was supposed to have dropped out of school.

Sierra Witch—who was supposed to avoid anything remotely troublesome like the plague.

The following report is brought to you by those three plus one (me, Weiss).

Currently, we were in the middle of our journey, sprinting across the land using high-speed movement magic. We stopped for a brief moment, and then—

"Break's over. Let’s move."

"Wa—Wait!"

I was barely managing to keep pace with their literal "other-dimensional" speed. Eventually, I just hit my limit and gave up. I mean, I could have kept up if I really pushed myself, but it would be mortifying to arrive at a Goodwill Event with my hair a mess and my clothes in total disarray.

Yeah, let’s go with that. This is purely a matter of dignity.

As a result, we ended up flagging down a carriage halfway through, and I spent the rest of the trip being hauled toward our destination like a head of cattle.

Hey, this is fine by me...

"I don't recall raising such a weakling," Milk sighed.

"Going slow isn't so bad once in a while, is it?" Eva added.

"Vai, I brought some water. Here, drink."

Sierra handed me a canteen. 

Ah, today of all days, Senior Sierra looks like a literal angel.

And the water... it was delicious.

"I have sweets too, so just ask if you want any. I even have fruit."

"Thank you, Senior Sierra."

I think I actually felt my heart skip a beat for the first time in ages.



Noblesse Magic Academy is the most famous school in this world. Everyone wants to get in, and its brand recognition among the nobility is top-class.

However, there is a very solid number two right on its heels.

Depending on who you ask, some people actually want to attend this school more than Noblesse. In terms of raw ability, they're practically neck-and-neck (if you ignore the "exceptions" like the people I was traveling with).

They were also the school that gave me the hardest time during the Sword-Magic Cup. Even in the Original Story, they were a group of students so cool and powerful that fans used to say they had "too many of the Strongest."

The Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School.

"Whoa..."

A gasp of genuine admiration escaped my lips. This was for two reasons.

The first was the gate looming before me; it was even larger than the one at Noblesse. The school was located in a bit of a remote area, but that was likely for the same reason Noblesse was—they needed plenty of space for training grounds. Bronze statues that looked exactly like samurai stood guard on either side of the entrance. They were massive.

By the way, it seemed the students here used everything from Western-style blades to "old-fashioned" ones. Just like at Noblesse, as the students grew older, the school placed a heavy emphasis on developing individual styles.

The second reason I was so surprised was because the school looked exactly like it did in the Original Story. Since I’d been stuck at Noblesse all this time, that environment had become my "normal." But stepping into a different, extraordinary academy made me feel like my senses were being reset.

It felt just like the day I first arrived in this world.

"Please make sure to behave in a manner befitting of Noblesse today," Milk warned.

"Okaay. So, just acting like usual is fine, right?" Eva chirped.

"I understand. Vai, if you’re ever feeling troubled, you can ask me for help anytime."

"I’ll do that."

Is it just me being suspicious, or did that sound like a threat?

Just then, I overheard a few passing Duran students whispering to each other.

"Whoa, those are Noblesse uniforms. Oh yeah, the Goodwill Event is today—wait, isn't that Eva!?"

"No way... and Sierra too! And hey, isn't that guy the rumored Weiss?"

"That's a terrifying lineup. Hey, don't stare too much."

It seemed Eva and Sierra heard them too. Eva didn't seem to care one way or the other, but Sierra looked a little proud of herself. Teacher Milk, on the other hand, looked slightly miffed. Probably because they hadn't mentioned her. I mean, you’re the teacher, you know?

"...Should I just kill them?" Milk muttered.

No. No, absolutely not.

Man, with this lineup, being the straight man was going to be exhausting. Damn it, I’ve never missed the Muscle-Brain (Duke) and the Impetuous Idiot (Allen) this much. I wish those guys could have come too.

As we waited at the entrance, a few familiar faces approached us. While our uniforms were white, Duran’s students wore jet-black uniforms with the Knight’s Oath—crossed twin swords—stitched onto the shoulders. It looked a bit "Darkness-coded" and actually pretty cool.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. I am Michael Thomas, a second-year."

The student who opened the gate had blond hair a shade lighter than mine and a tall build. He was... well, reasonably strong. Come to think of it, Duran is a four-year school, so I guess he's technically my senior. Well, whatever.

A Duran faculty member was with him as well. It felt surreal watching Teacher Milk use polite language to greet them.

And then...

"Long time no see, Weiss."

"Yeah. Doing okay, Runner-up?"

"Same as ever, I see. But I’m stronger than I was back then. At the next tournament, I won't lose again."

"Hah. I'll be waiting—though I won't hold my breath."

Standing behind him was Lugi Strauss, Michael's partner from the tournament. He looked as lanky as ever with his glasses, but his build was definitely more solid than before. These guys were survivors of the Calamity, too. They must have been training like hell.

"Tell Allen for me," Michael added. "Tell him I’m definitely going to win next time."

"He's probably the only one you could beat. You’ve still got zero chance against me, though."

Michael gave a faint smirk at my banter. Hah. I guess he’s grown up on the inside, too.

In this world, people don't usually like showing their hand, but students are an exception. That’s why top-tier schools allow these visits. The only reason we were even here was that we’d won the Sword-Magic Cup. In that sense, it’s a bit of a unique worldview.

Once we stepped inside, the atmosphere was completely different from Noblesse. If I had to describe it, it was like a Western fantasy world with a distinct Japanese flair. One moment you were walking on cobblestones, the next you were passing wooden buildings and serene gardens. Watching the cultures mix was actually pretty fun.

Just then, a girl wearing a navy-blue hakama—looking every bit the Samurai—passed by my side. She had black hair tied back in a simple ponytail. Everyone else was too busy chatting to notice her.

But I knew who she was.

Seriously... it really is exactly like the original story.

Well, it wasn't like I was ever going to get involved with her.

Duran’s campus was filled with massive wings, living up to its reputation as the second-best school after Noblesse. The way the Western and traditional buildings alternated was visually fascinating. Unlike Noblesse, which treats magic and swordsmanship as equal pillars, Duran—true to its name—views magic as a tool to enhance swordsmanship.

To be honest, I’m probably that type of fighter myself. That’s why I figured I’d have plenty to gain today.

The schedule for the Goodwill Event involved observing Duran’s classes and training sessions, followed by a small demonstration match. In the original story, this was a very short scene, but we were scheduled to stay the whole day.

Glancing at the courtyard, I saw a class in progress.

"Stance!"

"""YES!"""

They looked like first-years. They gripped their wooden swords and swung them down from the overhead position in perfect unison. They still looked a bit green, but their centers were solid. When I checked them with my Dark Eye, their mana flow was surprisingly clean.

The most important thing when fighting a mage is getting inside their guard. To do that, you need mana, sure, but you also need to train your legs and hips. That isn't all there is to it, of course, but it’s the absolute foundation at Duran.

While I was watching them, Michael spoke up.

"See something interesting?"

"Yeah, actually. So, how are you doing here at Duran? Are you near the top of the rankings?"

"Don't mock me. I'm at the very top, obviously."

"Oh. So the top of the school is 'no big deal,' then?"

"I'm going to kill you."

Hah. He really is fun to tease.

While we were exchanging barbs, we continued through the campus, receiving explanations about the various buildings while observing the drills. Once the basic practice ended, it looked like they were moving on to mock combat.

"Yaaawn... it's too early to be awake," Sierra complained. She looked like she couldn't care less. Given her personality, she probably wasn't interested at all. Wait, then why did she even come?

Eva, on the other hand, was watching much more intently than I expected.

"Hmm. Those kids have decent physiques."

She’s surprisingly into this. That’s a new discovery.

At that moment, Teacher Milk—who had been talking to a Duran instructor in the distance—suddenly called my name. I had nothing but a bad feeling about this, but I hurried over anyway.

"Is something—"

"We've decided to hold a single practice match. Get ready."

"Huh? What do you mean—"

"It's a Goodwill Event. It's only fair that we show a bit of our hand as well. Eva would be too much for anyone here to handle, and Sierra would just half-ass it anyway. That makes you the best fit, Weiss."

Wow, Teacher Milk actually put some thought into this for once. She was right, though. But still...

"I'm just a lowerclassman. It feels weird to go ahead of my seniors..."

"Don't worry about that. Look." Milk gestured toward the other two.

"Good luck, Junior-kun!" Eva cheered.

"Vai, beat them to a pulp!" Sierra added.

Right. So the decision is unanimous.

"So, am I fighting a fellow lowerclassman?" I asked. It would probably be Michael. That worked for me; he’d be a perfect benchmark to see how much I’d improved.

"No. I'm told it’s a first-year."

"I see... Wait. You mean a freshman? Someone a year younger than me?"

"What? Are you scared?"

"No—not at all. If anything, I’m looking forward to it."

I genuinely welcomed the surprise. You can learn a lot from a fight, and Duran was packed with powerful warriors. Even if they were a first-year, they wouldn't pick a weakling to represent the school against me.

If it's a first-year from the original story... is it Rugia of the Three Blades? Or Valdes of the Flash? 

Well, whoever it was, I was ready. I was actually getting excited—

"...Excuse me."

A voice came from behind me. I spun around in surprise, but for a split second, I didn't see anyone. They had just walked right past me.

But I hadn't sensed a thing. No presence at all. Even though I’d seen her just a moment ago, I had completely... forgotten she was there.

Oh right. She was here.

"I am Tura Enitsi. Please, go easy on me."

She gave a polite bow, her movements carrying the disciplined grace of a warrior. Yet, her appearance and voice were undeniably cute.

In Noblesse Oblige, every character is brimming with personality. Because of that, characters are often given specific "concepts." Like "Carta, the timid flying girl."

In her case, the concept was obvious: "Samurai."

As far as I could remember, she was originally from the Country of Wa. Her fighting style was specialized entirely for the "One-Hit Kill." The blade at her waist wasn't a Western sword; it was a Japanese sword—a katana.

Between her design and her role in the story, fans used to say that by the latter half of the game, she was the character closest to being the strongest.

However, there was one problem...

"Are you Weiss Fancent? I have heard the rumors. I do not care for lawless individuals. Even though this is a Goodwill Event, I will not be holding back."

Man, she is just absolutely overflowing with a sense of justice, isn't she?
One-Hit Kill

Right at the start of the Goodwill Event, I found myself facing off against Tura Enizi—the so-called Motif Samurai who was considered one of the strongest characters even in the Original Story.

The students of Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School were in a total uproar. A massive crowd had already swarmed the area. We were standing in the center of the courtyard, and while the scenery was new, I wasn’t the same man I used to be, either.

I couldn’t exactly keep my mouth shut after being called a ruffian in front of everyone.

“Don’t you dare lose, Weiss,” Sierra warned.

“It’s a given that you’ll have room to spare, isn’t it?” Teacher Milk added airily.

“Just cut her down already,” Eva snapped.

And knowing them, defeat probably equals death. My death. I didn't think I'd face a mortal crisis before I even laid eyes on the Demon King.

Sierra aside, Teacher Milk was genuinely terrifying when disappointed. And Eva? Depending on her mood, she might actually "purge" me for staining the honor of Noblesse.

No... shake it off. Focus.

Tura was only a first-year, but she was a master of a rare and lethal style of swordsmanship. In the Original Story, Michael and his cronies were nothing more than mid-level obstacles—speed bumps that didn't affect the main plot. But Tura was different. There was a high chance she was even stronger than my meta-knowledge suggested.

Besides, I was here as a Nobless Representative. Even if this wasn't a sanctioned match, I couldn't afford to look pathetic. 

In other words, I have to win. Overwhelmingly.

“I’ll win. Definitely,” I told Teacher Milk and the others before stepping forward.

The Duran students were well aware of Eva and Sierra’s reputations. However, despite her heroics during the Calamity, most of them likely had no idea who Teacher Milk was. For my master's sake, I needed to put on a proper show of strength.

Tura Enizi untied the white headband from her forehead and used it to bind her sleeves with practiced, efficient movements. After a moment of mental focus, she glared at me.

Hmph. She’s certainly raring to go.

“Tura is fighting that Weiss guy?!” 

“No way. Who’s going to win?”

“Tura can’t lose. I mean, if she were to lose... it would be to someone like that Eva girl, right?”

She was a third-year, the same age as Eva. Even if Eva hadn't officially competed, Duran’s victory in the previous tournament was largely credited to Tura’s presence.

“Weiss Fancent. The rumors about you are polarized,” Tura said, her voice sharp. “But that surging mana—that Darkness—practically screams that you are a ruffian. Prove your righteousness with your blade!”

I wasn’t entirely sure why she was so angry, but it seemed my infamy was still trailing behind me like a bad smell. Still, if the rumors were "polarized," it meant things were slowly turning around. I just needed to spread my new reputation a bit further.

“Righteousness has nothing to do with it,” I countered. “I simply have no intention of losing.”

We were using wooden training swords. The first one to land a clean, effective strike would be the winner. Between two swordsmen, a match like this wouldn't take long.

“Weiss, use this.” Michael tossed a wooden sword my way.

He gave me a look that felt heavy with meaning. I couldn't tell if he was rooting for me or waiting for me to fail.

Unlike Noblesse, Duran didn't have specific training uniforms. We took our stances a few paces apart. I held my sword ready, while Tura rested her hand on her hilt, preparing to draw. I could feel the mana surging within her; she was ready.

There was no need for a starting bell. No one in the crowd uttered a sound. A heavy, suffocating silence filled the courtyard.

In the next instant, Tura completely—suppressed her mana.

It reminded me of Cecil. 

An overwhelming wave of killing intent assailed my entire body. I immediately activated Flash《Time Lapse》. Unlike my usual efficient usage, I poured more than half of my total mana into the spell.

For a fraction of a second, Tura moved.

In my accelerated world, everything slowed to a crawl. Even then, Tura moved with frightening speed. Her right hand blurred as she drew the blade from her waist. The moment the sword cleared the sheath, I felt a burst of incredible mana.

She either has a technique like Sierra’s High-Speed Movement Magic infused into the sheath, or she just finished a silent chant.

In the Original Story, her style was simple and direct.

Iai.

The entire concept was based on an instantaneous strike. Using Iaijutsu and Battoujutsu to end a fight with a One-Hit Kill was her specialty. The secret behind her speed was never revealed in the game, but I was finally seeing the mystery solved.

It was a speed from another dimension. A hybrid of swordplay and magic that transcended human limits.

Fascinating.

I’d been swinging my sword every single day since I was reincarnated into this world. Because of that effort, I knew exactly how much blood and sweat it took to reach this level of precision. In that fleeting second, I felt a genuine spark of respect for her.

But I wasn't about to hand over the win.

Tura didn't charge; she stayed planted, swinging her blade in a horizontal arc. We were dozens of meters apart. Normally, such a move would be a waste of effort.

However, this was the Shockwave Swordsmanship that Teacher Milk specialized in. She was slicing the air itself, imprinting an attribute onto the vacuum and firing it like a projectile.

“—Haaah!”

The tip of her sword glowed with a dull silver light as it tore through the atmosphere, accompanied by the faint shimmer of a magic circle. The sound and the mana density told me everything: that strike had enough power to cleave a man's torso in two.

She’s either the type who never holds back, or she sensed my mana and figured this wouldn't kill me. Either way, her resolve is the real deal.

The invisible blade of compressed air screamed toward me at the speed of a gale. But I could see it. Evading would have been easy, but I chose to charge straight through it.

I raised my wooden sword overhead and—shattered the magic formula mid-air.

To the audience, it probably looked like I had simply run through a gust of wind. I lunged forward, closing the distance to Tura in a heartbeat, ready to cut her down.

...Well, maybe not cut her down. She’d mocked me by calling me a ruffian, though.

You should at least be prepared for a little pain.

I deactivated Flash《Time Lapse》, the sudden release of mana jarring my senses, and delivered a sharp blow to Tura’s defenseless head. 

Simultaneously, time resumed its natural flow.

“Once again, I have cut something pointle—wha?!”

“Later.”

Thwack!

The sound of wood hitting a skull protected by defensive mana echoed dully. Tura crumpled, clutching her head. As she fell, her hakama shifted, offering a glimpse of her... well, jiggles.

Wait. This girl... she isn't wearing anything under there. That’s... also just like the Original Story.

But the match was over. That was her ultimate move. Any further fighting would just be redundant.

Good grief. She really went all out, didn't she?

Then, I noticed how quiet the courtyard had become. A moment later—

“““WHAAAAAAAT?!”””

“Tura lost?! In one hit?!”

“Wait, how did that guy even move?!”

“...That’s Weiss?!”

Hmph. Glad to see you’re all paying attention now.

“Ugh... I... I lost... Me...?” Tura groaned, swaying as she forced herself to stand while still holding her head. A massive bump was already forming on her cranium. It was a tragic sight for a maiden’s head, honestly. I felt a little guilty.

“...How... How did you stop my secret technique...?”

“What? You want to keep—”

“I was wrong!” Tura suddenly shouted. “I apologize!”

“Huh?”

Without warning, she bowed her head with everything she had. Stop! Don't! I can see the jiggles!

“...That strike just now... it wasn't the attack of a ruffian,” she said, her voice trembling with emotion. “Moreover, you didn't even try to dodge. You faced my blade head-on and shattered it. That is the true spirit of a warrior. You are a man among men!”

“Oh. Uh, glad you understand.” 

It was awkward to be praised so suddenly, but at least she was reasonable. I seemed to recall she was a fairly upright person in the Original Story too. Come to think of it, I felt like I was forgetting something important about her character.

What was it?

Ah, whatever.

“Weiss Fancent! Please, make me your wife!”

“...Excuse me?”

“Until today, I have never met a man stronger than myself. But after seeing those refined movements, that power... I want you to be my partner!”

Right. I remember now.

She had a specific character trait: she fell head-over-heels for any man stronger than her. Much like a newborn chick imprinting on its mother, she was written to offer her lifelong devotion to the first man to ever defeat her. 

I’d seen the plot change at Noblesse before, but I’d never seen a character’s fundamental personality rewrite itself like this. 

Wait, does this mean...?

“Weiss Fancent! Let us bear children and preserve our lineage—”

“Wait just a minute!” Sierra shouted, jumping between us. “What are you talking about?! You’re making Vai uncomfortable!”

“Wh-What is this? Woman! Why are you interfering?!” Tura demanded.

Sierra stood her ground, shielding me. I was grateful, really, but we were attracting a lot of attention. And for some reason, Sierra looked genuinely pissed.

“Vai is my precious junior! And you lost, so just stay quiet!”

“It is because I lost! I have fallen for Weiss Fancent’s strength! I intend to pursue a relationship with him!”

“Too bad! Vai is only here for the Goodwill Event! Besides, back at Noblesse, he already has a fianc—”

“Then I shall go to Noblesse as well!”

“...Huh? You—you can't just do that!”

“I can. I have received invitations from Noblesse in the past.”

“I-Is that so?! Well... it doesn't matter! It’s impossible! I won't give Vai to you!”

“This is a matter between Weiss Fancent and me!”

“Wh—! Fine, then fight me!”

“Very well, woman! I shall not hold back!”

“You think you can actually beat me?!”

It was turning into a mess, but I’d fulfilled my duty. Apparently, we were scheduled to see the training rooms and classrooms next. I figured I’d just start heading that way.

“That wasn't bad, Weiss,” Teacher Milk said, walking up to me.

“...Eh?”

“What? Why that face?”

“No, I’m just... surprised.”

Getting praised so suddenly makes my heart skip a beat. I guess those years of hellish training are just hard-wired into my system.

“That technique isn't something one can dodge on the first try. Your skills have improved,” she noted.

“I mean, it only worked because it looked slow to me.”

“That is part of your ability. And that final strike... that was the result of your unremitting effort.”

“...Thank you very much.”

Getting an honest compliment felt good. Eva didn't say anything, but she gave me a small nod and a look that said, Good work.

In all honesty, Tura’s slash had been incredible. The way she surged mana between the sheath and the blade to accelerate it reminded me of Lilith’s High-Speed Ejection.

Which means I can probably learn to do the same thing. Interesting.

I remembered that in the Original Story, Allen was supposed to fight Tura. She was supposed to fall for him and then chase him all the way back to Nobless Academy. But that was supposed to happen much later in the timeline.

Well, I’m sure it won’t come to that here.
Chapter 103: A Premonition

"I don't mind. Come at me whenever you’re ready."

In the Duran Training Room—a facility that looked suspiciously like a high school kendo gym—Eva stood ready with a wooden sword in hand.

Her stance was... well, it was utterly nonchalant.

The floor was covered in tatami mats, and the scent of Japanese cypress drifting through the air filled me with a strange sense of nostalgia.

"We’re coming at you with everything we've got!"

The "we" in question consisted of Michael and Lugi—the guys I’d fought earlier—and they weren't alone.

They were joined by the full roster: Milica, the flame-user who had fought Cynthia; Isaac, who had faced Duke; and Logan, the one who had neutralized Shari’s magic. It was the complete five-man squad from the previous encounter.

This match had started on one of Eva’s whims. 

Since I, her junior, had put on such a good show, she’d decided she wanted to move her body a bit too. Michael and his crew had been all too eager to volunteer. However, Eva had claimed that going one-on-one would take too much time and told them all to just jump her at once.

Michael and the others were prideful, but they weren't stupid; they knew exactly how strong Eva was. Looking thoroughly frustrated, the five of them raised their swords.

This was the first time I was actually getting to see Eva fight someone else. On top of that, it was a sword match. I wonder what kind of crazy techniques she’s going to pull out...

"Begin!"

With Teacher Milk, Sierra, and the rest of us watching intently, the match kicked off.

Michael was the first to charge head-on. He was several times faster than when he’d fought me. Man, this guy’s been putting in the work.

But Eva...

"Number one."

In the blink of an eye—so fast I nearly missed it—she evaded Michael’s strike and drove her wooden sword into his solar plexus.

To my absolute horror, Michael immediately collapsed, writhing in agony. He couldn't even stand back up. Wait, even Michael? The guy whose only redeeming quality was his sheer resilience?

"Dammit, let's go!"

Seeing their leader fall, Lugi and the others launched a coordinated assault. 

I’d sparred with Eva myself, but she hadn't been using a sword back then. As I watched, she calmly muttered "two... three..." as she systematically dismantled them. She took down every single one of them with a single blow.

The Duran students stood there, jaws hitting the floor.

That wasn't "swordsmanship" in the traditional sense. It was just overwhelming power and speed achieved by channeling a minuscule amount of mana into a wooden stick. 

Hah... seriously. If I had a status window, I’d pay good money to see her parameters right now.

"M-Match over!" the Duran referee finally managed to shout, his voice trailing off.

Not a single Duran student cheered. The gap in power was so vast that they’d been stunned into silence. It wasn't a question of whether they could have won or lost; she was simply existing in a different dimension.

"That was fun. You were all very strong," Eva said as she strolled over and handed me her wooden sword. She didn't look the least bit apologetic, but knowing her, she probably meant it as a sincere compliment. She isn't the type to lie, after all.

"...Senior Eva, you’re way too strong."

"That’s not true. You were quite strong yourself earlier, weren't you?"

"W-Well, you were alright! I suppose I'll give you a little praise!" Sierra chimed in, though I noticed she was sweating a bit as she crossed her arms.

When I glanced over at Teacher Milk, I could feel a faint ripple of mana radiating from her. She’s itching for a fight. I know it. But since she was here as a faculty member, she had to behave herself. 

The person most frustrated by this display was probably Milk herself. Milk Abitus vs. Eva Avery... damn. That’s a main-event match that would sell out an arena in seconds.

"Weiss."

"Yes!"

My body gave a pathetic little twitch when Teacher Milk suddenly called my name.

Behind her, it looked like Sierra was up next. She was stepping forward, refusing to be outdone. Her competitive streak is way too similar to mine. Since she’d claimed she wasn't good with swords, she was currently in the process of wrecking four opponents with a wooden scythe. Duran really did have a weapon for everything. 

Actually, wait. Sierra was also way too strong.

I pulled my attention back to find Tura standing next to Teacher Milk. She still had that intense samurai vibe, though up close, she was a peerless beauty. As expected of the game’s character designs—well, she’s a Duran student now, but still. The Developers really went all out on her.

"Weiss, have Tura show you around the Academy."

"Huh? A tour?"

Apparently, Milk had duties as a teacher, and Sierra and Eva had to go greet the other visiting schools as senior representatives. As a lowerclassman, I was exempt from those responsibilities for the time being.

"Leave it to me! I shall guide Master Weiss with the utmost sincerity!" Tura declared.

I appreciated the sentiment, but this felt like it was going to be a massive pain in its own way. Maybe I should have just lost the duel? No, my pride wouldn't let me throw a fight. Besides, standing around here doing nothing is a waste of time.

"...Alright then. I'll be in your care."

"Yes!"

With that, I took my leave of the "Absolute Monsters" for a while.

"Hehehe, what do you think, Vai? Is my skill—wait, Vai?! Vai!?"

I thought I heard Sierra’s voice drifting from the training room, but I decided it was best to ignore it.

The two of us walked down the hallway. It was a bizarre school that mashed together Eastern and Western aesthetics, but in a way, it felt very much like a video game. I glanced out the window at the garden. Green foliage swayed in the wind, and vibrant flowers were in full bloom. A gentle stream bubbled along, crossed by a small, arched bridge. 

This was the kind of scenery you’d never find at Noblesse Academy. I'll definitely have to incorporate a garden like this into the Fanscent estate one day.

"This is the students' relaxation area," Tura explained, leading me to a rest stop in a corner of the garden.

There were bamboo chairs that looked like they belonged in a traditional tea house, and I could hear the rhythmic clack of water. Sitting down, I felt a strange sense of relief wash over me.

"It’s a nice place."

"It is! At night, th-that is... men and women sometimes come here to talk... alone!" 

She blurted this out while her face turned a deep shade of crimson. Right, I forgot she was the "deadly serious" type. She probably felt it was her duty to provide me with every bit of pertinent information about the location. Still, if it’s that embarrassing, you really don't have to say it.

"I see."

"Master Weiss... do you, um... have someone you adore?"

"I do."

I answered instinctively since she’d caught me off guard, but the look that crossed Tura’s face made it seem like she was witnessing the end of the world. Her facial muscles were surprisingly expressive. Honestly, a beauty like her was a rare find.

"I-I suppose that makes sense... F-For someone as powerful as Master Weiss, it’s only natural... No, but if I don't give up... there might still be... a glimmer of light..."

Tura began muttering to herself. I was starting to feel a bit sorry for her, but there was no way I was going to betray Cynthia. 

Still, since the player couldn't move freely through the Academy in the Original Story, this was all very fascinating. I wanted to see more.

"Are you okay?"

"Ah! S-Sorry! My apologies!"

"...You don't have to be so formal. We’re from different schools, after all. It’d be easier for me to talk if you just used casual speech."

"I-I understand. I shall... try my best to do so."

"Hah, that’s better."

"Th-Thank you... Then, next, I shall... show you the cafeteria."

"Sure."

I felt a little bad for Allen, but it really didn't look like Tura would be transferring to Noblesse Academy in this timeline. She seemed to have taken a liking to me, but I’d already made it clear I had a fiancée. 

Welp. Looks like I’ve gone and derailed the plot yet again.
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After the garden, I was ushered into the cafeteria.

It wasn't exactly more spacious than Noblesse, and given the wood-heavy aesthetic, it didn't look particularly new. However, I was incredibly envious of their menu—they had traditional Japanese-style treats like anmitsu and dango.

Wait, scratch that. I wasn’t just envious; I was obsessed.

"Damn, these dango are delicious..."

"They’re my favorite. After this, I suppose the only things left to show you are the student dorms?"

Tura had told me they were available for immediate consumption, so I’d helped myself to a few. They were perfectly chewy with a fantastic texture. Maybe I can put in a request to have these stocked at Noblesse?

The Training Room in the basement hadn't been anything special. I suppose when a room's only purpose is for people to hit each other, there isn't much room for stylistic variation.

Just as I finished my snack, Tura brought over some warm tea. Naturally, it was served in a traditional teacup.

"Here. I recommend this as well."

"Thank you."

I took a sip. The pleasant warmth slid down my throat and settled comfortably in my stomach.

"It was a fine brew. Thank you for the hospitality."

"Haha! I didn't make it myself, but I’m glad you enjoyed it."

Tura beamed at me with a radiant smile. Seriously, what happened to the girl who was calling me a 'ruffian' earlier? Is she actually... one of those 'easy heroines'?

"I-Is there something on my face?" she asked, her smile faltering.

"...It’s nothing. More importantly, I wanted to ask—is your attribute Wind, by any chance? You don't have to answer if you'd rather not."

There were many characters in the Original Story whose attributes were never officially revealed. The author probably figured that keeping things vague would encourage fan speculation. But I had seen her in action with my own eyes. That technique, that magic circle... I could tell it was the result of blood, sweat, and untiring effort.

"That's right. And you, Lord Weiss... is yours Darkness? No, it almost looked like Light back there..."

"Yeah. Those are the ones I use most often, but I can use Light too. Well, and the other four attributes."

"...Huh? By 'four attributes,' do you mean Fire, Water, Wind, and Earth? Along with Darkness and Light?"

"That’s the one."

Tura just stared at me, her mouth slightly agape. She really was a beauty. But then, she suddenly burst into a fit of laughter. Eventually, she spoke while wiping a stray tear from her eye.

"Ahahaha! You really are a freak of nature, aren't you? No wonder you managed to land a hit on me."

In the Original Story, her character was the literal embodiment of the philosophy that "the best defense is a relentless offense." Sierra used Light and Wind, which was a great combo for covering her weakness at long-range combat.

Hmm. As I thought, is Wind the best choice for me to focus on next?

Seeing that I’d finished, Tura deftly picked up my plate.

"Excuse me."

She walked over to the cafeteria lady and bowed her head earnestly. "Thank you for the meal!"

...She’s a good kid. I remembered the source material describing her as "diligent." It certainly felt that way in person.

"Yeah. And hey, thanks for the treat. I feel bad for making you pay for everything."

The moment I thanked her, Tura’s ears turned bright red, though she kept her eyes fixed straight ahead.

"D-Don't worry about it! N-Next stop!"

"Right."

Wait, where are we actually going?

"This way. Please watch your step."

We crossed a corridor and passed through several doors. It was still winter and the air was chilly, but at least it had stopped snowing. By the time I regained my bearings, we had crossed through several different buildings.

She stopped in front of a door and pushed it open.

"H-Here we are. I don’t think it’s too messy, but..."

"Eh?"

I stepped inside and was immediately hit by the faint, delicate scent of a woman. The room contained a modest but cheerful futon, a pair of pink pajamas, and... a goblin plushie. 

Wait, what? Is this what I think it is?

"This is my room. W-What do you think? It's not exactly palatial, but..."

Now that I thought about it, she had mentioned showing me the "student rooms." But even if she asked what I thought...

"It’s very clean."

"Fufufu... I-I see! Y-You're actually the first gentleman I’ve ever invited inside! I-It’s a bit embarrassing, honestly!"

As she spoke, Tura began to fluster and fidget so much that she managed to trip over her own feet. I reflexively reached out to catch her hand, but my momentum carried us both forward. We dived onto the futon together.

"Are you oka—"

"I-I... I wouldn't mind... even if it was a polygamous marriage..."

With her cheeks flushed, her ears scarlet, and her eyes squeezed shut, she was practically inviting a confession.

"Well, time for me to head back."

"Fueh?! W-Weiss-dono?!"

Look, I’m Weiss Fancent. I’m sorry, but I’m not looking to star in a rom-com. I’ll admit, my heart might have skipped a beat for a split second, but...

I made a hasty exit. When I reached the courtyard, I found a large crowd gathered. Sierra and Eva were among them.

"Vai! Where on earth have you been?!"

"Just on a tour. Is the greeting ceremony over?"

"It looks like we've got a bit of a problem," Sierra said, her expression grim.

"A problem?"

Eva, who was standing nearby twirling a lock of her hair, chimed in.

"It seems like Aria Magic Academy is the only school we can't get a hold of. And now there's talk that Pseudo-Demons were spotted nearby~."

"Pseudo-Demons?"

Just then, Teacher Milk pushed her way through the crowd toward us.

"The Goodwill Event is canceled. The students from the other schools are being sent home immediately."

That's impossible. No, in the Original Story, the event went off without a hitch. This was a massive alteration.

"What about Aria Magic Academy?" I asked.

"No word from the Messenger Birds. However, the students they're sending are the top tier of their year. They have faculty escorts, so I don't think we need to panic just yet, but..."

The fact that Pseudo-Demons were becoming active suggested that the actual Demon Race was plotting something somewhere in the shadows. 

Damn it. The story might be progressing much faster than I anticipated.

"I’m sorry, but you three need to head back to Noblesse. I’ll arrange a carriage. I don't think you'll need them, but I’ll provide guards just in case."

"What are you talking about?"

"I’m an adventurer too, you know. Subjugating Pseudo-Demons is a top priority."

"So you're going to hunt them down?"

"I'm going to investigate if they're actually there."

There was no mistake. In the Original Story, Pseudo-Demons didn't become a priority subjugation target until the summer after Allen became an Intermediate-year Student. This was happening six months—maybe even a full year—too early.

Seriously, this world loves to spit in the face of my expectations.

But I wasn't about to sit this out.

"Teacher Milk, I'm coming with you."

"...No. You're a student. If something happens to you, it’s my head on the block."

"I'm an adventurer too, believe it or not. From this point on, I’m acting as an individual. Even if you try to stop me, I’m just going to follow you anyway."

Teacher Milk glared at me. However, seeing that I wasn't going to budge, her expression softened slightly. There was too much I didn't know about these Pseudo-Demons. If there was even a shred of a chance to gather information, I had to take it.

"I won't save you if you get in over your head."

"I'll be fine."

Of course, it was only natural that Sierra and Eva wouldn't be left behind either.

"I’m going too, Teacher," Eva chirped. "I've developed a bit of a hobby for spotting Pseudo-Demons lately."

"I'm going as well," Sierra added. "I have my adventurer's license. Besides, Vai, you want me there, don't you?"

"Eh? Oh, right. Yeah."

"Fufufu, well, I suppose I have no choice then."

Eva always put her own whims first, but apparently, she found Pseudo-Demons "interesting" enough to go chasing after every sighting report. Still, I was grateful for the backup. With Sierra there too, we should be able to handle whatever came our way.

"I am going as well."

A firm, unwavering voice rang out from behind us. I turned around to find Tura standing there. Teacher Milk immediately tried to shut her down, telling her it was too dangerous.

"Purging those who bring harm to others is the natural duty of a human being," Tura replied, her gaze steady.

Ah, I see. She really was just like Allen. She loved peace and loathed conflict. That was exactly why she had fallen for him and chased after him in the original timeline. Even if we said no, she’d probably just head out on her own.

In that case...

"Tura is an adventurer too. She knows the risks."

Tura looked at me, her eyes wide with surprise. Well, yeah, I only know that because I read the book.

Teacher Milk let out a long, weary sigh.

"...Fine. But don't you dare push yourselves. Especially you, Eva—I know how strong you are, but try to actually work with the group."

"Yeees, I understand~."

Between the four of us, this was an absurdly overpowered lineup. Even so, I wasn't going to let my guard down. There was no record of Aria Magic Academy being attacked in the Original Story, which meant anything could happen. 

But I didn't care who the enemy was. I would win.

"We’ll follow the route Aria Magic Academy should have taken," Teacher Milk commanded. "To conserve mana, we're running, not flying. Don't fall behind!"

And just like that, our school trip took a sharp turn into a high-stakes adventurer mission.
The Disobey

Our first stop was a town called Tortusui, the closest settlement to Duran.

If you head through the North Gate from here, it’s a pretty straight shot to Duran. This was the exact route the Aria Magic Academy was scheduled to take.

Immediately upon arrival, Teacher Milk headed for the Adventurer's Guild to dig up the latest intel. We stayed behind to wait outside, mostly because a large group of us clumping around would just get in the way.

The town itself was perfectly ordinary. Mundane, really—maybe just a bit on the larger side.

"So, Pseudo-Demons are basically just thugs who gained powerful abilities from the Demon Race, right?" Tura asked.

"That’s the gist of it. But it’s a raw deal. They lose their sense of self and become total idiots in a tactical fight."

While I was explaining things to Tura, Eva wore a smile that was way too meaningful for my comfort.

"The one I checked out in the east was very interesting," she chirped. "It was the first time I’ve had something worth the effort in ages."

Sierra and I shared a look of pure dread. 

Something worth the effort? For Eva? That is a terrifying thought. 

If a monster like that was what had ambushed the academy students... I didn't even want to imagine it.

"What kind of person was it? Did you get a name?" I asked.

"A man named Grizz. He was incredibly fast."

A name I’d never heard of. There was no mistaking it now; the plot was deviating further and further from the Original Story.

"Vai, Tura, I'm sure you'll be fine, but you absolutely must not overdo it. That’s an order from your senior," Sierra commanded. Her tone wasn't her usual casual self; she sounded dead serious, and honestly, a little spooked.

I just nodded quietly. I wasn't about to argue with that. Tura must have caught the vibe too, as she quickly replied with a submissive, "I understand."

Just then, Teacher Milk returned.

"How did it go?" I asked.

"Zero contact from the advance party. Soldiers from the neighboring countries are scheduled to assemble in thirty minutes."

"Any word from the Aria Magic Academy?"

"None. Now... what should we do?"

I knew exactly why the usually hot-blooded Teacher Milk was hesitating. She was worried about us.

"Let’s go. We can handle it," I said.

I was her disciple, after all. I could tell something was off with her just by looking.

"...Fine. I’ll take the lead. Sierra, Weiss, Tura, follow behind me. Eva, you’ve got the rear."

"Yes, ma'am! Leave it to me!" Eva chirped.

"Keep the pace, but don't you dare fall behind!"

"""Roger!"""

We practically leaped out of the North Gate. This stretch of the path was a single road, flanked by high rock walls. If I remembered correctly, this area was a nightmare for landslides.

Up in the sky, the sun was beginning to set. If everything had gone according to plan, the students would have been finished with their joint training and enjoying a nice meal together right about now. Instead, everything was a mess thanks to these Pseudo-Demons.

As we charged forward as a single unit, I suddenly felt a massive disturbance in the mana ahead. Everyone else must have felt it at the same time.

"Stay alert!" Teacher Milk barked, and the atmosphere instantly grew heavy.

As we rounded a corner where the view had been obstructed, we saw it. Right in the middle of the road, a carriage lay on its side.

There were people collapsed all around the wreckage. They were covered in blood, their clothes shredded, and some were so badly damaged that it was painfully obvious they were dead.

However, none of them were wearing the Aria Magic Academy uniform.

They’re probably the adventurers from the advance party.

We let our mana surge, preparing for a fight, but there was no one in sight.

"Stay here," Milk ordered. She went to investigate the carriage alone, but when she checked inside, she just shook her head. "Nobody."

The students attending this Goodwill Event were all top-tier for their grade, and their chaperones were skilled teachers. Aria Magic Academy might not be the absolute best, but they were far from weak. 

Did they manage to escape, or... were they kidnapped?

Regardless, it was almost certain that a Pseudo-Demon strong enough to wipe out an advance party was lurking nearby. I tried to piece together a timeline in my head. The story had advanced by about six months—maybe even a year. That meant we were likely dealing with a Pseudo-Demon that wasn't supposed to appear until much later.

But I didn't have to think about it for long. The enemy decided to show his face.

"Heh heh heh... I like this. What a great era. The food just walks right up to you."

I had no idea where he came from. He was standing just past the carriage—a man with a scruffy beard, maybe in his forties. He wore filthy brown clothes, but his stance was perfect. There wasn't a single opening.

I focused on him, activating Dark Eye and Time Lapse.

My heart nearly stopped.

"Everyone, look out! That guy's a Pseudo-Demon!"

The group tightened their formation at my warning. Because I can use all attributes, I'm better than most at reading the flow of mana—just like when I analyzed that ring on Undead Island. Pseudo-Demons were made of Darkness, but their internal structure was a mess of complex sorcery. I could see it clearly.

"Well, well. You guys are a bunch of experts, aren't you?" the man said.

He’s talking. He actually has a sense of self. He was observing us and speaking fluently. 

That shouldn’t be possible! In the Original Story, Pseudo-Demons were basically mindless drones for the Demon Race. They were stronger than monsters, sure, but they were supposed to be lobotomized. 

"Weiss, stay calm. He might not be alone," Teacher Milk said, noticing my agitation.

She's right. Focus on what’s in front of me.

Sierra and Eva had already figured that out. They were radiating mana, their attention split in every direction to watch for an ambush.

"Well then... it's showtime!"

The moment the man shouted, Teacher Milk and Tura drew their swords in a blur. Their fighting styles were remarkably similar. Sierra and I jumped back to stay out of their way.

Tura unleashed a horizontal sweep while Teacher Milk brought her blade down in a vertical arc.

"Airy—!"

"—Hah!"

Two invisible slashes tore toward the man. They were incredibly fast, packed with enough mana to level a building.

"Jump—"

Suddenly, a woman appeared out of thin air. She grabbed the man, making him float slightly, and then yanked him through the air to narrowly dodge the vertical slash.

She had red hair and looked to be in her twenties. She wasn't tall, and she wore the same drab brown clothes as the man. Strangely enough, she was holding him up with one hand as if he weighed nothing.

"Close one... thanks, Mika."

"Honestly, Captain Bull... you'd be dead if that had hit you."

Their mana was overflowing, but I couldn't explain how they had appeared so suddenly. 

Then, a different man's voice came from behind us. I whipped my head around to see Eva casually dodging an attack. A thin, blond man holding a spear-like weapon had tried to get the drop on her. He was wearing the same brown clothes.

Brown clothes... Wait, I've seen this before. Think, Weiss, think!

—That was it!

"They're the Disobey!" I screamed.

Teacher Milk looked more shocked than anyone else. I was sure Sierra, Eva, and Tura recognized the name too. We’d all had to study this in history class.

In the world of Noblesse Oblige, people could travel between nations and work as adventurers because of the peace established by our ancestors. In the past, the world was a meat-grinder of constant international warfare. Magic existed back then, too, obviously.

Among the soldiers who thrived in that era of slaughter, there was a group known for being particularly sadistic. They were called the Disobey. They were war criminals who had repeatedly defied orders to massacre civilians. Eventually, they were caught, imprisoned, and executed.

But they were supposed to have died a hundred years ago! I only remembered their outfits because of a "Past Arc" chapter in the Original Story. It was world-building fluff, not part of the main plot.

And yet, here they were. In the flesh. And they weren't mindless.

"What's that? The Disobey? Is that what people call us now?" Bull laughed. "Heh. Alright, boys—kill 'em all!"

The moment Bull gave the order, mana erupted from the ground. A dozen more people materialized, their magic crackling around them like static electricity as they lunged at us.

One of the traits of a Pseudo-Demon is that their Unique Ability evolves exponentially. These guys were from an era of war—they probably specialized in assassination and stealth. One of them must have evolved their Concealment Magic to an impossible level.

I leveled my sword. There were more than ten of them, and every single one felt like they had as much mana as Tucker did—not to mention whatever unknown abilities they were packing.

But I'm going to win. I didn't spend all that time training just to lose here. I’ve forged a heart that won't break, no matter how much the timeline goes off the rails.

Besides, look at the people standing with me. There was no way we could lose.

But before I could even make my move, someone else beat me to it.

Eva Avery.

A terrifying, suffocating amount of mana erupted from her. In a blink, the Disobey members who had been surrounding us were slammed into the rock walls with bone-shattering force.

I couldn't see what she did. But I knew. I'd felt it when I had to face her before. 

Eva possessed the Invisible Hand.

"Ufufu... things are getting interesting," Eva giggled, her eyes gleaming with a dark light. "Now then... I hope you're capable of entertaining me."
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The invisible blast Eva let rip seemed to have cranked the alertness of The Disobey up to eleven.

Bull, the man with the permanent smirk, whipped two daggers from his belt and settled into a two-handed stance. Beside him, Mika—the one who’d actually had the reflexes to save him from Teacher Milk and Tura’s invisible slashes—was practically vibrating with mana.

Even the surrounding mooks, who appeared to be former soldiers, were dragging themselves back to their feet. Eva’s attack had been enough to make Michael writhe in agony, but these guys must’ve had some insane defensive resistance.

They were veterans of a world defined by blood, violence, and zero hope for salvation. Worse, they were the kind of psychos who enjoyed that life and thrived in it. Without a doubt, these were the nastiest enemies I’d faced yet. I couldn’t afford to let my guard down for even a fraction of a second.

One of the biggest pains in the neck when fighting mages is the existence of counter-formulas. They’re like trap cards—limited-use spells that trigger specifically when the user intentionally takes a hit. Generally, the one who strikes first has the advantage, but these Pseudo-Demons had evolved Unique Abilities. That’s probably why Teacher Milk was hanging back to size them up.

With this many enemies, their abilities would vary wildly based on their individual personalities. Since one of them had already used Concealment Magic, the odds of other nasty surprises were high.

Just as I was thinking we were safe, one of the enemy soldiers started chanting. We had them surrounded on four sides; I really thought our group was invincible. I was wrong.

“Teleportation Magic—”

The ground erupted in a brilliant, blinding white.

They must have set the formula up beforehand. Still, the combined mana pool of our five-person party was massive; they shouldn't have been able to warp us very far. Were they dropping us into a trap, or just buying time to bolt? 

When the white light faded, I found myself standing alone in the middle of a forest.

Based on the terrain, I was probably directly above where we’d been standing. I activated Dark Eye and immediately picked up mana signatures nearby. I couldn't tell if I was the only one warped or if we’d all been scattered like leaves in the wind, but at least the distance wasn't huge. Still, the fact that they managed to displace us at all was terrifying.

They must have decided that splitting us up was worth burning every last drop of their servants' mana.

I started to run. I needed to reach the closest mana signature—likely hers—as fast as possible. But the second I moved, two men burst from the trees on either side of me, blades swinging. I triggered Time Lapse, dodging the synchronized strikes by a hair’s breadth.

In the frozen moment of the skip, I lined up a thrust aimed straight for one guy's heart. But as I lunged, my sword tip veered off course as if the air itself was pushing it away. The guy scrambled back, looking genuinely shocked that he’d survived.

“Not bad for a brat,” one of them spat.

“Hey, don't get cocky!” a voice yelled from above.

I looked up to see a third soldier perched in the branches, palm leveled at me. What did he do? Is that his ability?

“We finally got a second chance at life!” the guy in the tree cheered. “Entertain us, kid!”

The two on the ground charged again. The sniper in the tree flared his mana.

“—Magic Shield.”

I chanted the formula, but it didn't matter. Something was penetrating my defense. My body locked up as if a giant hand had clamped down on me. Then I felt it—a faint pulse of mana from the earth. It was like Shari’s trap endowments. 

I see. He’s not aiming at me; he’s aiming at the ground beneath my feet.

Strangely, I felt a wave of relief. The fact that they had to freeze me just to get close meant they weren't counter-magic specialists.

“It’s over!”

“Die, kid!”

Their blades were inches from my skin.

“—Debi!”

I screamed for Debi, whom I had already released. During class, while sleeping—I was constantly keeping Debi summoned. He was always firing off attack magic because I was obsessed with firepower, and he knew that. But right now, I needed something else.

Yeah, that’s it.

From the sky, Debi rained down an Anti-Magic chant aimed at the ground. The invisible shackles shattered. With my freedom restored, I focused on the closest guy. Pseudo-Demons are a nightmare because they barely feel pain. Chopping off limbs is just a minor inconvenience to them. If you want to put them down, you have to smash the core.

I didn't hesitate. I drove my Dual Sword into his chest with enough force to punch through a brick wall. I felt the sickening squelch of meat, the jarring thud against bone, and then the final pop as I hit the heart.

“Aaargh—aaagh!!”

He didn't die instantly—the guy actually tried to keep swinging—but once his heart was shredded, the mana drained out of him. He coughed up a spray of gore, collapsed, and finally stopped twitching. The other two went pale. 

Oh, good. They still know how to be afraid.

“Come on then, you fakes,” I growled. “I'll show you what a real villain looks like.”

Suddenly, a scream echoed through the woods. A mana signature I knew very well flared up like a supernova, and a burst of malicious energy was instantly snuffed out. Heh. It’s actually pretty nice having reliable teammates for once.

The soldier in front of me realized his backup was gone and charged in a panic. He’d lost his cool. I only needed one of them alive for questioning, and the guy in the tree was the better candidate. 

This one... this one was done. I aimed a fatal thrust at his exposed chest.

Clang!

To my surprise, the moment my sword touched him, it produced the ringing sound of steel. 

His magic... hardening?

He tried to take my head while I was off-balance, but my Inviolable Domain caught the blade. 

“Dammit, that's cheating!” he barked.

“Is it?”

The man backed off, eyeing me warily. He’d regained his senses. I’d need to use Time Lapse to shred his formula first. It was a lot like Duke’s power. Still, for a mook to be able to tank my Dual Sword with just his skin... these guys were definitely upgraded versions of the originals.

“Debi, take the one in the tree!”

Debi moved in. In his right hand was his transformed sword; in his left was the rope I’d given him. During our training sessions, I’d discovered he could handle it too. Honestly, he was better with it than I was. I’d even confirmed he could trigger Magic Turbulence (Enroute) with it.

I sharpened my focus. If I attacked the same way, he'd just harden again. I needed to destroy the formula and land a hit simultaneously. I could close the gap, but who knew what other tricks he had? Then, I remembered my fight with Tura.

You’re going to be my practice dummy.

I took my stance and infused my blade with the Wind Attribute, weaving a formula-breaking spell into the edge. I swung with everything I had. 

The next moment, an invisible blade of pressurized air screamed toward him. He saw the mana and threw up his arms like a shield. Magic is all about visualization. He’s probably picturing his arms as an unbreakable wall. Too bad for him, this wasn't just a physical hit.

“Wha—?”

The man's fingers flew off, sliced clean through by my invisible Magic Slash. It wasn't just a long-range gust; it was a blade that severed his defensive formula as it traveled. The strike caught him right in the face—not deep enough to split his skull, but enough to spray blood everywhere. He screamed and clutched his ruined eyes.

I was already moving. I’d wanted to take his head off, but I was still working the kinks out of that move. Still, talk about effective. I lunged and drove my blade through his heart—a deep, clean, through-and-through puncture.

I wasn't done. I chanted Unnatural to create a foothold and launched myself with High-Speed Movement Magic. I closed the distance like a bullet and lopped off both arms of the support role who was fighting Debi.

“GAAAAAH!”

“Phew. Good job, Debi.”

“Debibi!”

Even with both arms gone and bleeding out, the guy was still alive, enduring the pain. I pressed my sword to his throat.

“The students from Aria Magic Academy—where are they? What’s your goal?”

“He... hehe... ahahaha!”

Suddenly, the guy triggered Explosion Magic—just like the Pseudo-Demons of the past, using his own life force as a battery.

“Debibi!”

“—Shield.”

When the dust cleared, the surrounding trees had been leveled. Debi had his own defense magic ready; he really was evolving every day. 

But man, these guys were a nightmare. Fighting an enemy when you have zero intel on their kit makes the difficulty spike like a vertical wall. This wasn't a school exam. You have to analyze, adapt, and overpower them in a heartbeat, or you just die. 

So this is what real combat feels like.

But hey, my stuff worked. All that grinding was finally paying off.

“Debibi!”

“Yeah, I know. No time to celebrate. Let's move.” 

I didn't hang around to savor the win. I headed straight for the next mana signature.
107 Altering the Original Story

Tura was the one fighting closest to me.

Her specialty was Iaijutsu—the art of the quick-draw.

The Original Story had labeled her the strongest, but that mostly referred to one-on-one duels. Since this had started as a game, it wasn't surprising for characters to have built-in weaknesses. We were in reality now, but for some reason, the world seemed to have inherited those mechanics. I suppose there was no point in complaining about it.

In the distance, I saw a soldier lying on the ground, his upper and lower halves completely severed. 

Merciless. But I suppose that’s just how the residents of this world are.

However, she must have been swarmed immediately after that kill. Tura was currently facing off against three opponents. All of them appeared to be swordsmen, and they were cornering her with an overwhelming flurry of strikes.

She was stuck entirely on the defensive. Honestly, the fact that she hadn't been cut down yet was a testament to her skill.

I was currently using Time Lapse.

Aside from the benefit of the world appearing to move in slow motion, it allowed me to think clearly while time crawled by. The only reason I'd been able to take down so many powerful enemies until now was undoubtedly thanks to this.

I could have jumped in to help right then, but Tura and the enemies were too close. If she noticed me, even the slightest bit of agitation or distraction could lead to a worst-case scenario. I had to be careful.

—Debi.

I formed an image in my mind. Olynn had told me that a summoned creature was like another version of oneself.

—Imagine it.

"—Haaaah!"

Tura parried a blow and counter-swung, creating a tiny sliver of distance between her and the enemy.

In that heartbeat, I—or rather, Debi—descended from the sky and covered her entire body with a Shield.

"—!?"

I didn't call out to the startled Tura yet. Instead, I pressed my hand against the earth. Even if I didn't use them as my primary weapons, I never neglected my basic practice for other elemental attributes. Besides, I’d just seen Shari perform this recently.

If it’s me... I can do this.

"Muddy."

I flooded the ground with earth-attribute mana. The dirt surged like a wave, gradually liquefying until the entire area was transformed into a bottomless swamp.

"W-what is this!?"
"Stay calm! It’s magic!"

The soldiers shrieked, their feet sinking into the muck as they lost their balance. I quickly placed an Unnatural—an invisible wall—on the patch of ground where Tura stood to keep her stable.

Then, I deactivated her Shield.

It was a subtle assist, but she seemed to catch on immediately. She returned her blade to its sheath and focused her spirit, centering herself.

"H-hey! Here she comes!"
"Dammit! Shield!"
"Curse it, my legs—!"

The soldiers frantically began to chant. Even though they had been turned into Pseudo-Demons, they clearly retained their egos. I didn't know the reason for it, but their ability to adapt was on a completely different level than mindless monsters.

Still, that wasn't enough to stop Tura.

"—Haaaaah!"

Tura’s sheath flashed with a faint light.

In the next instant, invisible slashes tore through the air toward the soldiers. Their bodies seemed to "shift" for a second before their torsos slid off their waists and hit the mud with a wet thud.

What terrifying power. I really needed to take a page out of her book.

Tura wiped the sweat from her forehead, but I noticed blood dripping from her arm. She’d been wounded. I rushed over to her side.

"Are you okay?"

"You have my thanks for the assistance," she said. "My apologies. I was immature."

"Don't worry about it. Is the wound deep?"

"I’d like to say it’s fine, but that last attack burned through a considerable amount of my mana. I’ll focus on recovery now, but... I’m afraid I’ll be a hindrance for a while."

The truly strong are always the fastest to analyze their own limits. It was much better for her to be honest than to act tough and put the team at risk.

"Understood. Stay here until you've recovered a bit. I’m going to follow the mana signatures. Don't push yourself."

"Right. Thank you, Weiss."

I hurried away from the spot. Even if they were just "soldiers," any enemy capable of wounding Tura was a threat I couldn't take lightly.

However, it was Sierra who ended up dispelling my anxieties.

"—Goodbye."

"D-damn itttttt—!"

I arrived just in time to see her swing her Death Scythe in a wide arc, claiming a soldier's head. The sheer density of her mana felt far more oppressive than it had when she fought me. 

I already knew this, but this world was utterly ruthless when it came to death. Noblesse Oblige, I suppose.

"Phew... Vai! You’re safe. Where are the others?"

"I've only found Tura so far. She’s injured, but she’ll be fine."

"I see. I can't sense the mana of the other two at all."

Using my Dark Eye, I could only pick up Sierra and Tura as well. They had either been teleported much further away, or they were being suppressed by Barrier Magic. It was exactly like the time I’d subjugated Debi. 

Characters who excelled in that kind of niche magic did show up in the Original Story. If it was that woman Mika, it was entirely possible.

"I don't think they were sent far. They’re likely nearby. Let’s head back to the cliff first. Vai, if we run into a powerful enemy, I want you to run—even if you have to use me as bait."

"I’m not doing th—"

"That’s an order from your senior."

Sierra’s eyes and voice were more serious than I’d ever heard them. In that moment, the tragic backstory of the Witch Sisters flashed through my mind. 

Knowing the Original Story wasn't always a blessing. Seeing Sierra and Eleanor smiling and talking together now felt like a genuine miracle. At the same time, knowing their secrets without their permission made me feel like a bit of a creep.

"...Fine. But only if I’m absolutely sure we can't win."

We took off running. I’d been worried about how we’d find the others, but it turned out to be a needless concern. We had indeed been teleported to the forest at the top of the cliff, and right at the base of it, I spotted Eva. The reason I hadn't sensed her mana was because the magical energy around the entire cliffside was in total disarray.

"Is that the last of you?"

"S-s-st-st-stop! Please!"

The ground was littered with chunks of meat that used to be soldiers. The lone survivor was trembling so hard his teeth were chattering. His legs had clearly given out; he couldn't even stand.

Eva walked toward him with slow, deliberate steps.

"Goodbye. Though... I suppose that was reasonably fun."

A black mass suddenly poured down from the sky. With a sickening, wet crunch, the man vanished from the world, leaving behind nothing but a massive spray of blood. A circular crater remained in the dirt, looking as if a giant iron ball had crushed the earth.

Was that Eva’s magic? The game never even revealed what she used...

"Stop staring and get down here."

Following Sierra’s lead, I jumped off the cliff. By constantly fighting gravity with Flight Magic, I managed to soften the impact of the landing.

"Oh, welcome back. How was it on your end?" Eva asked.

"So-so," Sierra replied. "Where’s Teacher Milk?"

Eva pointed. A cubical, transparent distortion had formed in the air. It was massive.

There was no doubt about it—it was a Subspace.

"Is Teacher Milk in there?" I asked.

"Most likely. I could force it open, but that’s a bit dangerous, isn't it?"

Eva was right. Deactivating a barrier is a nightmare if you don't follow the proper procedure. I could probably cut it with Time Lapse, but a forced breach could cause the entire spell formula to detonate. 

That was supposed to be end-game stuff in the Original Story. There was no way an early-game protagonist should be dealing with incomprehensible, cheat-like magic like this. And yet, Eva knew about it, and the enemy was using it.

The biggest issue was the lack of mana feedback. Sometimes you can see into these things, but right now, the space was completely rejected. I stood there, torn between waiting it out or trying to cut through.

"It’s okay."

Just as Eva noticed my concern, Tura descended from above. She clearly wasn't great at Flight Magic; she hit the ground with a heavy thud, though she’d reinforced herself with mana just in case.

"Where is the teacher?"

"Right there."

Almost the moment I explained it to her, a crack spider-webbed across the barrier. Sierra readied her scythe, and Tura and I reflexively drew our weapons.

The air crackled with static, and Teacher Milk and Bull suddenly materialized. The woman called Mika was lying on the ground. No... she was definitely dead.

Bull was still alive, desperately lunging at Teacher Milk with twin daggers. Even to my eyes, his speed was incredible, yet she dodged every strike at the very last possible millisecond. She was drenched in blood, but it clearly wasn't hers.

"Dammit! Why won't I hit you, you bitch!?"

"—You simply lack practice."

In a blur of movement, Teacher Milk’s blade pierced his heart. But Bull didn't go down immediately.

"...Shit... I was... so close..."

As he prepared to self-destruct, Eva casually held out a hand. With a disgusting squelch, he was flattened into the dirt and erased from existence.

"Eva, that was a bit much," Milk sighed.

"Ufufu, just being thorough, Teacher."

"Teacher Milk, are you okay?" I asked.

"Yeah, no problems here. So... these are the Pseudo-Demons."

Milk muttered as she looked at the bloodstain that used to be Bull. Come to think of it, was this her first time seeing one up close? 

While I was relieved she was safe, I couldn't help but feel a knot in my stomach. The plot was moving forward.

"How was it, Teacher?" Eva asked with her usual airy composure. "I wanted a turn, too."

"...It was a nuisance. My attacks wouldn't land on the man inside the barrier. Some kind of special formula."

Teacher Milk flicked her sword to the side, shaking off the gore. Since that doesn't get everything, she flared her mana slightly to let the rest slide off the blade.

"—The dead... coming back to life, huh."

She muttered those ominous words as a final thought.

A group of late-arriving adventurers eventually showed up, and we filled them in on what had happened. It turned out the fallen men were all part of the vanguard party. Fortunately, one of the women from their group had been busy evacuating the people from Aria Magic Academy, so none of the students or faculty were hurt.

"I see. They’re all... gone. But thank you. It’s thanks to you that the mission was finally finished."

The woman looked devastated when we told her the rest of her party was dead. I only really knew Noblesse Academy, but this reminded me that there were countless other lives at stake in this world. 

Since we’d taken down the Pseudo-Demons, we were told that a bounty and a rank assessment would be handled at a later date. Not that anyone in our group seemed particularly interested in the money.

In the end, we never found out why Aria Magic Academy had been targeted. Every single enemy had died without uttering a single secret. Strangely, the students and teachers had no memory of being attacked at all. That had to be a clue.

When Teacher Milk and the others asked how I’d recognized the Disobey, I lied and told them I’d happened to see their military uniforms in a history book. They looked at me with massive doubt, but they let it slide.

The news that Pseudo-Demons possessed egos and that dead soldiers were being resurrected spread like wildfire. Surprisingly, similar reports were coming in from other countries. However, in every case, the culprits self-destructed before they could be captured.

It was a mountain of mysteries. Unlike a game, reality doesn't give you the answers on a silver platter. 

Personally, I suspected this was all an experiment by the Demon Race. Based on what that thing had said to me during the Calamity, they had a specific goal. Indiscriminate malice is a powerful tool because it always holds the initiative. You can't prevent a disaster you don't see coming.

That’s why I had to get stronger. 

If Lilith or Cynthia had been the ones teleported away, I might have lost my mind. I couldn't afford to be weak. My power had worked. The only thing to do now was to refine it. That was the shortest path to avoiding my "Ruin Flags."

"See ya, Tura. Take care of yourself."

"...Yeah. Thank you, Weiss. For everything. I... I was happy. This was the first time anyone has ever saved me."

In the Original Story, Tura was a loner at her academy. It was the same for Cecil—in this world, being too strong just breeds envy. I guess it couldn't be helped.

But with one alteration after another, the Noblesse I knew was gone. From here on, I was fighting in an unknown world. I had to be ready for that.

"Goodbye, Tura."

I figured I’d probably never see her again. And honestly, that was for the best. If she followed the game script and came to Noblesse, she’d just get dragged into more trouble.



"Before we begin class today, I’d like to introduce a transfer student."

A few weeks after returning to Noblesse, Teacher Chloe made the announcement in her usual flat tone before our lecture. I suddenly felt a massive wave of déjà vu.

Wait. This is wrong. Something is very wrong.

Why do I remember this scene?

At Noblesse Academy, students with exceptional talent could be admitted mid-term as a special exception. Of course, you couldn't get in with just "decent" skills; you had to pass a test that was leagues harder than the entrance exam. Plus, you needed a faculty recommendation.

And then...

"I am Tura Enizi. I’ve transferred from the Duran Swordsmanship and Magic School. I am not particularly skilled with magic, but I hope to devote myself to my studies here."

...Eh?

"Well then, Miss Enizi, please take the seat next to Mr. Weiss. Mr. Weiss, Teacher Milk mentioned that I should ask you to look after her, so please be sure to show her the ropes."

Teacher Chloe moved the conversation along with her usual bluntness. Cynthia was sitting on my other side.

I was too terrified to look at her.

I’d told her about the Pseudo-Demons, sure, but I’d only mentioned Tura in passing. I definitely hadn't mentioned that I’d had a private tour of her school.

"Oh! Lord Weiss! We’re in the same class! I never imagined we’d have such a fateful encounter. Thank you again for everything you did back then."

"A-ah... yeah... don't mention it..."

Why? Why is she here?! Allen didn't even go to the Goodwill Event! This shouldn't be happening!

"Noblesse really is incredible!" Tura continued, beaming. "Duran was nice, but I’m so glad the private rooms here are so spacious. As you know, Weiss, my old room was a bit cramped... but anyway, let’s leave that aside. I look forward to working with you!"

After dropping that absolute tactical nuke of a sentence right in front of Cynthia, Tura sat down to my right with a radiant smile.

Was it my imagination, or was the air to my left getting significantly colder?

"Weiss."

"...Yes?"

I timidly turned my head. Cynthia was wearing a smile that was about a hundred times more "beautiful" than usual. It was terrifying.

"So that’s what the Goodwill Event was like. I thought it was strange that you were being so quiet about it, but it sounds like you were having quite a wonderful time."

"...No, wait, that's not it. There are... reasons."

"Reasons? I see. I'm sure there are."

Dammit! This is all Allen’s fault! If he had just acted like a proper protagonist and gone to the event like he was supposed to...!

"Cynthia, look, I’ll explain everything lat—"

Cynthia cut me off, reaching across me toward Tura. I thought she was going for a punch, but she offered a handshake instead.

"Hello. I am Weiss’s fiancée. It’s a pleasure to meet you."

"Oh! So it’s you! A pleasure! I’m Tura! I had no idea he was engaged to such a stunning woman!"

Why, Cynthia?! Why are you marking your territory like that?!

"...Keep your friends close," I heard Cynthia mutter under her breath, "...and your enemies closer."

In the Original Story, there was a rom-com gag where Allen would constantly get frozen by Cynthia. The narration always joked that he’d normally be dead because you can't breathe at absolute zero.

...This world is reality.
...She wouldn't actually do that, right?
...I’ll literally die!

I spent the entire class feeling a localized blizzard blowing in from my left.
108: The Third (Provisional) Gathering to Discuss Weiss Fancent at Noblesse Magic Academy

"Well then! As your moderator, I, Lilith Scarlet, shall summarize our findings!"

Inside a private room at Noblesse Magic Academy, a group sat huddled around a round white table. The roster was a regular who’s-who of my social circle: Cynthia, Tura, Cecil, Carta, Olynn, Allen, Duke, and Shari.

At the front of the room stood a whiteboard—a complete anachronism for this world—bearing the bold heading: [CLOSING IN ON THE STRENGTH OF THE TOP-RANKED LOWERCLASSMAN: WEISS FANCENT].

As for the subject of the meeting, he—that would be me—was currently soaking in the Noblesse Bath. For the third time today, I might add.

To be honest, this whole thing was just a classic case of student-induced hyper-fixation. Someone had brought it up over dinner, the idea caught fire, and now it was a full-blown emergency summit.

Cynthia was the first to take the floor.

"Weiss is strict with both himself and others, but he possesses an incredibly kind heart as well. It’s so adorable I can hardly stand it. I believe his true strength stems from the beauty of his inner character—and, as a reminder, I am his fiancée."

She twirled a lock of hair around her finger, making sure to stick the landing on that final point.

Next to her, Tura nodded with such vigor her whole body swayed. Despite their rocky start, the two had become fast friends. The catalyst for their bond was a secret duel they’d held in the Underground Training Room—a fight I still knew absolutely nothing about.

Cynthia had won by a Narrow Margin, but that’s a story for another time.

"U-Um, may I?"

Carta raised her hand bashfully. Her magic staff was leaned against the back wall, though the narrator probably didn't need to mention that.

"I-I agree, but I think the reason he's so strong is because he gives his all to everything he does. I-I mean, I know we all work hard, but I feel like Weiss-kun is chasing a massive, singular goal... S-Sorry! That was really vague, wasn't it?"

"I’m inclined to agree with Carta-san," Cecil chimed in. "Whether it was during the Battle Universe or just our daily lectures and exams, he never cuts corners. And whenever we speak, he looks me straight in the eye. He’s very... sincere."

Cecil finished her thought with a pointed, suggestive nuance. I could practically hear the gears grinding as Cynthia’s polite smile twitched by exactly one millimeter.

"I feel the same way!" Olynn chirped. Pippin, her pet squirrel, was perched on her head. "Weiss-kun has this unwavering core. It’s really cool!"

Pippin performed a tiny acrobatic spin on Olynn’s head, prompting an amazed "Ohh!" from Tura. This exchange contributed absolutely nothing to the discussion.

"Nah, you’re all overthinking it. It’s the biceps," Duke grunted, interjecting with his usual brand of nonsense. "To forge a body like that, you need the discipline to keep punishing yourself. I’m putting my money on the Muscle Theory."

Allen sighed and shook his head. "He’s definitely strong, but Carta is onto something. I think he’s aiming for a goal we can’t even see. Most people just want to be the best at Noblesse, but I get the feeling Weiss is looking far beyond that."

"I’m with Allen," Shari added. "When he saved me during the exam, I felt this incredible pressure from him. It was a sheer, indomitable will to never lose."

The room fell into a chorus of contemplative nods. Then, Tura—who was still wearing her hakama while waiting for her uniform to arrive—raised her hand.

"I haven't known him long, but when we faced off at Duran, I sensed a very refined mana within Weiss-dono. However, there was something... off. It was like he possessed two distinct natures—Darkness and Light. Am I the only one who felt like there were two different people inside him? Perhaps that is the secret."

"Oh, he shows me his dual nature all the time when we're alone," Cynthia remarked airily.

Her words hit the room like a physical shock, making several maiden hearts skip a beat.

Cecil pushed her glasses up her nose with a sharp clack. "...Now that you mention it, Fancent-kun does seem to smile much more when it’s just the two of us. Perhaps that’s the connection."

"W-Well, when we’re practicing Flight Magic together, he shows me an aspect of himself he doesn't show anyone else!" Carta squeaked.

Cynthia’s cheek twitched again. One millimeter. Two. Three.

Hoh, Duke thought to himself, I wonder if muscles have a dual nature too.

"Okay! We’re getting a little off-track here, so let’s summarize!" Lilith shouted, sensing the rising tension. She began scribbling furiously on the board.

1. Weiss-sama is strong.
2. Weiss-sama has a secret objective?
3. Weiss-sama has two sides.
4. Weiss-sama has a precious fiancée named Cynthia-sama.

After writing the fourth point, Lilith shot a wink at Cynthia. It worked; Cynthia’s expression finally began to soften.

"I feel it too," Lilith continued. "Weiss-sama has a powerful will. There’s no doubt he’s working toward a specific goal. But if he doesn't want to talk about it, maybe we shouldn't dig too deep..."

The room went silent. But then, Carta broke the hush.

"...What if we just asked him? I understand what Lilith-san is saying, but... if there’s anything I can do to help him, I—I want to know."

The usual timidity was gone from her voice, replaced by a rare flash of resolve. Cecil nodded in agreement.

"That might be for the best. Provided Cynthia-san is okay with it, of course."

"I agree with Carta-dono," Tura said. "Directly questioning him is more efficient than racking our brains from afar."

"Me too! Understanding the heart is a vital part of Subjugation, after all!" Olynn added.

"I’m in. You too, Allen?" Shari asked.

"Yeah. I want to be someone Weiss can lean on."

Every eye in the room turned toward Cynthia. She closed her eyes for a moment before nodding. "...Very well. As his fiancée, I shall be the one to ask."

"I’m telling you, it’s the muscles," Duke muttered under his breath. Shari promptly stomped on his foot.



A few dozen minutes later, I walked back from the baths, feeling refreshed and ready for a quiet evening. I opened the door to the room, only to find that things had become... outrageous.

"I'm telling you, it's the damn muscles!" Duke roared.

"It is obviously not the muscles!" Shari screamed back.

"Guys, please! Stop fighting!" Allen was frantically waving his arms between them, looking like he was about to have a breakdown.

"Tura-san! Oh no, what do I do?! I-I'm so sorry!"

"W-Where is it?! H-Hey, that tickles! Not there—ahh! Stop! ////"

Apparently, Tura had gotten a bit too intense while staring at Olynn’s squirrel. Pippin had panicked and, in a desperate bid for safety, dived straight into Tura’s hakama. The squirrel was currently thrashing around inside her clothes, leaving Tura beet-red and twitching uncontrollably.

"Eek! Wait! Where are you going?!"

"Carta-san, you’ll never catch it at that speed. You have to flank it!"

Carta was chasing her own magic staff as it zoomed around the room like a caffeinated bird. She must have bumped into it while backing away from the chaos, accidentally triggering a Flight Magic loop. Cecil was standing in the center of the room, calmly calculating its flight path to help her corner it.

Meanwhile, Lilith was using her entire body to shield the whiteboard from my view. Probably because, in the heat of the moment, she’d added a fifth point to the list: [Does Weiss-sama like the 'bounce'?]

"W-Weiss-sama! You’re back?!" Lilith shrieked.

"What... what exactly am I looking at?" I asked, my brain struggling to process the carnage.

Cynthia, the only person who appeared sane, walked over to me with a graceful smile. "Welcome back, Weiss. Was the bath pleasant?"

"Uh, yeah." I glanced past her. "Wait, what does that say? 'Likes the bou—'"

"Weiss," Cynthia interrupted, her gaze locking onto mine. "There is something I wish to ask you."

"What is it?"

For a second, a shadow of hesitation crossed her face. I could see her struggling with something. Was she worried about prying? Did she think she was forcing me to reveal secrets I wasn't ready to share? She looked like she was deciding whether it was better to just wait for me to come to her.

"Cynthia? You okay?"

"...Do you love me?" she asked suddenly.

"Wait, what? Where did that come from—"

"Please. Tell me."

I blinked, then sighed, my heart softening. "...Yeah. Of course I do. I love you."

"Fufufu. That is all I needed to hear."

She beamed. Whatever secret goals or mysterious purposes I might have, they didn't matter to her. She had already decided to follow me to the ends of the earth.

I, however, felt a sudden, sharp pang of loneliness. Man, everyone seems to be having a blast without me.

Before I walked in, had they totally forgotten I even existed? They were probably all sitting around laughing and eating fruit while I was off soaking alone. I wanted to ask what they were really doing, but I couldn't bring myself to ruin the mood.

Still, seeing everyone from the Original Story getting along so well made me happy. Even if I was doing all this to avoid my own destruction, I shouldn't be too self-centered.

But still, I thought, feeling a bit sentimental as I watched the chaos resume, it’d be nice if they thought about me just a little bit.
109 Leveling Up

The world of Noblesse Oblige was one defined by swords and magic.

Everyone threw their best specialties at one another, and the person left standing at the end was the winner. Simple, right? Except "strength" and "weakness" weren’t exactly terms you could define in a vacuum.

For instance, if Cecil and Cynthia went head-to-head in a fair fight, Cynthia would probably win nine times out of ten. But if the objective changed—say, to a battle where they had to protect something or a Team Battle—the math changed with it.

Then there was the simple matter of compatibility.

Carta possessed an overwhelming Advantage in the air. Tura, despite her high marks on the Noblesse exams, was terrible against opponents like her. By the time her signature slashes reached Carta, their power was usually drained to almost nothing. On the other hand, in an indoor skirmish or a sudden encounter, the odds of Carta beating Tura were practically zero.

Magic only served to complicate the equation further.

My Inviolable Domain was a prime example. It was effective even if the enemy knew it was coming, and if they didn’t? Well, the Barrier alone was enough to clinch a Victory.

And so, I finally decided on my next attribute.

I could technically use all of them, but I knew it would be more efficient to pick one and practice it until it was second nature. After class let out, I headed to the Underground Training Room and called her out.

"Sorry for dragging you here right after class," I said.

"It is no problem," Tura replied, though she glanced around. "More importantly, are you certain it is wise for us to be alone together?"

"Yeah, don't worry. I got proper permission. Right, Tura?"

Cynthia and Tura had already reconciled... I think. I mean, Cynthia's jealous streaks were cute and all, but I’d rather not have her burst in here with a frozen look in her eyes.

"I assume this 'talk' you mentioned concerns my technique?" Tura asked.

"Ha, you nailed it."

After some soul-searching, I’d decided to aim for complete mastery of the wind. It was widely considered to have the best compatibility with swordsmanship, and since I’d already been practicing Flight Magic, I could piggyback off that progress.

Fire offered explosive power, water provided defense, and the earth was great for terrain manipulation—they all had their charms. But my real bread and butter was combat revolving around Time Lapse. Prioritizing anything that synergized with my Flash was the only logical move.

"Naturally, I’m not asking for a handout," I added. "If there’s anything I can give you in return, just say the word."

Everyone was pushing themselves to the limit these days. If I was going to take up someone else's time to get stronger, paying them back was only fair. I’d done the same for Carta. It was just good manners.

Tura went quiet, pondering the offer for a moment. "...Then teach me Unnatural," she said. "I do not possess a vast pool of mana, and my attribute is limited to wind, but if I can master that Unnatural Wall, it should broaden my offensive options."

"I can do that. But fair warning—it’s a weird technique. It’ll probably take you quite a while just to get the hang of it. And even once you do, you won't be able to spam it."

"That does not matter," she said, her voice brimming with absolute confidence. "If it is me, I will make those few uses count."

I couldn't help but smile. In the Original Story, her weaknesses were her over-specialization in ground combat and her lack of defensive formulas. If she could whip out an Unnatural wall even a couple of times, it would change her entire playstyle.

Am I making my rivals too strong? Probably. But hey, I’m getting something out of the deal too.

"Now, where is the scabbard?" she asked, looking around. "It is the heart of my technique, yet I do not see one."

"Oh, I'll just create one with magic. It’s no big deal."

"Abnormal as always, I see..." Tura sighed, then shook it off. "Very well. Let us begin with the method of merging wind and sword formulas—"

I was going to get stronger. I had to.

But I wasn't the only one with that mindset. After everything that happened during the exams—and the rumors of the Pseudo-Demon—everyone was feeling the heat. They were all going to grow.

Honestly? I’m kind of looking forward to it.



"Lilith, are we done yet?"

"Not yet... Duke-san. I can... I can still keep going!"

In the ruins of Noblesse City Area A, Lilith had set aside her signature knives. She was challenging Duke to a pure hand-to-hand brawl, her body surging with mana. Even though she was covered in bruises, she forced herself back up every time he knocked her down, sliding back into a combat stance.

"Sorry," Duke grunted. "I’ve never been much good at holding back."

"No... I appreciate it."

Lilith knew the truth. Her attacks lacked the weight to be a finishing blow. At this rate, she would only ever be a burden to Weiss. She had reached out to Duke specifically to find what she was missing.

Duke, however, was in the same boat. He knew his poor aptitude for magic meant he was likely to be left in the dust soon. If he wanted to keep his place, he needed to be better. Faster. Stronger.

Lilith was beaten into the dirt over and over, but she rose every time. Finally, she used Recovery Magic to mend her battered body and exhaled.

"You okay, Lilith?"

"...No problem. Now, it's my turn to teach. I’m sure you’ll be able to master this, Duke-san."

"Ha! I'm counting on it."

Lilith began instructing Duke in the formula for High-Speed Movement Magic. By applying the formula from his arm down to his fist, he could shave milliseconds off his strike speed.

"—I see. Like this?"

Duke unleashed a punch visibly faster than his previous ones. He grinned, looking genuinely pleased.



Deep within the Forest of Demons on Mount Galial, Allen was a blur of motion as he dodged a relentless onslaught from a swarm of monsters.

"Grrr, Gawrr!"

"Hah... hah..."

Olynn watched him from the sidelines, her eyes sharp. "Construct the formula there... and apply it!"

"Got it!"

Allen’s palm glowed with a brilliant light as he slammed it into the forehead of a Magic Horse. The beast froze for two seconds, its eyes glazing over—but then it began to rampage again.

"Dammit... no good."

He’d been at this for hours.

"Phew... Subjugation is brutal," Allen panted. "Weiss pulled this off on his first try, didn't he? And against a Demon, no less."

"Weiss-kun is just... he's in a league of his own," Olynn said with a small smile. "But I think you’re doing great, Allen-kun. Your formula is almost perfect. Now you just have to understand the monster’s heart. Although... I know that’s the hardest part for you."

Olynn knew his history. For someone like Allen, who hated monsters with every fiber of his being, Subjugation was an uphill battle. Yet here he was, trying to make the impossible possible.

"I want to be stronger," Allen muttered. "But Olynn, you're the one who's improved. Right, Carta-san?"

"Yeah!" Carta chirped. "I think it’s amazing you can stay in the air for that long. It took me ages to learn that!"

Olynn was currently hovering several meters up, perched on her broom. For a monster-tamer like Olynn, her biggest weakness was being a sitting duck for enemy attacks. She was training to stay mobile and maintain her flight while her summons did the work.

Suddenly, a Demon Wolf emerged from the trees. Then another. And another.

Soon, seven of them had surrounded the group. But nobody flinched.

"I’m going to work hard too," Carta said, her voice steady. "I won't let everyone leave me behind."

She leveled her right hand at the pack. An instant later, she unleashed a Mana Cannon. Midway through its flight, the beam burst apart, splitting into multiple streaks of light that slammed into the wolves.

"Missed one... but not for long."

One Demon Wolf managed to leap clear of the blast. Carta didn't blink; she manipulated the mana from a distance, curving the shot mid-air. It banked around like a Homing Magic spell and took the wolf out from behind.

"There."

"Whoa, Carta-san! You’ve already got the hang of Homing Magic?"

"It’s only because Olynn-san taught me how monsters move, and Allen-kun taught me about attribute tendencies. I’m still not ready to use it against humans yet."

"It’s still terrifying," Allen noted. "The thought of a Mana Cannon coming at me from the sky is bad enough. If it starts chasing me? No thanks."

"Hehehe! I’ll just keep firing until I hit!"



Over in City Area B, Cecil was sprinting through a dense cluster of ruins.

The ground beneath her feet suddenly lurched like an earthquake, liquefying into deep mud. Cecil’s legs sank instantly, and Magic Threads shot out from the soil to bind her.

"Impressive," Cecil noted. "But not enough!"

She summoned a sword using a construction formula and shredded the threads in a single arc. With a burst of raw leg strength, she tore herself free from the mire and charged toward Shari, who was waiting in her line of sight.

Cecil swung her blade with everything she had. "Got you!"

The sword connected, but Shari’s body dissolved into a splash of water, soaking the ground with a loud splat. In the same breath, the real Shari dropped from above, aiming for Cecil’s throat.

"That was a fake—"

"—I knew that!"

Cecil pivoted, using a foot technique she’d seen Sierra use to block Shari’s leg. She spun like a professional gymnast, reversing her momentum to press her blade against Shari’s neck.

"I lose..." Shari sighed.

"Fufu. But we’re finally even now, aren't we?"

"A draw despite me having the terrain advantage is basically a loss for me," Shari grumbled.

"Don't say that. I still can't maintain a long fight, you know. But if you want to set traps, you need a bit more finesse. They’re a little too obvious right now. For example, if you used your Water Mimicry Magic to hide the fact that the ground was a mud pit, you could hit them with a double-layered trap."

"I see... you’re reading that far ahead..."

"Actually, could you teach me more about traps?" Cecil asked. "I can't make them on your scale, but even small ones would give me a massive edge in combat."

"Of course! Okay, so the trick to the formula is—"



"...Phew."

Back in her room, Cynthia was buried under a mountain of books.

She was engrossed in her studies, her eyes scanning formulas for top-tier magic that would have made even Cecil’s head spin. The pages were filled with diagrams of the human body and complex Recovery Magic.

Unlike a simple scrape or cut, deep internal damage required the kind of anatomical knowledge expected of a modern surgeon. Cynthia never missed a day of study. She wanted to be ready for anything—no matter what happened to Weiss.

She had to be able to handle whatever the future threw at them.

"...I see. So this is the foundation of recovery in a Western Formula. If I use my ice... I should be able to stop the bleeding while I work..."

With their own hopes and fears held close to their hearts, the Lowerclassmen of Noblesse Academy prepared to welcome a new year.
110 Countdown

Ostrava was the closest major capital to Noblesse. It was also home to the Royal Park, the very place where Cecil and I had once played Battle Universe.

The culture of Noblesse Oblige didn’t include the tradition of visiting a shrine for the New Year. However, much like the summer break in Estarm, there were certain world-renowned events that everyone observed. One of those was the New Year’s countdown.

The calendar here wasn’t all that different from my original world. Well, the specific names for things were completely different, but the timing was familiar enough.

"—This is incredible."

"Fufufu, it’s our first time, isn't it? Spending the turn of the year together."

"It’s so beautiful! I’ve never experienced a luxury like New Year’s in the Royal Capital before!"

I had come to Ostrava to celebrate the holiday with Cynthia and Lilith. It was a short break, but the Academy was officially closed for the season.

"Step right up! You can't have a countdown without booze!"

"New Year’s dinner means Torgos Meat! Get it while it’s cheap!"

"You aren't ready for the New Year until you’ve had some Ring Juice!"

I knew the capital was usually crowded, but the sheer volume of people here far exceeded my expectations. Merchants had lined the streets with stalls as if to scream that now was the time to make a killing.

What I found particularly amusing about Noblesse was that New Year’s and Christmas were essentially mashed into a single event. Stall owners, regardless of gender, were decked out in Santa Claus outfits, and the city was bathed in the glow of fluorescent neon lights powered by magic.

Perhaps it was just a coincidence, but snow had begun to fall. I’d heard that Mana Clouds underwent a massive migration during this season, which sometimes resulted in heavy downpours, but today we got the picturesque version.

Well, I suppose this adds to the atmosphere.

When I’d tried to ask Cynthia about the local lore regarding Santa Claus, she’d given me a dead-serious look and replied, "He exists, obviously."

I was just trying to learn about the culture, but in this world, he actually might be real.

As for lodging, I’d already secured a high-end inn in the central noble district. Well, by "secured," I mean I’d just asked Zebis to handle it for me.

"Regardless, that hat really does suit you."

"I’d like to take it off as soon as humanly possible..."

"You can't! It’s custom to wear it until the New Year begins!"

I was currently stuck wearing a bright red hat—a Santa hat, to be precise. When it was handed to me at the entrance to the city, I’d thought it was some kind of joke. Then, I remembered this happening in the Original Story too. It was likely just the development team’s idea of a gag, but seeing it become an actual cultural staple was honestly hilarious. If the developer who came up with this ever ended up in this world, they’d probably be laughing through their apologies.

"Well, it suits you two as well."

"Ufufu, that makes me happy."

"Matching outfits! This is the best!"

Naturally, Cynthia and Lilith were wearing them too. The white snowflakes drifting from the sky only served to highlight their beauty.

It was only noon, and since our luggage had already been dropped off, our only plan was to indulge in some serious Sloth. We’d been buried in classes and training lately, so we deserved it. Cynthia had apparently been shut in her room studying something as well. I didn't know the specifics, but knowing her, she was probably overworking herself.

Suddenly, I heard the voices of a certain trio that sounded suspiciously familiar.

"First things first, meat! We’re eating meat!"

"You’re always eating meat..."

"Never mind that, shouldn't we go buy the gifts for the exchange?"

It was a guy with a voice full of muscle and optimism, followed by a bright, cheerful girl. I instinctively looked around, but the crowd was too thick to see them.

"Maybe I’ll buy a squirrel hat~."

"I want to go shopping too. They just released the Battle Universe Christmas Piece, didn't they?"

"I-I think I’ll look for some decorations for my new staff."

"—I wonder what Lord Weiss would like!?"

Next came a voice I couldn't quite identify as male or female, an intelligent-sounding voice, and a timid one. That last bit was muffled by the crowd, but it had a distinct, samurai-like cadence to it.

"B-Big sister, let's eat that meat! It says 'Extra Mystery Meat'!"

"Now listen, if you eat that much, you'll get full and fall asleep before the countdown even starts."

"But you're the one who does that every year, big sister..."

Then I heard what sounded like a pair of sisters. Was that a 'boing' sound effect?

"Weiss, it’s dangerous to keep looking around like that."

"Oh, look! They're selling delicious-looking drinks! Over here, Master Weiss!"

"A-Ah. Right. Let's go."

New Year’s was being celebrated all over the place. Even if the Royal Capital was the biggest hub, there was no way we’d just run into everyone like that. And even if they were here, this city is huge. We won’t run into them.

From there, we spent the day acting like children—hit up the stalls, played magic target shooting, and messed around in the snow. By the time I checked the time again, it was pitch black outside. Cynthia and Lilith claimed there was a specific place they wanted to go, so we headed off for dinner.

"Why are we heading this way? It’s New Year’s Eve. There have to be better places than this."

For some reason, we were moving away from the city center. The neighborhood was getting seedier, and there were fewer decent shops in sight. On top of that, they’d made me buy a gift earlier. I didn't know who it was for, only that it had to be "something anyone would be happy with."

"Fufufu, this is the spot."

"Yes! We're right on time!"

"On time for what?"

"Come along, Weiss."

"Hurry, hurry, Master Weiss!"

"H-Hey—don't pull on me!"

I didn't have a clue what was going on, but the two of them looked thrilled. They practically dragged me into a tavern on the outskirts of town. I didn't really mind, but this was a combined Christmas and New Year celebration. I wouldn't have minded splurging on a fancy place for once.

"This was the only place we could reserve for a private party."

"Private party? Cynthia, what are you talking about?"

"Oh! I knew I heard your voice! Everyone’s already here!"

The moment I asked, the door swung open with a bang. Standing there wasn't Protein, Sasami, or Vitamin, but Mineral—otherwise known as Duke. He was, of course, wearing a Santa hat.

"When did you become a tavern keeper?"

"Man, give the jokes a rest for the New Year! Come on, get inside, it's freezing! Cynthia, Lilith, you too!"

"Go on, Weiss."

"Master Weiss, inside!"

Pushed from behind and physically apprehended by the muscle-head in front, I was hauled into the building. Waiting inside were—well, all the usual suspects. The Allen Team, the Cecil Team, and Tura. The moment I stepped in, everyone’s faces lit up. Every single one of them was dutifully wearing a hat.

"What is all this...?"

"I'm sorry, Weiss. I thought you might refuse if we told you beforehand."

"It’s not Cynthia-san’s fault! I was the one who insisted on having Master Weiss here!"

I see...

Well, they weren't wrong. If I’d known about this in advance, I probably would have complained about the hassle and stayed at the inn. Lilith looked particularly guilty about the deception.

But—

"Thanks."

They’d clearly gone to all this trouble for my sake. There was no way I could be angry. I wasn't sure "happy" was the right word for the chaotic noise, but I suppose a lively night isn't so bad once in a while.

Just then, the door flew open again, and something soft and incredibly squishy pressed against my back with a distinct mugyu.

"—Eek! S-Sorry! Oh, Weiss-kun!"

"Eleanor, move over, I can't see. Hm? So Vai did show up. That hat... it actually suits you."

It was Eleanor and Sierra. I hadn't expected to be greeted by a "boing" to the back, but here we were. Is literally everyone here?

Still, they were my seniors. I took their coats and hung them on the wall. Respecting one's elders was the bare minimum, after all.

"Thank you, Weiss-kun!"

"Vai, you’re... such a gentleman. It’s wonderful..."

Sierra’s cheeks were flushed redder than usual. Well, it was a cold night.

The tavern’s interior was mostly wood—the standard look—but it had been decked out for Christmas. The decorations had a charming, handmade feel to them. It was impressive how much effort they’d put into this. Even in a world plagued by monsters and the threat of war, these people still found a way to enjoy their lives. We’d just dealt with the Calamity and a Pseudo-Demon not that long ago, too.

"Weiss-kun, does Pippin's hat look good on her?"

"Fancent-kun, I managed to get a Battle Universe Christmas Piece. Want to play later?"

"W-Weiss-kun, do you think this decoration looks okay on my staff?"

"Hahaha! It’s great to just let loose with everyone! Lord Weiss!"

Maybe I should follow their lead for once.

"—Allen, Duke, get the booze. We’re drinking until the year ends."

"Oh?! Weiss, now you're talking! It’s a competition, then!"

"I won't lose either!"

"Don't drink too much—well, I guess tonight’s an exception. Cynthia-san, Lilith-san, want to join us?"

"I’d love to, Shari-san."

"Yes! Let's all drink together! And don't forget the gift exchange later!"

So that’s why they made me buy one.

Fine. Whatever. It was loud, it was chaotic, and it was a total mess—but that’s Noblesse Oblige for you.



Noblesse Magic Academy, Dining Hall

The school was closed, but the faculty were still working late. Finally, they had gathered to take a well-earned breather.

Milk, lounging in her chair and drinking with abandon, shouted in a lazy, booming voice.

"Darius! We’re out of booze! Hurry it up!"

"Good grief, I’m getting it, just wait... Why did she have to be a teacher too? My peaceful break is ruined..."

"Did you say something!?"

"Sharp ears as always..."

Even the faculty weren't technically allowed in the kitchen, but Darius slipped in with a smirk anyway. However, the place was locked down tight, reinforced with Sealing Magic.

"Ugh, seriously? ...Eh?"

On one of the tables, he found a massive spread of alcohol and snacks labeled "For Faculty Use." Someone had prepared it all in advance.

"Oh! I don't know who did this, but thanks!" he shouted to the empty room before heading back.

"Oh, Muscles, you’re actually prepared for once."

"Right? Well, it was just sitting there. Here, Teacher Chloe."

"Thank you. Teacher Coco, would you like a glass?"

"Unfortunately, I can't handle my liquor. I’ll stick to fruit juice."

Milk was in her casual clothes, her top loose as she sat cross-legged on her chair. Chloe was sipping her drink quietly, still in her black suit, while Coco wore something resembling a white lab coat, sipping juice with one hand.

"The year’s almost over. It’s been a short while, but these kids are so interesting. I’m looking forward to next year."

"Teacher Coco’s classes are popular, after all! I’m always stuck playing the villain during the exams... sniff..."

"Darius, don't start pestering Coco with your pathetic crying-drunk routine," Milk snapped.

"I’m not crying..."

Milk continued to berate the hunched-over Darius as he sipped his drink. Coco gave a wry chuckle, tucked something resembling a cigarette into the corner of her mouth, and spoke up.

"But really, the students here are all off the charts. If I’d enrolled here when I was young, I wonder if my life would have turned out differently."

"I think the current era is particularly special," Chloe added. "Ever since Weiss Fancent enrolled, things have been... abnormal. In a good way, of course."

At those words, a faint smile crossed Milk’s lips—so subtle no one else noticed. Except for Darius. He let his own expression soften as he drained his glass.

"Our job is to make them strong enough to survive this chaotic world on their own! Let's give it our all, everyone!"

"There are already students who look stronger than you, though."

"What was that!?"

The two were on the verge of a brawl before Coco and Chloe stepped in. Once things settled, Coco asked a question.

"Are you referring to Eva Avery? She certainly surprised me. Who exactly is she?"

"No idea," Milk replied. "She’s an anomaly even among the various biological entities in this world. It’s a mercy that she’s so mild-tempered."

"I’ve never seen her angry either," Chloe noted. "Though perhaps it’s more accurate to say there’s no one capable of making her angry."

"Well, Eva aside, Weiss and Allen and the rest still have a long way to go! We have work to do!"

"All you can teach them is how to shout loudly. And don't repeat yourself."

"What’d you say, you damn Milk!?"

"They really do get along, don't they?" Coco smiled.

"I agree. I never tire of watching them."



Far to the north of Noblesse, in a tiny town buried in snow, a silver-haired woman with skin as white as milk touched down from the sky. It was Eva Avery.

"Now then, I wonder if the rumors are true."

Despite it being New Year’s Eve, the town was desolate. The reason was a man who called himself "King." He and his gang had recently taken over, seizing all the profits and bleeding the town dry.

"Gahahaha! Keep the noise up! Sing! —Hm?"

The tavern door swung open. It was Eva.

"Is King here?"

"Hah? Who the hell are you supposed to be?"

"I hate repeating myself. Which one of you is King?"

"That’d be me. Now, who sent you—GYAAAH!"

In the blink of an eye, the man’s right arm was obliterated. His cronies, suddenly sprayed with blood, began to scream. Tables were flipped, and the tavern transformed into a scene from a nightmare. "King" tried to crawl away, but Eva stepped firmly onto his back.

"Haa... well, I knew it was unlikely. But you really chose a terrible name."

"W-Who... what are you—?"

"Goodnight."

With that, the man who called himself King was erased from existence. Eva took a seat at a vacant table and caught the eye of a trembling server.

"Could I get a drink? One alcohol, and two Melo-Melon juices."

"Y-Y-Yes, ma'am!"

The terrified server scrambled to fulfill the order. When the drinks arrived, Eva—with a profound sadness in her eyes that she never showed the others—raised a glass for a solitary toast.

"Cheers. —Eva, King."

A few hours later, the countdown echoed across the world, welcoming the start of a new year.
110.5 The Jiggle Leaderboard

10th Place: Sierra Witch. A slight jiggle.

She was our resident flat-chested little girl—the Strongest Reaper and a total tsundere. She had a weakness for sweets, but you wouldn’t know it looking at her; she didn't have an ounce of excess fat on her. Still, she was the type to give her absolute all once she fell for someone, and her cheeks were incredibly squishy.

"I can’t say I’m satisfied with this ranking... but I suppose some people do prefer them on the smaller side?"

＝＝＝＝The Un-jiggleable Wall＝＝＝＝＝＝

9th Place: Cecil Antwerp. Jiggle, jiggle.

With an intellect that made me swoon and crystalline eyes that seemed to peer through my very soul, she was the definition of an "unattainable flower." Her distant aura was exactly what men yearned for, and I doubted there was a man alive whose heart wouldn't skip a beat at the sound of her whispering voice.

"Ninth? Men truly are obsessed with this sort of thing, aren't they? Well, I suppose it’s fine as long as you're enjoying yourselves."

8th Place: Lilith Scarlet. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle.

She possessed a supple, leggy beauty and a toned physique, boasting a waistline more exquisite than anyone else's. Her limbs were so slender and pale they were the envy of every woman. Combine that with her sunny disposition, and she was easily the top contender for the most approachable girl in the group.

"Eighth place, huh...? Well, I’m still happy! I’ll try even harder next time!"

7th Place: Shari Elias. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle.

Just the fact that she was born into a prestigious family was enough to capture any man’s heart. Her personality was so egalitarian and kind that the only word for her was "angel." She never missed her skincare routine, morning, noon, or night—it was possible she ranked number one in terms of pure texture.

"Is seventh place good? Or is it bad? Oh well—thanks for the support, everyone!"

6th Place: Eva Avery. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle.

She had straight silver hair, translucent milky skin, and a refined face that reminded me of a Western doll. I'd always thought she was just slender, but the occasional glimpse of her cleavage was enough to stop a man's heart. Her personality was so gentle she didn't even get mad if someone stared—making her the ultimate "big sister" figure to boys everywhere.

"Oh, so I ended up in sixth? Well, if you really want to see that badly, I suppose I could show you?"

5th Place: Tura Enizi. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle.

Between her healthy glow and her toned abs, the "jiggle" peeking out from her perfectly fit frame was enough to make anyone want to reach out. Her hidden modesty only added to the charm. I heard a rumor that Duran—a student who’d been secretly harboring a crush on her—actually burst into tears when he saw this.

"Fifth place! Well, getting on the leaderboard at all is a win in my book! Hm? Oh, I’m not wearing a bra! They’re way too restrictive!"

4th Place: Cynthia Violetta. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle.

Her long, golden hair shimmered like actual bullion, and her beautiful blue eyes looked as though they could see everything in the world. Her skin was porcelain-white, and her modest demeanor paired with a voice like a harp made her feel like a collection of every beautiful thing in existence. Rumor had it she smelled incredible at all times.

"Fufu, I suppose I should be happy with fourth. After all, Weiss-sama is the only one allowed to experience my cool body."

3rd Place: Milk Abitus. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle.

She had a body more conditioned than anyone else's, yet she still possessed a voluptuous chest that overflowed with femininity. The mature sex appeal radiating from her tanned skin was enough to knock any man flat on his back. Just between us, she actually secretly enjoyed cooking.

"What a moronic ranking. If you have this much free time, go train. —Still, I suppose it doesn't feel entirely terrible."

2nd Place: Carta Wiore. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle.

Her marshmallow-like body and "fluffy" personality were enough to envelop any man in comfort. One session with her kind heart and soothing voice was guaranteed to heal any soul. It wasn't an exaggeration to say she was the one who put the "jiggle" in the Jiggle Ranking.

"Second place?! I’m happy, but this is so embarrassing... B-But I’ll keep doing my best! Though I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to be doing my best at..."

1st Place: Eleanor Witch. Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle, jiggle.

The world of Noblesse Oblige was one governed by swords and magic, but in her presence, the world was governed by the Jiggle. No matter how much she ate, she never gained a pound of fat; every single nutrient was diverted directly to her chest. Her easygoing personality and breathy, whispering voice were like an angel’s song. The world was divided into two things: the Jiggle, and Eleanor.

"First place?! Should I be happy or sad? I think I’m happy! I’ll keep doing my best! Eh? The person in first place is supposed to jump up and down? L-Like this?"



I am so incredibly sorry. Between the launch of my new series and a mountain of real-life chaos, I didn’t have a single drop of energy left to write the main story. I had to rely on the "Jiggle" to save me. Please forgive me!

Just for reference, please consider "1 Jiggle" to be one unit of moderate bounciness.

Also, I’ve officially started posting my new work: I Reincarnated as the Most Evil Demon Lord and Want to Destroy the Scenario to Live a Slow Life, but My Immediate Subordinates, the Six Sealed Evils, Are Too Hot-Blooded and I'm in Trouble.

[https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16817330664579415585]

Yes, it’s another villain reincarnation, but this time it’s a Demon King. And I promise, the protagonist is properly the Strongest (so far, at least).

The story follows a protagonist who reincarnates as the Final Boss and tries to build a nation for the absolute strongest monsters in his quest for peace. Naturally, his bloodthirsty subordinates and various Great Nations end up causing all sorts of chaotic commotions along the way.

I’m desperate to make it onto the official rankings, so please, lend me your strength! (Please follow the story and give it a ☆☆☆ rating... I’m begging you!)

I’ve never actually had the chance to say, "Wow, I can’t believe it’s already doing this well right after the release!" and I’d really love to say it just once! Thank you for your support!
111: The Final Event

With the New Year safely behind us, we students of Nobless Academy spent our days as we always did—grinding away and honing our skills. 

It felt surreal to think I’d be an intermediate-year student soon. Looking back at how much blood and sweat I’d poured into just getting through the entrance exams, I realized I’d become a full-fledged resident of this world.

"Fancent-kun, do you have a second?"

I was lost in thought when a voice called out from behind me in the hallway. It was Cecil, a slender woman wearing a sharp pair of glasses. Ever since I’d filled her in on the Calamity, I’d had her digging into everything she could find regarding the Demon Race—from ancient history to data on the current Pseudo-Demons.

Whenever Cecil and I talked shop, we did it in the Nobless Library. We wove through the rows of perfectly organized shelves, housing tens of thousands of volumes, and took our usual seats in a secluded corner where no one would bother us.

"New info," she started. "Apparently, when Aria Magic Academy was attacked, several books were stolen."

"...Books? That’s the first I’m hearing of it."

"It’s not unusual for the Academies to keep secrets from one another. Just look at the Nobless Point System."

Cecil had a point. However, what really bothered me was that nothing like this had happened in the Original Story. That was the most jarring realization of all.

Cecil continued, "The books were studies on the definition of the soul at the moment of death. To put it simply: Ancient Necromancy. It’s a compilation of literature regarding the resurrection of the dead."

"Does magic like that even exist? I mean, I know the Pseudo-Demons were... well, what they were, but still."

Resurrection magic definitely didn't exist in the world of Noblesse Oblige. Yet, the members of Disobey were clearly walking and talking.

"Technically, it exists," Cecil explained. "But there are no successful examples on record. Even if they could mimic a person’s physical form, they could never get a human soul to take root."

"To take root?"

"I haven't seen it personally, so I can't be sure, but resurrecting the dead apparently requires the subject's 'information'—hair, bones, or blood. But even with the correct formula, you just end up with a mindless doll. It was originally a technique from the western regions used to commune with ancestors, but it was fundamentally incomplete."

"But they wanted it anyway. Or rather, there’s a high chance the Demon Race wanted it. Still, something’s off. The members of Disobey were indistinguishable from normal humans."

"I’ve been thinking about that too. I dug into the records, and the backgrounds of those two—Bull and Mika—were incredible. They were the captain and vice-captain of a unit that operated in the shadows during the Great War a hundred years ago. That’s about all I could find, but why would people like that choose to stand and fight against Teacher Milk and Eva-senpai? Doesn't that strike you as odd?"

Even from my perspective, those two had possessed terrifying magic and movement. The others were the same. Was it that they didn't run, or that they couldn't? The fact that they’d chosen self-destruction was another nagging splinter in my mind.

Which meant—

"It’s only natural to assume they were incomplete as well," I muttered.

Cecil nodded, though she looked visibly anxious. 

"Even if the shell is perfect, you can't know what's going on inside. Maybe they had a time limit. Or maybe they were under a compulsory order from the Demon Race. Of course, there’s always the simple possibility that they just liked fighting. Ultimately, we just don't know."

No, I felt the same incongruity she did. But resurrecting the dead? This was turning into a nightmare.

"I’ll keep digging, but don't get your hopes up."

"No, thank you. You’re a lifesaver, Cecil. Sorry for always using you like this when it's convenient for me."

"You really should be. Honestly, wouldn't a single date be a fair trade?"

"Yeah, I guess... Wait, what?"

"Hehe, see you later. I need to go get ready."

Without waiting for my brain to catch up, Cecil walked away with a playful smile. I stood there, blinking. What did she mean by that?

House Antwerp had handled intelligence work for generations. With a diplomat father and mother, they were a prestigious family whose donations to the various Academies were legendary. I’d asked for her help knowing all that, yet Cecil always told me she didn't mind. I truly was no match for her.

"Right, I better get ready too."

Checking the library clock, I realized it was almost time. I hurried back to my room and changed into my gym uniform.

The Nobless gym clothes were functionally similar to our training gear. It consisted of a white shirt and red pants that looked like any old student outfit, but the fabric was woven with a special formula to reduce impact damage. That said, it left a lot of skin exposed, so it didn't offer nearly as much protection as our standard gear. On the flip side, it was incredibly easy to move in, and the students loved it because it actually looked stylish.

I guess everyone was tired of wearing nothing but solid black. Since I had the Darkness attribute, I couldn't really relate to that sentiment, but I could appreciate the aesthetic.

I left my room and headed outside, joining a throng of students rushing toward the schoolyard.

"Hell yeah! We're gonna crush 'em!"

"I'm so excited. I'm definitely not losing today!"

"I heard the winners get a massive point bonus."

In the Original Story, this event had been a fan favorite. It was the "Triple Threat" of events: it had laughs, it had tears, and it was notoriously difficult. 

The reason for its popularity, however, was undoubtedly these clothes. It wasn't an exaggeration to say the uniform was developed specifically for this day.

"Weiss, you're late."

I turned to see Cynthia and Lilith waiting for me in the hallway.

"Yeah, sorry. Got held up."

"Weiss-sama, are we enemies today? Or allies?" Lilith asked.

"Who knows? Either way, I'm not going easy on you."

Both Cynthia and Lilith were dressed in the short-sleeved shirts and short-shorts. The "exposure level" was frankly ridiculous—too much thigh was on display, and every time Lilith hopped with excitement, I caught a glimpse of her navel.

The guy who designed these was definitely a man of culture.

Even though winter had been freezing, the air felt significantly warmer all of a sudden. It was time for the final showdown of the year.

Under a perfectly clear sky, the entire student body—all three years—gathered in the courtyard. Everyone was wearing the same uniform.

"Dude, aren't these outfits the best?"

"Yeah, for real... it really hits the spot, you know?"

"Nobless is the best! Nobless is the best!"

Are these guys really nobles? They sound like a bunch of thirsty high schoolers.

And then—

"Representatives of each year, please step forward."

The announcement blared, and I moved to the front. Standing there with me were Sierra and Eva.

"Vai, I wonder if we'll be friends or foes today," Sierra mused.

"I'm going all out regardless. Though, I have to say, I'm surprised. I thought you'd skip this, Eva-senpai."

"Ufufu, I thought I'd join in for once. Everyone seems to be getting so much stronger, after all."

The world's situation was going to hell in a handbasket, but I was still a student at Nobless Academy. I couldn't skip the school events, nor did I want to. There was something to be gained from every experience, and I intended to crush every challenge that came my way.

Even if that challenge was the Three-Year Joint Sports Festival.

"Athlete's Oath! I, Sierra Witch, in accordance with Nobless-ship, swear to fight fair and square!"

"Me too!" Eva added.

Their responses were as half-hearted as ever, but nobody dared to correct them. It would have been a waste of breath anyway.

Finally, it was my turn. "Lowerclassmen representative, Weiss Fancent. I so swear."

The moment I finished, a roar of cheers erupted from the three grade levels. This was likely the largest-scale battle I'd faced since arriving at Nobless. It wasn't just a fight; it was a gauntlet of every traditional sports festival activity imaginable. While we usually competed by grade, there were joint battles as well.

We would be split into the Red Team and the White Team to compete for total victory. Naturally, there was "candy" for the winners—and a "whip" for the losers that felt a bit too intense for a school setting. But that was fine. That was what made it exciting.

The teams were allocated automatically by a magic formula etched into the ground. Our team colors would be determined by the hats on our heads.

"Now, let us begin."

The moment Teacher Chloe chanted the spell, the ground began to glow. A second later, my hat turned red. 

Alright. Now, who are my enemies?

"Weiss! I'm so glad we're on the same side."

"Weiss-sama, we're together!"

Cynthia and Lilith were both Red. Honestly, that made things a lot easier for me.

"Weiss-dono! We are together as well!"

Tura was Red too. Unfortunately, the Allen Team and Cecil Team were... White. I wondered if the school was balancing the teams based on our grades.

"Onee-chan, I’m not going to lose!"

"Is that so? Then I’ll have to get serious too. Oh—Vai, you're Red with me!"

Sierra was Red like me, while Eleanor was White. Once everyone had finished checking their own colors, every eye in the courtyard fixed on a single hat. Cheers and groans filled the air simultaneously. 

The target of everyone’s gaze was Eva Avery. Her hat was a snowy, brilliant white.

"Fufufu, this is going to be fun."

For some reason, she seemed even more cheerful than usual. I didn't know why, but her being on the other side was the "worst-case scenario" and the "best-case scenario" all rolled into one.

But this festival was ultimately about deepening our bonds. It was about proving how much we’d grown and hyping ourselves up for the next school year. Once this was over, I’d finally be an intermediate-year student.

I was going to win this. That was my only goal here at Nobless.

"And now, the Nobless Sports Festival... begins!"

[Red Team]
Weiss
Cynthia
Lilith
Tura
Sierra

[White Team]
Allen
Duke
Shari
Cecil
Carta
Olynn
Eleanor
Eva
Chapter 112: The Opening of the Sports Festival

The rules and team assignments for the sports festival broke down like this:

The entire student body was split into two sides, the Red Team and the White Team. These divisions were calculated based on school year—Lowerclassmen, Intermediate-year Students, and Upperclassmen—while also taking grades and various other factors into account.

Points were tallied by year level, though certain events were "Joint Battles" where different years competed together. For every program, points were awarded to the teams finishing between first and fifth place. In the end, whichever team had the highest cumulative total would be declared the winner.

However, the final battle followed a different scoring system entirely.

Once the matches concluded, Individual Points were distributed to members of the winning team based on their personal performance. Since every single event influenced one’s Individual Points, being on the winning team didn't guarantee safety—if you spent the whole day at the bottom of the rankings, your total points could actually end up in the negatives.

Furthermore, an MVP award would be chosen for each year level, coming with a massive payout of special points.

Basically, I realized, it’s a polite way of saying "work your damn butt off in every single match."

My biggest threat was Eva, but since this was a team-based competition, even she wouldn't be able to snatch up every point for herself. The real headache was that the Allen Team, the Cecil Team, and even Eleanor were all on the opposing side. On the bright side, having Cynthia, Lilith, Tura, and Sierra as allies was a massive relief.

But this wasn't just some run-of-the-mill sports festival. This was a magic-sanctioned sports festival. Depending on the event, you were even allowed to interfere with your opponents. Considering how much stronger everyone had become compared to the game’s timeline, the difficulty level was likely far beyond the Original Story.

I had to lead my team to victory, sweep first place in my individual events, and secure that MVP title. I was going to crush anyone who stood in my way, no matter who they were. If I racked up enough points in this tournament, I’d finally hit B-class Rank. Honestly, if I didn't rank up here, I probably wouldn't be able to reach S-class before graduation.

This was a critical turning point for me. It was also the final event of our first year as Lowerclassmen. Points aside, there’s no way I’m letting myself lose this, right?

"Weiss, leave it to me. I will give this everything I have," Cynthia said.

"Me too, Lord Weiss!" Lilith added.

They must have read the look on my face, because they both chimed in to reassure me. It seemed Lilith had been putting herself through some pretty reckless training after the Battle Royale; she was practically vibrating with motivation. Then again, that probably applied to everyone. This tournament was going to be a collision of everyone's hard work.

"Fufufu, I can't wait for the sports festival to start! We're definitely going to win!"

A short distance away, Tura was shouting with pure glee. I’d forgotten she was the type to actually enjoy school events. Even though she'd been suddenly thrust into this high-stakes Point System, she was still as energetic as ever.

There were no tedious gymnastics formations or long-winded speeches; we just separated into our designated team seating. As I reached for my distributed red ribbon, Lilith nimbly snatched it from my hand and tied it around my head for me.

"Do you remember, Lord Weiss? You were wearing a ribbon just like this when you first declared you were going to start trying."

"Yeah... feels like a lifetime ago."

"—This time, I’m the one who’s going to work my hardest," she whispered.

Cynthia watched the exchange from the side, looking on with a heart-warming smile. 

"Alright, let's win, let's win! Let's do this!" Tura cheered, her face also bright with a grin.

[The first event is the 1000-meter run.]

Apparently, the student executive committee was handling the management, and they were even providing live commentary. The faculty, including Teacher Milk, were watching from the sidelines. As someone who knew the Original Story, it was a surreal sight. Actually, as expected of the Noblesse Academy, the scale of this crowd is off by an entire order of magnitude...

"Weiss, we're counting on you!"

"Weiss-kun, do your best!"

As I stepped forward, I even heard cheers from the upperclassmen. This was the kind of camaraderie you only got in joint battles. I was up first, alongside four other Lowerclassmen. Two of them were the people I expected would be my biggest rivals.

"Yo, Weiss. Sorry, but I’m taking first place," Duke said.

"I-I won't lose either, Weiss-kun," Carta added.

I scoffed. "Hah. Have I ever lost to you two even once?"

It was Duke and Carta. Wait... I’m getting a bad feeling about this.

As we lined up at the start, I noticed that Duke’s muscles had reached a terrifying new level of definition. This guy... he’s been seriously bulking. 

But more importantly... weren't Carta’s "assets" significantly larger than they were in the Original Story? Was this also an alteration of the world? Seeing them jiggle with every step she took... truly, that was the weight of Noblesse Oblige.

[Ready... Start!]

I let myself get distracted for a split second, and it cost me my initial burst. The moment the "Bang!" of the starting signal went off, Carta’s "assets" swayed, and my brain short-circuited. 

Dammit, what a monstrous alteration to the plot!

But the real cheating was that Carta was literally riding her staff. There was a rule against hovering more than two meters off the ground, but she was still moving at an incredible speed. Isn't that way too unfair?!

"Uooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!"

Duke, however, was currently in the lead. Between his Power Up and... what was that? Had he learned some kind of high-speed movement technique? Or was that just the raw power of his muscles? I couldn't tell, but I had to catch up—fast.

"Unnatural. Fast Movement."

The academy grounds were massive, with a single lap being 500 meters. Using gaze induction, I placed invisible magical footholds in my path and sprinted across them, doubling my leg strength with every stride.

"Uooooooooooooooo!" Duke roared.

"I-I won't lose!" Carta cried.

Duke and Carta were on the same team, but it looked like they were both gunning for first place individually. There was no interference yet. I dashed with everything I had until I was finally running neck-and-neck with them. 

Currently, Duke held the lead by a Narrow Margin. Carta was giving it her all, but she couldn't quite close the gap.

"Too bad," I grunted as I pulled level. "You guys are still missing one thing."

I chanted a Wind Magic spell. The air resistance around me vanished, replaced by a gust that shoved me forward from behind. I lunged, tearing through the finish line tape. My training with Tura had paid off—my control over the elements had reached a new level. Honestly, if I hadn't had that, I might have actually lost.

[First Place: Red Team, Weiss Fancent. Second Place: White Team, Duke Billian. Third Place: White Team, Carta Wiore. Fourth Place...]

I’d won, but it was only by a Narrow Margin. Even if I’d been delayed by a jiggle at the start, it was clear those two had been putting in an insane amount of effort.

"I lost... Dammit. I'm winning the next one," Duke growled.

"You two are way too fast... but that was fun," Carta said, panting.

"Hah. Well, feel free to try," I replied.

Compared to the previous Noblesse exams, this event felt almost... peaceful. It was like a classic school event mixed with the tension of the Point System. Still, seeing how much everyone had grown through their training was genuinely interesting. 

I’d keep this momentum going and show them all.

[First Place: Red Team, Tura Enizi.]

"Yay! First place! I'm so happy!"

Also, I noted as I watched her celebrate, Tura seems like a much better person than she was in the Original Story.
113: The Obstacle Race

The upperclassmen’s 2000-meter Run that followed was Noblesse Academy at its finest.

I rarely felt like I’d lose a straight-up fight in terms of raw combat power, but their magical fundamentals? Absolutely world-class. Usually, it takes time to chant a spell or to let magic swell within your limbs. It isn't a matter of how much mana you have; it’s a question of pure technique. If there’s no stagnation in your flow, the mana permeates your body without a single drop being wasted. 

In short, it means you can bring out one hundred percent of your potential.

I’d walked in thinking the Sports Festival was just a fun little event, but it was actually turning out to be quite the learning experience. I was able to absorb details that were never explained in the Original Story, like the specifics of Coco’s Barrier Magic.

By the way, Eva took first place in the Flight Magic division. Sierra took first in her heat, too.

Eleanor-senpai seemed to be bad at running and finished near the back, but then again, speed was never her selling point. That said, since every single male student’s eyes were glued to her the entire time, she was a runaway first place in a different sense.

“Whoa, Eleanor-senpai was incredible! I’m not gonna say what specifically, but man!”

“Yeah, no doubt about it. She’s number one. Hell, give her the overall MVP already.”

“I’m a little worried about how our team points are looking, but hey, some things in life are just worth seeing.”

Is this also the power of an upperclassman...?

“Weiss? Is something the matter?”

“It’s nothing, Cynthia.”

Ignoring the sudden, slight chill in the air, I watched the festival proceed. While the points were fluctuating, the core of the event was simple: just show off the results of our training and classes.

And then, it was my turn again. Since our class was so small, I was being cycled into events constantly. With Cynthia’s cheers at my back, I stepped up to the line.

Next up: the Obstacle Race. Of course, this being Noblesse, there was nothing "normal" about the obstacles. I stared down the track at the absurd contraptions and seemingly empty spaces as I took my position.

“I’m not losing this time, Weiss.”

“Nor am I, Lord Weiss!”

“Heh. You really think you can beat me?”

Standing beside me were Allen and Tura. I felt a weird sense of kinship with them. They were both definitely the "charge headfirst through the wall" types. Tura was on my team, but individual rankings meant the points were tallied separately. Even if she was an ally, right now, she was just another rival to crush.

“And now... start the Noblesse Obstacle Race!”

Everyone exploded off the line at the signal. Tura was the fastest out of the gate. She’d spent her life honing her swordsmanship, so her reflexes were on a different level. Allen and I were neck-and-neck behind her, with two lowerclassmen trailing us.

The first obstacle to appear was—of all things—pseudo-monsters. They were massive Orcs, but their bodies were pitch black. This has to be Teacher Chloe’s work. I’d seen her summoning arts before.

Tura deleted one with a single slash. Allen and I used Time Lapse to blast through ours. This was child's play for us, but the lowerclassmen behind us were having a rough time. 

Heh. I bet the difficulty is scaling up just because we’re in the race. Well, power inflation is the best part of any game.

“Tura is in the lead! Weiss and Allen are hot on her heels!”

The commentator’s voice was starting to grate on my nerves, but whatever. As long as I won in the end, it didn't matter.

The next obstacle waiting for us was Barrier Magic. I was about to just cut through it with Time Lapse, but then I saw the conditions written on the ground.

“Forcible destruction is prohibited,” written in Coco’s handwriting. 

In other words, we had to carefully deconstruct the spell formula.

“...Are you kidding me?” 

Allen and Tura muttered the exact same thing. But I knew this was a necessary skill. There are times when you can't just blow through a barrier—like when you're dealing with a magical bomb.

I held my palm against the barrier. It felt like pressing into thick, jiggly jelly. I closed my eyes and began the analysis. The formula was like a series of interlocking keys. I meticulously unlocked and unraveled them, one by one.

An instant later, the barrier in front of me shattered with the sound of breaking glass.

“Ghhh... I just want to slash it...!”

“—Alright!”

Apparently, Tura was terrible at this and looked completely miserable. However, Allen managed to clear his right after me. I’d thought he was bad at delicate work, too, but he’d clearly been putting in the effort.

Still, I was the one in the lead.

The final obstacle was to retrieve a ring tied to a broom hovering high in the sky. I immediately began chanting Unnatural to create a platform, but Allen used Carta’s Flight Mimicry to soar straight up.

That’s cheating!

But wait, interference was allowed in this match. Tura realized this the same time I did, and she made the first move.

“Haa-ah!”

Invisible slashes flew toward Allen and me with enough force to cleave us in two. Our sports uniforms had the same defensive formulas as our training gear, but since they were more revealing, the protection was weaker. 

Basically, that was going to hurt.

Heh. Fine by me. This is great!

Allen and I chanted Shield almost simultaneously—carefully, but with enough power to hold.

Then, to my surprise, while Tura had clearly intended to hit us with those slashes, the stray energy from her attack sliced the broom itself in half. Tura snatched the falling ring out of the air and started sprinting with a grin.

“Fufufu! I did it!”

Damn, she’s good.

“I’m not losing!”

Allen and I began our descent together. Flight Magic is a high-level technique, but that only applies to staying airborne. Dropping down isn't hard at all.

Just as Tura was about to reach the finish line, Allen used Cynthia’s ice magic to flash-freeze the ground. Tura’s feet went out from under her.

“Wooooah?!”

“Heh. Isn't that a bit cowardly, Allen?”

“It’s for the win!”

“Ah—fair enough.”

I stacked Duke’s Scale Up at double power, then layered Fast Move on top of my Unnatural platforms. It was probably the fastest I’d ever moved in my life. For good measure, I slapped a Magic Rest thread onto Allen. It probably wouldn't do much, but—

“—Kh!”

“Heh. See ya!”

To my amazement, Allen showed a ridiculous burst of speed at the very end. He didn't overtake me, but his movement completely defied my expectations. 

Tch. Seriously?

But even so... I was the one who crossed the line first.

“Red Team, First Place: Weiss Fancent! White Team, Second Place: Allen! Red Team, Third Place: Tura Enizi!”

“Huff... huff... Lord Weiss, you’re... too fast!”

“Sigh... I lost again...”

Honestly, there wasn't much of a gap between us. If Allen had been trying to protect someone, he might have moved several times faster than that. This Sports Festival was really giving me a lot to think about. I needed to keep pushing myself.

“Heh. Better luck next time.”

The upcoming Cavalry Battle was an "anything goes" ruleset, and even better, it combined all three grades. Eleanor-senpai would likely be competing for the upperclassmen. I’d never actually fought her head-on before. Her Corroding Hand was easily one of the most powerful attacks in existence.

I glanced up at the scoreboard. For now, our Red Team had a slight lead, but it was anyone's game.

Time to go out there and rake in some serious points.
114: Cavalry Battle

The Noblesse Sports Festival’s version of a cavalry battle wasn’t just some leisurely stroll to snatch hats. Calling it a full-blown combat exercise wouldn’t even be an exaggeration, considering it required the mastery of both martial arts and magic. 

Of course, any attacks that actually dealt physical damage were strictly off-limits. 

In this clash between the Red Team and the White Team, Eva was sitting things out, but Eleanor was shaping up to be a massive threat. Meanwhile, over on my side, Sierra was the one hogging the spotlight.

“Alright, let's win this!” she cheered.

She was light as a feather, which gave us a huge advantage since it put zero strain on those supporting her. Man, she really looked good in those gym clothes, though.

There were three people acting as the base, which was standard. The boys and girls were separated, so it seemed Cynthia was the rider for her team with Lilith acting as part of her support. On the opposing side, the heavy hitters were Allen, Duke, Olynn, and Eleanor.

The rule was simple: grab the hat on your opponent's head to secure a victory. Naturally, actually doing it was another story.

Alright—time to win.

“Now then, let the Noblesse Cavalry Battle begin!”

As soon as we started, I barked orders at the classmates below me. I told them to charge straight ahead. They were nameless Lowerclassmen—well, technically they had names, but you get what I mean—yet they were brave warriors who had survived countless exams. They clearly trusted me, because they didn't hesitate to dive headfirst into the enemy swarm.

Noticing our momentum, the rest of our team followed suit. One particular unit pulled up alongside us—it was Sierra.

“Vai! We're winning this!”

“Yeah, obviously.”

For Sierra, this was probably just a game, but she was just as much of a sore loser as I was. The moment the two sides collided, the air practically vibrated with chaotic magic power.

I activated Time Lapse to dodge incoming attacks, snatching the White Team’s hats in the blink of an eye. My Coordination with the guys holding me up was key here. Wind Magic came whistling at us, but I quickly modified the formula of my Barrier to wall off our surroundings.

“Uoooo! Allen, take ‘em out!” Duke shouted.

As a base, Duke’s momentum was terrifying. Isn't that basically cheating? Well, I supposed that was a valid strategy too. Within seconds, the field had thinned out significantly as teams were picked off one by one.

Despite the chaos, my group and Sierra’s group remained. So did Cynthia and Lilith, Allen and Duke, and the teams led by Eleanor and Olynn.

“Eleanor! Prepare to lose!”

“Th-that’s not how this works?!”

The duel between Sierra and Eleanor began. Simultaneously, Cynthia and Lilith moved to engage Olynn.

“I won’t lose to you, Olynn-san.”

“I won’t lose either!”

And as for me...

“Weiss! This time, victory belongs to me!”

“Yeah! Get him, Allen!”

Hmph. Look at these two optimistic idiots.

It was Allen and Duke. Facing off against them, my nameless Lowerclassmen (who, again, did have names) were definitely punching above their weight class. No matter how skilled I was, I’d lose if the base battle became a contest of raw strength. 

Allen swung his right hand with everything he had. His speed was incredible, but there was nothing my eyes couldn’t track. I waited until the absolute last millisecond to dodge, reaching out to snatch his hat in the same motion, but Duke expertly stepped back to cover him.

It was a high-stakes dance of offense and defense where a split second meant everything. Since they were fueling their movements with magic, it was probably a blur to everyone else. The two of them were perfectly synchronized, alternating between attacking and evading. We traded blows and feints for several rounds. 

“I lost… How could I…?”

Suddenly, I heard Sierra’s voice from beside me. It looked like she had lost to Eleanor.

That left Cynthia and Lilith. Cynthia seemed to have beaten Olynn, successfully snatching his hat. I couldn’t keep relying on them to carry the team. I had to finish this right here, right now.

“Allen, go for it!”

Sensing the climax, Duke lunged forward with everything he had. The gap closed instantly, and Allen’s right arm shot toward my head. I met his attack head-on. 

He’s definitely planning to use Unnatural to block me. 

Thanks to Duke’s lunge, Allen’s hand was about to reach me first. However, just before he could touch my hat, I blocked him with my Inviolable Domain. Normally, my barrier responded based on killing intent or immediate threat, but for this match, I’d tweaked it to activate upon physical contact. 

Even so, Allen tried to muscle his way through it. Meanwhile, I had already infused my hand with wind. Before my hand even reached him, I sent out a small gust laced with Formula Destruction. 

That caught Allen completely off guard. The Unnatural wall he had set up shattered before I even touched it, and the gust of wind sent his hat flying.

“Wh-!?”

“Not on my watch!”

Duke literally leaped forward, trying to help Allen recover. Allen abandoned his attack on me, frantically reaching for his falling hat. 

Predicted that one too. 

I manifested an Unnatural wall right in the path of Allen’s reaching hand, blocking him. In that split second, I used my free left arm to snatch the hat out of the air.

I never would’ve been able to pull off a maneuver that complex without top-tier magical control. Just like the volleyball match, it felt like the Academy had an ulterior motive. This wasn’t just a simple school event; it was as if they were forcing us to realize the true purpose behind all our grueling training.

That’s why this was the final event. In the Original Story, readers used to complain about why there was such a laid-back sports festival right at the end of the arc, but now I understood. It was designed specifically for this realization.

“I lost…” Allen muttered.

“Well, you didn’t do half-bad, right?” 

Honestly, if Tura hadn’t taught me how to use wind magic like that, I probably would’ve lost the battle of the bases. It was my Victory, but it had been a Narrow Margin. Well, I suppose that’s what makes it fun.

My small moment of triumph was cut short by Lilith’s scream. Right next to us, Cynthia’s hat had been snatched. Their opponent was Eleanor, her hands wreathed in the dark, menacing aura of her Corroding Hand. 

Cynthia had tried to protect herself with an Ice Wall, but it was already dissolving under the influence of the Corrosion. Against her, any defense was utterly useless.

Eleanor locked eyes with me. She began her approach. This was it—the final showdown.

“I’m not going to lose!” she cried. 

Though, to be honest, the most impressive thing about her charge was the way her... well, let's just say the "swaying" and "bouncing" were in a league of their own.
Corroding Hand

Eleanor’s magic was Corrosion—a terrifying power capable of eating through any defense. 

It wasn't that her targets became soft like pudding; it was more like they were being sizzled and dissolved by a potent acid. From the perspective of someone facing her, the pressure of having your defenses utterly nullified was overwhelming. Furthermore, she possessed incredible defensive resistance herself. Honestly, in terms of raw combat ability, she might have even surpassed Sierra.

But this was a cavalry battle. And that… that was where my chance for victory lay.

“—I won’t lose!” Eleanor cried.

With her Corroding Hand surging with power, she lunged for my hat. I managed to dodge by twisting my torso, but the sound of the dark waves and the air being sliced echoed with a violent whoosh.

“Ei! Ei!” 

She seemed dead serious, but I decided to just ignore those cute little grunts. 

I deliberately channeled mana into my hand, attempting to test the potency of her corrosion. I made a move as if to grab her hand, but a split second before contact, I heard a sharp sizzle as my mana evaporated. If I had actually touched her, intense pain probably would have shot straight through my arm.

I jerked my hand back immediately, but Eleanor followed up with a rapid-fire flurry of alternating palm strikes. The sound of the air being shredded grew louder and louder as her speed ramped up. I focused everything on dodging using only my upper body.

“Whoa, she’s way too fast…” one of the spectators muttered.

“Combined with that bounce, it’s freaking lethal,” another added.

“Seriously, what kind of face am I even supposed to make while watching this...?”

The crowd seemed to be spiraling into a collective state of confusion. As expected of an event that provided both the carrot and the stick—or in this case, the whip—it made sense that they didn't know how to react. Aside from us, every other match had been decided; the entire field was now dead-set on watching the showdown between Eleanor and me.

Come to think of it, this was our first real match against each other. I would have preferred a proper duel, but I guess this will have to do.

“—Ugh.”

A groan of pain came from the "mob student" supporting me from below. I couldn't tell if he was suffering from the miasma of Eleanor’s darkness, the frustration of being unable to see the "bounce" from his position, or if his legs had simply reached their physical limit. 

In contrast, the guys supporting Eleanor were upperclassmen, and they looked like they still had plenty of energy left. I had to settle this fast.

Alright... I guess I’ll act like a proper Weiss Fancent for once.

“—You know, Eleanor-senpai, it turns out Senior Sierra is actually weaker than you.”

Eleanor’s expression instantly darkened. It was a cowardly move, but I needed a quick resolution. This was purely tactical. 

I’m sorry, Senior Sierra. But I’m Weiss Fancent, so please, just forgive me.

“...What did you just say?”

“I mean, she’s the older sister, yet she lost so easily—”

“—I don’t care if it’s you, Weiss-kun! There are things you can say, and there are things you CAN’T!!!!”

Eleanor exploded. Honestly, I’m not sure "exploded" even covers it. Her mana output was suddenly on a completely different scale. I felt a bottomless, cursed power emanating from her darkness. Anyone with weak magic resistance probably would have fainted just by standing near her. In fact, the upperclassmen holding her up looked like they were about to die.

She swung her hand; I dodged by a hair’s breadth, but she actually tore right through my Magic Resistance—and my clothes.

Wait, what?

“~~~~!!!!”

The next instant, Eleanor’s hands were a blur, targeting my hat—no, they were targeting me at a speed I could barely track. It was incredible; I didn't know darkness could go on a rampage like this. 

But this was exactly what I wanted.

I intentionally dropped my defense. It was useless anyway. Instead, I poured every ounce of my being into Time Lapse. 

Her hands were still too fast. But I could see them. I could see the path.

“—Kh, my legs!”

Finally, one of the upperclassmen supporting Eleanor reached his limit and his stance buckled. I didn't miss the opening. I lunged with my right arm.

Eleanor’s reaction was terrifying. We both reached out at almost the exact same time. I couldn't tell if she was trying to punch me in the face or grab my hat. Since my defense was at zero, if it was the former... would I die? Was I actually about to die right here?

No—this was for the victory.

My fingers brushed Eleanor’s hat. At the same time, Eleanor’s hand... touched mine.

The whistle blew. The crowd erupted into a confused roar, nobody certain who had actually won.

Thank god she didn't punch me in the face.

After a tense deliberation by the judges—

"The winner is the Red Team, Weiss Fancent! It was a narrow margin, but by Teacher Milk’s judgment, the victory goes to Red!"

My team broke out into cheers. Eleanor’s shoulders slumped in defeat.

“I lost...”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I used a bit of a dirty trick.”

“...I know. But I just lost my cool. I really need to fix that...”

Sierra approached us from behind. “Not bad, Vai! But tell me... who exactly was calling me small and weak?”

“You heard that...? I didn't go that far, I swear.”

“Hmph. Well, Eleanor, if you’ve learned your lesson, it’s time to stop being such a codependent little sister!”

“It’s not really like that, but...” 

Sierra began to comfort her sister. It was a bit of a cheap shot on my part, but again, it was a tactic. The other side had been using their own "weapons"—the bounce—against us, after all. My own support squad had suffered because of it, so I considered us even.

The Sports Festival continued. We ended up losing the tug-of-war because of the combined muscle power of Duke and Eleanor.

“Hell yeah! Muscles are the ultimate mana, right?!” Duke roared.

“You said it!” Eleanor cheered back.

Well... there was no stopping that duo.

In the obstacle-course-meets-scavenger-hunt event, Cecil and Carta dominated. No one could compete with the combination of a genius’s intuition and the ability to gather items while flying.

“We did it! We actually won!”

“Good job, Miss Carta.”

Then there was the ball toss, where Lilith proved to be an absolute monster. Her high-speed, perfectly accurate rapid-fire was something no one could even hope to match.

“I did it, Lord Weiss!”

“Yeah, you were amazing.”

Surprisingly, even Eva seemed to be genuinely enjoying herself. She was originally supposed to have withdrawn from school by now, but it turned out she actually liked this sort of thing.

“Fufu, this is quite entertaining,” she remarked.

In the scavenger hunt, Shari and Olynn were a force of nature. Olynn used her Subjugation to gather items, while Shari set traps to stall everyone else, securing the top spots for themselves.

It was surprising to see everyone working so hard and having so much fun, even while they stressed over the points. I suddenly remembered Teacher Milk telling us to "enjoy our youth."

...Well, I guess this isn't so bad.

That said, my obsession with winning hadn't changed.

Finally, the Sports Festival entered its final round.

"The White Team is currently in the lead! Can the Red Team pull off a final victory!?"

The final program was a match truly befitting the name Noblesse. I remembered it from the Original Story, but I never expected this specific matchup. This was an alteration of an alteration.

"The final match will be a tag-team battle between students selected from the top performers!"

Naturally, I was one of them. The last time I had teamed up with someone was with Allen during the Sword-Magic Cup, and even then, our opponent hadn't been a Noblesse—it was Duran. 

There wouldn't be a series of matches; just one single showdown. Considering this was a one-day event unlike the week-long Battle Royale, it made sense.

As for the participants—

"Red Team: Weiss Fancent & Sierra Witch! White Team: Eva Avery & Eleanor Witch!"

In the original timeline, Allen should have been in this match. But Eva’s presence had changed everything. Honestly, for the first time in a long time, I couldn't see a clear vision of victory. Especially with Eleanor as the partner on the other side. There was no telling how this would go.

A massive, circular arena was suddenly carried onto the field by Darius. It sounded like something out of a ridiculous manga, but it was happening right in front of me. Everyone was floored, except for Duke, who was moved to tears by the "glory of those muscles." He’d probably try to do the same thing himself one day.

“E-Eva-chan! Let’s do our best!”

“Yes, Eleanor-senpai.”

The interaction between those two was fresh. Eleanor might have been the only person in the entire Noblesse Oblige who could get away with calling Eva "-chan."

This was it. The very end. There was no point in holding anything back.

“Vai, we’re winning this. I absolutely refuse to lose,” Sierra said.

Her expression was different than usual. She was completely, deadly serious. It was likely her sense of responsibility talking.

And as I looked at them, I found myself remembering the past of those two sisters.
116: Eleanor Witch

“...Wait, this child’s attribute...”

“No way... Is it Darkness?”

“Impossible. House Witch only produces those with the Light Attribute. She's... an accursed child.”

————

——

—

—Nine years later.

“Eleanor! Are you hiding in a place like this again?”

“Big sister?! How did you find me here?”

Our estate sat in a rather remote area. At a riverbank just a short distance from the house, I sat alone, soaking my feet in the water.

“I can always tell where you are. Come on, let’s head back. There’s a huge feast waiting for us today.”

“B-but... Father and the others will get mad if I show up...”

“There’s no need to worry about that. You’re my younger sister, aren't you?”

Our family, House Witch, is a prestigious lineage famous for the Light Attribute passed down through generations. It is a venerable bloodline that has spent centuries purging malice, slaying monsters, and struggling to protect its territory.

But I was different.

In the attribute assessment conducted after my birth, I was certified as Darkness. Not just any Darkness, either—it was a void without a single speck of light. The abyssal Darkness.

Throughout history, wielders of Darkness have been nothing but cruel, heartless people. Some have even caused world-altering disasters.

And... my mother died the moment I was born.

They say Darkness and Light repel each other. My mother wasn't a pure Light Attribute user, but even so, her death was likely my fault. My sister tells me it was just an accident and had nothing to do with me, but I can’t bring myself to believe her.

Because of that, for as long as I can remember, my father has loathed my very existence. The only reason I haven't been kicked out into the streets is that my sister always shields me.

I love her so much, and yet, I always feel so guilty.

“Come now, Eleanor. This way.”

“...But.”

“It’s fine. I want you... I want you to celebrate with me.”

“...Okay.”

Today was my sister’s birthday. She had already mastered Light Magic and was actively fighting monsters. I had tried to join her before, but despite the fact that my Darkness was said to possess immense mana, I couldn’t defeat a single creature.

I didn't even want to remember the look of sheer exasperation on my father's face back then.

“Sierra, where have you been? We can’t start without the guest of honor.”

“My apologies, Father. Here, Eleanor. Sit.”

“U-um, okay...”

My sister pulled me by the hand, guiding me to one of the chairs where our relatives were gathered. Father sat at the very head of the table. With his deep-set, piercing eyes, he was said to be an exceptionally gifted mage, even within the long history of House Witch.

No relative or servant dared to openly condemn me, but I knew they didn't exactly have warm feelings toward a child of Darkness. Perhaps it was a side effect of my attribute, but I was hyper-sensitive to the atmosphere around me. Malice and disgust felt like physical needles pricking my skin.

She’s an accursed child.

To think her older sister is so gifted while she’s... that.

Honestly, if only Eleanor had never been born.

The faces of my relatives said it all. In their hearts, they loathed me.

“Look, Eleanor, there are plenty of sweets, too.”

“...Yeah.”

It hurts. It hurts. It hurts. It hurts—

“Sister, I’m so sorry!”

“Wait, Eleanor! Where are you going?!”

“Sit down, Sierra. Leave that thing alone.”

“I can’t do that! I—”

“If you refuse to fulfill your duties, Sierra, I cannot keep Eleanor under this roof.”

“...I understand, Father.”

◇

My dream was to become an adventurer.

I wanted to live alone—unbound by anyone, bothering no one, and relying on no one. It made me sad to think I wouldn't see my sister anymore, but my presence was just a burden to her. If I were gone, everyone could finally be happy.

“Found you, Eleanor!”

“...How? How do you always know?”

I was gazing down at the town from the top of a cliff, a little further away than usual. My sister sat down next to me with a carefree smile.

“I know everything you’re thinking. Here, eat up.”

“Eh? W-wa-waah?! S-so many?!”

Sister started pulling an impossible number of sweets from inside her clothes. She had apparently used Light Magic to keep them clean and even produced paper plates to go with them.

“Here, let’s eat together. You’re much too thin and small. You need to eat more if you want to grow up big like me!”

“Ehehe, thank you. But... I’m sorry.”

“You apologize way too much. But... honestly, I should be the one saying sorry. For not being able to do more.”

“W-why are you apologizing, Sister?!”

“...If I were stronger, I wouldn't have to let you feel this way. I’m going to become stronger—more important. So, just hang in there until then.”

“...Ehehe. I love you, Sister.”

“I love you too, Eleanor.”

True to her word, my sister grew stronger at a staggering pace. To everyone's shock, she even mastered the Wind Attribute.

However, I had also grown a little stronger in my own way. I worked desperately hard, knowing it was pathetic to rely only on her. My mana was still difficult to control, so I specialized in a simple, brute-force technique: flooding my hands with mana to crush monsters.

Magic was difficult. Even though I was a noble, I wasn't allowed a tutor. But I didn't hate facing the Darkness alone. Strangely, my power felt stronger when I leaned into my resentment for the world.

Ah, maybe it's because when I'm in this headspace, I don't have to lie to myself. I can just be Darkness.

By the time I turned thirteen, I had become somewhat capable in a fight. I suppose they finally saw me as a usable pawn. Whenever monsters appeared, I was occasionally dispatched alongside my sister.

But then, for the first time, I was entrusted with a subjugation mission all by myself while my sister was away in the Royal Capital. It was a direct order from my father.

I was stunned. Nothing like that had ever happened before.

“Eleanor, your Darkness is a stain upon the House Witch. However, your recent performance has not been entirely useless. Go and see this mission through.”

“...Yes, Father.”

I had resented him for years, yet for some reason, I felt a spark of joy. I didn't know why. I hated the man, but I think I just wanted to feel like I could finally stand on equal footing with my sister. If I could fight, she wouldn't have to worry about me. If something happened to her, I could be the one to protect her.

“If I recall, it should be around here...”

“Gugya-gugya!”

Deep in the forest, I was supposed to be purging low-level monsters. Instead, I found an Undead Monster larger than anything I had ever seen. It looked like an Ogre or a Cyclops, but its mana and physique were far more massive. Its entire body was a pitch-black void; it didn't even look like a living creature.

“Gugya-gugya!”

“...Kuh!”

It was strong. I was hit again and again. It was unprecedented—the thing moved with the agility of a human warrior as if it were being controlled.

At that moment, I felt an aura like cold blades pricking my back. I spun around. I couldn't see anyone, but I knew someone was there. Someone was pulling the strings.

“...What is going on?”

I didn't understand. But all I felt was malice. A cold, calculating intent to kill me. Who would do this?

But I couldn't die. I wouldn't. If I died, my sister would be devastated. I refused to lose.

“Pant... pant...”

I somehow managed to slay the beast. But something was wrong. Not a single drop of blood fell from its carcass. It was as if it had been constructed entirely out of mana...

“As I thought... your power is too strong. Just like his. Just like your father's, Eleanor.”

A voice called out from behind me. That voice... that figure. It was my father.

“Why are you here...?”

“I need you to die, Eleanor.”

Father glared at me with eyes that suggested he was looking at a pile of garbage. A malice far darker than anything I’d felt before pierced through me.

“Kill me...?”

Father was a master of Summoning Magic. Ah, I see. That monster just now... it was Father's.

“Yes. Exactly as I said. You are unnecessary to House Witch. No... if you are allowed to live, you will be the ruin of this family.”

“I don't understand... what are you talking about?”

It made no sense. I was born into Darkness and despised for it. I was used to the slander, but Father's words carried a weight of terrifying sincerity.

He spoke quietly, his voice devoid of warmth.

“This is the end. I’ll tell you the truth. You are not my child. You were born from my wife, Siria, and another man. You are his, Eleanor.”

“Another...? No, that's impossible. What are you saying—?!”

“...It is hideous to even imagine. Siria betrayed me. She had an affair with a man who possessed the Dark Attribute, and you inherited that filth in its purest form. Well, I’ve already killed your real father, regardless.”

I wasn't his child?

That... no, that didn't matter. But he killed him?

...Wait.

“...Did Mother die because of you, too?”

“That was a coincidence. I only learned of her betrayal after you were born. But it left me in a predicament. Even if she is dead, if it were leaked that Siria was such a degenerate, my name—no, the very name of House Witch—would be defiled. Furthermore, your biological father was a cruel, wretched man. A criminal.”

I didn't believe it. I didn't want to believe it. Yet Father didn't stop. He continued his cold, calm explanation while hurling his malice at me.

“But he was a gifted mage. You inherited that power. I thought I could use you as a pawn, but you’ve become far stronger than I anticipated. I realized that eventually, people would notice you aren't mine. I tried to kill you many times before this. But I couldn't.”

“...You couldn't?”

I didn't want to hear that he’d tried to kill me. But I couldn't understand why he’d failed.

“Sierra was protecting you. Every time I released a Subjugation beast, she interfered. She refined her Mana Sense to the point where she always knew your exact location. She hated the idea of going to the Royal Capital, but she practically skipped there when I lied and told her it was to find you a magic tutor. Do you have any idea how much effort it took to manufacture this one window of opportunity?”

“Sister did all that...?”

I had no idea. How could I have known? That she had been my guardian all this time...

That was why she always knew where I was hiding. She had been protecting me from our own father.

“But even I am not without mercy. Your mother was the one who betrayed me; you are technically innocent. So... please, die quietly. If you do, Sierra will use your death as fuel to become even stronger. House Witch will become an unshakable power. But if you live, the truth will come out, and House Witch will fall. Sierra would be cast out onto the streets. She is talented. She deserves to be happy.”

“...If I die, Sister can be happy...?”

“Yes. This is the best way for everyone. My heart aches, truly, for you are not at fault.”

“...Sister...”

I was... a mistake. An unwanted child. And all this time, I had been nothing but a weight around my sister’s neck. If I died, she would finally be free.

Would she be sad? Probably. But it would be better if I weren't here. I was always, always causing her trouble, even when I didn't realize it.

“If that's the best way...”

“It is. I will tell Sierra that you fought bravely against a monster and died a hero's death. She would want that.”

“Sister... would be happy...?”

I didn't know what to do. But she had done so much for me... and I was just an unwanted child.

“...I understand.”

“Good girl, Eleanor. You aren't my blood, but for the first time, I actually feel like praising you.”

I’m sorry, Sister. Thank you for everything.

“Goodbye, Eleanor. In your final moments, you shall finally serve a purpose worthy of House Witch—”

Father pointed his palm at me, his mana surging. I steeled my heart and closed my eyes.

The next second—I heard my favorite voice in the whole world.

“What do you think you’re doing to Eleanor, you piece of trash?!”

“Wh—?! G-gyaaaaah?!”

“...Sister?!”

There she was. My sister had appeared out of nowhere and... well, she had apparently kicked Father with every ounce of strength she possessed. He went rolling across the forest floor.

She stood before me, arms folded, chest puffed out as she screamed at the top of her lungs.

“You idiot! I was watching the whole time! I was wondering what you’d do, and you just give up?! Do you have any backbone at all?! What were you even born for?!”

“Sierra! How dare you strike your own father!”

“Shut up, you piece of trash! You're the definition of toxic!”

“T-toxic—?!”

“Eleanor, our parents are crap. Both of them. But listen to me: your will belongs to you. It doesn't matter who birthed you. We’re going to live our own lives!”

“...But, Sister...”

“No 'buts'! Eleanor, what do you want? What do you want to do?!”

I wanted to be with her. I wanted to laugh with her. I wanted to share meals and talk about nothing until the sun went down.

“...I want to... I want to stay with you, Sister.”

My sister flashed that familiar, radiant smile.

“Then that's how we’ll live. Because we’re sisters.”

At that moment, Father began gathering his mana again. But my sister wasn't about to miss that. She kicked him one more time for good measure and turned back to me. Father wasn't weak by any stretch, but my sister... she was on an entirely different level.

“Hmph. That’s settled then. So, Eleanor—first things first, we’re taking over House Witch.”

“Sierra! What on earth are you thinking?!”

“Father, I’ve already sent word to Grandfather about what you’ve been up to. My trip to the Royal Capital was actually to file that report. You’ll be arrested shortly for the attempted murder of your own daughter. Thanks for the memories. I’ll be taking over as Head of House now.”

“What?! You can't possibly do that!”

“Oh, I can. Because I’m not alone.”

“Damn you! I treated you as my own daughter, but I’ll kill you right here—!”

Father’s mana flared again. It was monstrous. He was genuinely trying to kill her.

—I won't let him.

Before I knew it, I had lost myself to instinct.

“What do you think you're doing to my sister, YOU BASTARD?!”

“—Gyaaaaaahhhhhh!”



After that, Father was hauled away by soldiers. My sister did indeed take over House Witch—the first female head in our long history. And she did it at the age of thirteen.

“Eleanor, having trash for parents isn't that uncommon. It’s sad, sure, but if you have time to mope, you should use it to look forward. It’s much more fun that way, right?”

“Yeah... Sister, thank you.”

“Don't thank me. You’re the one who’s been supporting me all this time.”

My sister had been pulling strings behind the scenes for a while. She told me later that she’d found out we were half-sisters during that process. She admitted she felt conflicted when she realized Father was trying to kill me, but she never let it show.

Once she became the Head of House, she took on all the work herself. It wasn't easy. I tried to help, but the relatives were always badmouthing her. I couldn't stand it.

“She’s just a child, and a woman at that—”

“Hey. If you say one more word about my sister, I won't forgive you.”

She was working her heart out. I wouldn't let anyone mock her. Within a few years, everyone who complained about her performance had vanished.

But one day, my sister finally let her guard down. She cried quietly as she spoke to me.

“Eleanor, it’s just the two of us. I’m so glad you were here. Let’s stay together forever.”

“Yeah, Sister. I’ll protect you.”

“Me too, Eleanor.”

I swore to become stronger. I wouldn't let anyone look down on her, no matter how small the slight.

One day, some time after she became the Head of House, she made a sudden announcement: she wanted to enroll in the world’s most prestigious Academy.

“You mean Noblesse?”

“That’s right. We need more authority, and graduating from there will give us the prestige we need.”

“It’s incredibly hard to get in, isn't it? Okay. I’ll work my hardest so I can follow you in!”

“What are you talking about? We’re going in together.”

“Eh? But age-wise, you should go first—”

“Waiting a year or two is nothing. We’re always together, right?”

“...Yeah!”

And so, we both passed the entrance exams. Even at the Academy, my sister was incredible, always at the top of the rankings. I worked myself to the bone to keep up. Yet, she still tried to shield me. I’d grown strong, but I wanted her to be able to live more freely.

Then, for once, my sister made a selfish request.

“Hey, Eleanor. I heard Vai is going to Duran, so... do you mind if I go for a bit? It’s a pain, but I should probably look after my junior.”

She would never normally say something like that. She hated being away from me. But it made me happy. Since meeting Weiss, she had started talking about her own feelings more. I’m certain she likes him.

“Of course. Are you worried about Weiss?”

“N-no! It’s just that Duran sounds fun, and I am his senior, after all!”

But when I heard about the Pseudo-Demons, I was terrified. My sister is still trying to protect me. In her mind, I’m still that weak little girl.

But I’m not. I’m not a crybaby anymore. I’ve become strong so that she doesn't have to worry. And today, I’m going to prove it.

The final program of the Sports Festival—today's the day.

“Sister, I won't lose. I’m going to win.”

“...You’re unusually fired up.”

“Because I’ve become strong.”

“...Well, we’ll see about that.”

She laughed, just like she always does. But I’m going to win and show her that I can stand on my own. I want her to spend more time on herself. I want her to be honest with her heart.

I am Eleanor Witch.

Light, Darkness—I don't care about any of that. I don't care if my parents were trash. I just want to surpass my sister and become someone worthy of protecting her.

That’s why I will win this match—no matter what.
Chapter 117: The Sports Festival's Final Showdown

"Vai, we’re winning this. No matter what."

"Yeah, of course we are."

"…I mean it. We have to win."

After we stepped onto the arena floor, Sierra spoke with a quiet intensity that was a far cry from her usual self.

I knew their history from the Original Story. I knew all about the hardships they’d endured within House Witch and just how much of a nightmare their parents truly were. Despite all that, the two sisters had always supported one another. 

Sierra had never let herself be broken. Even when faced with the crushing weight of becoming the family head, she’d never backed down. Her desperation to win this match likely stemmed from that same place—her desire to keep protecting her younger sister. 

She was truly kind, possessing a heart that shone with the same brilliance as her light magic. 

If that’s the case, then I want to pour everything into my sword for her—all her resolve, and every bit of my own determination. 

Sierra was such a genuine beacon of light that I couldn't help but feel that way.

"Oh, this looks like it'll be fun."

But the person standing across from us was more than capable of tearing through all those heartfelt sentiments. 

Eva Avery.

Even when she was outnumbered by those Pseudo-Demons, she hadn’t just held her own—she’d completely overrun them. Neither Tura nor I were weaklings, and even we had needed a bit of time to deal with them. Eva, however, was in a league of her own.

Yet, throughout the sports festival, she’d looked like she was having the time of her life. It might be more accurate to say she was just playing around. Win or lose, she always said the same thing: as long as she was having fun, nothing else mattered.

"The match will end when only one person from a team remains on the arena," the announcer’s voice boomed. "If a participant is knocked out of bounds, they will have a ten-second count to return."

Eva could use Flight Magic. While Sierra and Senior Eleanor might not be experts at it, staying airborne for ten seconds would be child's play for them. I also had my Unnatural wall to rely on. In other words, this was almost certainly going to turn into a head-on collision.

"Is it just me, or is it insane that we’re watching this for free?" someone in the crowd shouted.

"No kidding. If they held a match like this in the Royal Capital, every seat would be sold out no matter the price!"

"Don't blink, guys! We could actually learn something from this!"

The peanut gallery wasn't wrong. Regardless of my own presence, this was bound to be a legendary clash.

I caught Teacher Milk’s eye for a second, and her expression clearly said, 'You better win.'

Dammit, I really don't want to lose this.

Cynthia and Lilith were cheering for me, too. But let’s be real—everyone in this stadium probably expected Eva to win. They were just here to enjoy the spectacle of her dominance.

Hey, Weiss. If I don't find a way to flip the script on them, I can't really call myself a man, can I?

Still, this was a tag-team match. I’d already struggled through one of those today; I wasn't about to make the same mistakes twice.

"What’s the plan?" I asked.

"Eva will probably wait and see," Sierra analyzed. "Knowing her, she’ll want to see everything we’ve got before she makes a move. So, before we commit to a full-scale attack, we’re going to target Eleanor. Watch her hands. If you let your guard down for even a second—you'll die."

"Understood. We take down Senior Eleanor first. But are you sure? Double-teaming her right out of the gate feels a bit harsh."

"I have to stay one step ahead of that child. Always. Because I am... her big sister."

She could have said it was because she was the head of the house, but she didn't. Sierra had fought to preserve House Witch specifically for Eleanor’s sake. A Dark Attribute user would always face the risk of persecution, but being part of the high nobility changed the rules.

An older sister devoting her life to her sibling, and a younger sister desperate to surpass her. Man, for a side story, this plot is getting way too high-budget.

"The participants are ready!" the announcer yelled. "In the final match, the White Team currently leads in points, but the winner of this bout will be crowned the overall champion! Let the match begin!!"
118 The Difference in Resolve

The moment the match was declared open, Sierra and I charged straight ahead.

Eva and Eleanor didn't move an inch; they simply stood there, letting their mana surge.

I knew how Eva operated. She wasn’t the type to launch a sudden preemptive strike. Instead, she’d observe our opening moves, wait until our attacks actually looked "fun," and then proceed to steamroll us. 

To Eva, combat was just a game. Concepts like winning, losing, or even life and death probably didn't even cross her mind. 

But I’d learned my lesson. This was a match. No matter how overwhelming she was, there had to be an opening somewhere.

First, however, we had to take Eleanor out of the equation.

Sierra and I readied our weapons—the Dual Sword and the Death Scythe. We leaped toward Eleanor, swinging with everything we had.

"—Haaah!"

Eleanor caught our attacks, her hands wreathed in a swirling mist of corrosion. A sizzling, acidic hiss echoed through the arena, and a chunk of my sword—which wasn’t even supposed to be breakable—actually chipped. 

Sierra’s weapon fared no better. She had likely coated her scythe in the Light Attribute for protection, but Eleanor's power was already eating through the defense to rot the weapon itself. My Dual Sword wouldn't be destroyed permanently, but it would take several seconds to repair itself. 

That slight delay might actually kill us later.

"Oh? Are you two just going to ignore me?" Eva asked, smiling like an innocent child even as she radiated pure, unadulterated killing intent. 

She’d realized we were intentionally leaving her for last, and apparently, she didn't appreciate the snub. The sheer pressure of her mana was no laughing matter; goosebumps broke out across my entire body, and my brain started screaming at me to run, to dodge, to do literally anything to get away from her.

But retreat wasn't an option.

Sierra and I simultaneously leaped backward to put some distance between us. I forced myself to take a shallow breath, trying to steady my racing heart.

"Well, this is troublesome," Sierra muttered.

"Yeah. Want to change the plan?"

"The goal remains the same. We have to drop Eleanor first."

Eleanor’s Corrosion could rot any attribute or defensive spell. A weak resistance would vanish in one hit, and even a powerful formula would eventually succumb if she put enough time into it. To make matters worse, she was naturally gifted with high defensive stats. Breaking through that corrosion to actually deal damage to her was a daunting task. 

She’s the same Darkness type as me, but man, her ability is a pain in the ass.

Of course, Darkness has one fatal drawback: massive mana consumption. And Eleanor was "big" in a lot of ways, meaning she probably had the capacity to fuel it for a while. Adding an irritated Eva into the mix made the situation look downright grim.

"I'm going to launch another attack. Vai, you—"

"—She’s coming!" I yelled.

The moment Sierra spoke, Eleanor charged us on her own. This was a total curveball. Before the match, she’d had a look in her eyes I’d never seen before when she told Sierra she was going to win. 

I see. She really is serious about this. But... that works for us!

"Haaaah!!"

"—Airy!"

Sierra and I fired off slashes of compressed air. The sharp, invisible blades whistled toward Eleanor, but...

"That won't work," she said.

She swatted them down with her bare hands. There wasn't even the slight lag you'd see with Time Lapse's Formula Destruction; she just waved her hands and they broke. 

Okay, she’s a total cheat character. But we already knew that.

I had already used the distraction to leap high into the sky while Sierra charged her head-on. Eleanor's weakness lay in the two directions her hands couldn't reach simultaneously: directly in front and directly above. Attacking from both would create a blind spot and a mechanical disadvantage. Our attacks weren't so light that she could just brush them off while distracted.

I ran up a platform I'd created with my Unnatural wall, placed another one even higher, and then kicked off it to descend with terrifying momentum.

A piercing strike.

From the front, Sierra swung for a finishing blow.

We got her!

"Fufufu. I don't think so. Though, I must say, you've become quite resourceful, haven't you?"

"—Kugh!"

My blade didn't hit Eleanor. It was stopped by Eva. My sword hit an Invisible Hand just inches from Eleanor’s skin. The sensation was like striking a solid block of iron. The fact that it didn't even make a sound made it feel even creepier.

Sierra and Eleanor began to clash, and while the plan had already gone off the rails, I realized I just had to be the one to keep Eva busy. 

Well, it was optimistic to think we could just leave the Strongest alone and get away with it.

I landed on the ground and leveled my sword. I was many times stronger than I’d been during our last spar. 

I’m going all out.

"Come on then, Junior."

"—Debi!"

I summoned Debi at maximum speed. A vortex of darkness spiraled out of thin air, and she leaped out, ready for blood. With a sword in her right hand and a Whip in her left, we charged side-by-side, throwing everything we had at Eva.

"Fufufu... Good. Very good! You really have grown stronger."

She was still smiling that relaxed, effortless smile. Fine. Let's see how she likes this. I pushed my speed even further, layering Scale Up over itself multiple times. Simultaneously, I stomped the ground, activating the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction. 

Our power surged, amplified to the limit.

"My, aren't we getting skillful?" Eva teased.

Keep laughing, Eva. While you still can.

"What a ferocious assault from Weiss! I can barely follow him with my eyes—no, I can't see him at all! B-But look at Eva! She’s dodging every single attack from Weiss and Debi with a smile on her face?!"

Seriously, she’s a literal monster.

"This is wonderful. To think a lowerclassman could reach this level... it’s amazing."

"You can say that again!" I grunted, flooding my body with mana for one final, max-speed strike. This was it. She couldn't possibly dodge this—

"W-What?! Weiss’s sword has stopped dead in mid-air!"

"Fufufu. I suppose the secret is out now," Eva giggled.

"The reveal is the best part of the fight!" I shouted, though my heart was sinking. Debi followed up with a whip strike from behind, but Eva dodged that too. Heh. This is actually getting interesting.

"Oh! Sierra’s attack has finally connected with Eleanor!"

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sierra’s scythe catch Eleanor in the right side of her abdomen. Eleanor’s face contorted in pain, but she didn't back down. Biting her lip, she swung her right hand, landing a heavy blow on Sierra’s shoulder. 

The impact was brutal. Sierra gasped, clutching her shoulder as she was blown backward. I used an Unnatural wall to bridge the gap and rushed to her side, immediately chanting a healing spell. I didn't use it often, but Darkness-based attacks acted like a poison that rotted your natural resistances. I had to neutralize it before it took root.

"...Thanks, Vai," Sierra wheezed.

"Don't mention it. More importantly... we can't seem to break them."

"Yeah. Eva's clearly still holding back, and Eleanor... her resolve is different today. She really intends to win. My own little sister..."

Sierra had always protected Eleanor. She always would. It was Eleanor’s presence that had allowed Sierra to keep her spirit from breaking in such a toxic environment. As the older sister, she wanted to be the one Eleanor could always rely on. But Eleanor didn't want to be pampered anymore. 

The difference in their resolve—who wanted it more? That was what would decide this match.

And the same went for me. I truly intended to beat Eva. It all came down to whether my will was stronger than hers.

"Let’s go together one more time," I said. "I’ll focus on support this time."

"Fufufu. Look at you, saying things like that."

"It's the only way we win."

And I would do whatever it took to win.

We charged again. This time, we had the numbers advantage with Debi. She had grown stronger too; she wouldn't be taken out in a single hit anymore. Her biggest asset was her ability to fly without draining my mana. I directed her to fire a Mana Cannon from above while Sierra closed in on Eleanor.

"Fufufu, how fun!" 

Eva deployed a barrier to block the aerial strike. Sierra’s blade was caught by Eleanor’s guard, but I immediately cast Scale Up on Sierra. Her strength doubled, allowing her to physically shove Eleanor back. Eva moved to intervene, but I cut her off with a Shield. 

If Eva had been serious, she would have shattered it instantly, but my shield wasn't so flimsy that a casual swat would break it. 

In that opening, Sierra went for the kill. She combined Fast Move with a scythe strike and unleashed a point-blank air slash. Even if the blade was blocked, the shockwave would still hit.

"Eleanor, you aren't beating me today!"

"—I will win!"

Sierra’s blade grazed Eleanor’s cheek, drawing blood. They were both past the point of holding back. This had turned into a genuine duel between sisters, and I decided to leave it to them. This was a tag tournament, sure, but some things had to be settled one-on-one.

My opponent was Eva.

"—I'm not letting you interfere," I growled.

I kicked off an Unnatural wall and lunged at Eva, swinging my sword with everything I had. I didn't care if she blocked it. My only job was to keep her eyes off Sierra. Eva seemed to find that amusing because she finally fixed her full attention on me.

I activated Time Lapse. 

I poured every ounce of my being into it—reading the flow of mana, the stagnant patches in the air, the aura she projected. And then, finally... I saw it.

"Oh? You can actually see them now?"

"—Hah. You’ve gotta be kidding me."

A fraction of Eva’s true power revealed itself. Sprouting from her back like wings were a dozen spectral arms made of pure mana. They writhed like living creatures, undulating as they reached for me. Each one possessed terrifying power, and each one was imbued with a different attribute. 

So that’s how she blew away all those Pseudo-Demons.

"Fufufu. You like them, don't you?"

I realized I was grinning. I was seeing a power of Eva’s that had never even been mentioned in the Original Story. 

But seriously, she is way too strong!

"W-What is happening?! What exactly is Weiss fighting against?!"

The spectral hands rained down on me. I was forced entirely onto the defensive—no, that wasn't right. I was forcing Eva to focus her attacks on me.

To my side, Sierra and Eleanor were locked in a desperate struggle. I had never seen such expressions on their faces.

"Eleanor! I'm your sister! I can't lose to you!"

"I... I'm not going to be weak forever!"

Then, Eleanor did something that shocked even Sierra—she triggered her corrosion through her right foot. Sierra had always been the one with superior mana control, but Eleanor hadn't just been sitting around watching her. This was an attack I’d never seen in the Original Story. 

It’s a total plot alteration.

Eleanor’s corroding kick slammed into Sierra’s ribs. Even through the defensive enchantments on the gym suit, the impact was enough to break bone. Eleanor didn't let up; she was fighting to win.

But Sierra’s eyes weren't dead yet.

"I won't... lose to you!"

Grimacing in pain, Sierra leaned into the impact and swung her scythe one last time. The final collision was massive. Even with her high defense, Eleanor screamed as the force of the strike took her. The two of them scrambled, grabbing onto each other, and the momentum carried them both right off the edge of the arena.

The rules allowed ten seconds to get back in. But neither of them stood up.

"Neither contestant can stand! Sierra of the Red Team and Eleanor of the White Team are both out of bounds!"

I parried a heavy strike from one of Eva’s mana hands. She accepted the stalemate quietly, a smirk playing on her lips.

"Well. I suppose we won't be interrupted now."

"Yeah... I guess not."

The only one left was Eva Avery.
119: A Ray of Light

“Hehehe. I wonder, now that you can see them, do you actually think you can fight them?”

The woman smiling so gleefully was none other than Eva Avery, the strongest female character in the Original Story.

The countless arms she manifested had already surpassed the limits of human comprehension. Each one possessed a different elemental attribute and surged with a level of magic power that put even Eleanor to shame. It was entirely possible she could fire off a different spell from every single hand simultaneously.

To make matters worse, Eva could use Flight Magic.

Blowing her out of the arena for a ring-out victory was normally an impossible task. Unless I could inflict enough damage to render her unable to fly—the way I had with Sierra and Eleanor—it was a lost cause. And against her? That was a very slim hope indeed.

The more I think about it, the more I realize she’s perfect. Those damn Noblesse developers really went and created a monster, didn't they?

“A few people have been able to see my ‘hands’ before,” Eva mused. “But everyone stops in their tracks just like that. In the end, they realize thinking is useless and just charge in blindly. That’s always the end of it. So, Junior-kun... what are you going to do for me?”

Eva was bored. She was just like Cecil—someone who had no rivals left in Battle Universe.

But that boredom was her only weakness. The key to victory had to be hidden in there somewhere. I just had to find it in the heat of battle.

“I’ll teach you what defeat feels like,” I bluffed. “Since you’re clearly a stranger to the concept, Eva-senpai.”

“Hehehe, how interesting! No one has ever dared to take that attitude with me before!”

Whether she actually liked my bravado or was just amused by it, Eva didn’t move an inch. Instead, she extended her countless hands. These limbs made of magic power stretched and contracted freely, moving with a sinister will of their own.

I focused on evading, parrying the arms I couldn't dodge with my blade.

“A-And there it is! Eva’s invisible onslaught is hammering Weiss! Is the legend of the top lowerclassman about to meet its end here?!”

My breathing was shallow and ragged as I fended off the continuous attacks. Just blocking them drained my magic power for defense. Still, I didn't let my mind stop for a second.

Think, think, think! What do I need to win this right now? What do I actually have left in the tank?

And then, it hit me. A single, desperate ray of light.

“Well? What’s the plan? Is this the end?” Eva asked.

“Not a chance!”

I repelled the cluster of arms and intentionally put some distance between us. I pointed my hand toward the sky and chanted the spell.

“Dark Rain!”

Magic power surged upward like a serpent before bursting into a cloud. A hail of black magic bullets came raining down.

“Is this your big play?”

Eva gathered her arms above her like an umbrella, emerging without a single scratch.

That was fine. It was exactly what I’d expected.

“...Hmm, I see,” she murmured.

“A black rain is pouring down! Eva blocks it all effortlessly, but—wait, what?! The arena is being pulverized! It’s full of holes!”

I wasn't done yet. I began firing invisible slashes at the ground in rapid succession. The already-shattered arena disintegrated further, crumbling into scattered fragments.

“Ah, I see. You want to win by dropping me out of bounds,” Eva noted.

“Maybe, maybe not. Debi!”

Debi, who had been waiting in the air above, lunged at Eva. Since I was sharing my visual information with him, he could see the arms just as clearly as I could.

“Debibi!”

The magic arms lashed out at him, but Debi repelled them with his whip. Thanks to the effects of Magic Turbulence (Enroute), the power of her arms was visibly weakening.

The remaining arms swiped at me. I blocked them and struck back, but my true target remained the same: the arena floor.

“My, you certainly are thorough.”

Eva could have protected the floor if she wanted to, but she chose to use Flight Magic to hover higher instead. She had absolute confidence that she wouldn't fall.

In contrast, the only card I had left to play was standing on an Unnatural wall.

By now, the arena floor was gone. It no longer held any recognizable shape. Eva floated in the void, drifting toward me. I stood precariously atop my Unnatural platform, but trying to chant while defending against her attacks was a nightmare. From here on out, the difficulty was going to spike.

“Now then, show me what else you’ve got! Entertain me!”

“I told you already. I'm showing you defeat.”

In the next moment, I deliberately dispelled my Unnatural wall.

I plummeted toward the out-of-bounds area, and the countdown began. Even though she looked surprised, Eva didn't stop her assault. She probably had no idea what I was planning, and that was exactly what she found so fun.

But this was the exact situation I had been aiming for. I pictured my training with Tura. I took a deep breath. I visualized creating a scabbard out of pure magic power and sheathing my sword within it.

If I had attacked normally, Eva would have dodged it in a heartbeat. But right now, she was practically begging me to do something "interesting."

Put everything into it.

“One-Hit Kill!”

In an instant, a vacuum slash tore through the air. It was a weave of darkness, light, and wind, laced with Formula Destruction.

Eva tried to catch it with her arms. One wasn't enough. Two, three... it took four arms to finally halt the momentum, but the edge of the blade was still inches from her.

“Good! This is wonderful! You really are interesting, Weiss Fancent!”

When the count hit seven seconds, I kicked off the air and lunged toward her. But I was nothing more than a decoy.

While her attention was on me, Debi had cut off his magic signature and moved silently behind her. In that split second, I transferred almost every drop of my remaining magic power to him.

The greatest advantage of Subjugation was the ability to redistribute magic power instantaneously. However, it meant I couldn't pull him back into his spirit form. I was effectively charging in while completely drained of mana.

Eva’s eyes widened slightly. My plan to draw her focus was working perfectly.

“Debibi!”

Debi was ready. Buffed by my magic power and wielding his whip, he struck. Eva realized the threat and diverted her attack toward Debi instead of finishing me off.

That tiny shift in her consciousness delayed her reaction by a fraction of a second.

Everything was in place. Debi’s attack pierced through her defensive arms and connected with Eva herself. At that exact moment, I triggered Magic Turbulence (Enroute).

Debi had poured his very life force into that whip. The moment the strike landed, he ran out of magic power and dispersed into mist. Even though he was a summoned creature, he had an ego. Even if he was immortal, he had to feel fear. Yet, he had carried out his mission faithfully.

Actually stripping Eva of her magic power was impossible for someone at my level. However, Flight Magic was a delicate, high-level technique. If the surrounding mana was sufficiently disturbed, even someone like Carta couldn't stay airborne.

That was the "key to life" I’d earned from the trade-off involving Cynthia’s withdrawal. Carta was a genius of flight—the Original Story made that very clear. I had gambled on the fact that no matter how much of a cheat Eva was, the game’s core settings wouldn't let her surpass Carta in that specific field.

My gamble paid off.

With her mana flow disrupted, Eva’s Flight Magic failed, and her body listed heavily in the air. Yet, she still had that smile on her face. She looked genuinely thrilled to have been hit by an unexpected attack.

Even as she fell, she directed her remaining arms toward me. She intended to drain what little magic I had left—to knock me unconscious before we hit the ground.

Not happening.

I used the final, pathetic scrap of magic I had left to manifest an Unnatural wall, using it as a springboard to soar above her. In a standard battle, such a pointless move would never result in a win.

But this was a match. I just had to win the ring-out.

Eva looked genuinely stunned. She’d probably expected me to clash with her head-on one last time. That surprise was my ray of light.

“I’m... winning this!”

I threw myself onto Eva from above. I grabbed both her shoulders and held on tight, using my weight to pin her as we fell toward the abyss. The blades of my Dual Sword had already flickered out; I simply didn't have the mana to maintain them.

“Ufufu, how delightful. Tell me... why are you being so serious? This is just a sports festival.”

“I can’t afford to lose. No matter who I’m up against!”

“...I see. I like that.”

But the real struggle was just beginning. I didn't know how long her magic would stay scrambled. It certainly wouldn't last the full ten seconds. This meant whoever hit the ground first would lose. To ensure the outcome couldn't be overturned, I used every ounce of physical strength I had left.

Suddenly, for some reason, Eva relaxed.

We plummeted together. Naturally, Eva was the one who hit the ground first. She stayed there, sprawled on the floor without moving, that same smile still plastered on her face.

The countdown finished. The stadium was silent. And then—

“The winner is the Red Team’s Weiss Fancent! And with the points from this final match, the overall winner of the Sports Festival is the Red Team!!”

“Whaaaaaaaaat?! Eva lost?! You’ve gotta be kidding me!”

“Wait, why didn't she move at the end?!”

“No, look, she couldn't use her magic because of that summon's attack! If there weren't a ring-out rule... she definitely would’ve won!”

I had won. But at the very, very end, it felt like Eva had simply given up on the victory. If she had actually gone all out, I don't want to think about what would have happened to me. This was the only way I could possibly beat her within the rules.

It went according to plan, but the ending felt strangely abrupt. Eva stood up, her smile returning once more.

“Why did you... at the end...”

“Those eyes of yours,” she interrupted. “They reminded me of an old friend.”

I blinked in surprise. Eva never talked about her past. That was the one absolute rule of her character, and even the Original Story had respected it. Yet, she had seen a shadow of someone else in me. Whether that made her happy or sad, I couldn't tell.

“I’m sure I must have put in some effort to win once upon a time,” she mused. “But I suppose I forgot somewhere along the way. Maybe I should try a little harder from now on.”

“...You mean you can get even stronger than this?”

“Indeed. Wouldn't that be interesting?”

“Haha... yeah, I guess it would.”

The great Eva Avery, talking about putting in effort? Honestly, I felt more like laughing than being afraid. Still, as a fan of the game, this was some top-tier unreleased lore.

“Well then, Weiss Fancent—let’s play again sometime. Next time, let's have a real fight, not just a match.”

“Yeah. I’ll make sure to get strong enough so I can actually keep up.”

Eva departed gallantly.

The sun was blinding. I couldn't feel a single trace of magic power left in my body. I had used everything—not a single fragment remained.

Sierra and Eleanor walked over to me. Oh right... we were a tag team. I’d completely forgotten.

“Not bad, Vai.”

“Well... I think I did alright. For once.”

“That was amazing! I can't believe you beat Eva-chan!”

“Haha. More importantly, did you two make up?”

“We weren't fighting to begin with,” Sierra said. “But... it looks like Eleanor is getting stronger too.”

Eleanor’s eyes widened at Sierra's words, and she looked absolutely radiant. Being recognized by her sister was clearly the highlight of her day.

“Ehehe, I love you, Big Sis!”

“Hmph. You’ve still got a long way to go. If this hadn't been in an arena, I would have had plenty of room to spare.”

“Uu... but I’ll do my best next time too!”

“I’m sure you will. Let’s both work hard, Eleanor.”

In the end, all’s well that ends well. I couldn't exactly say I’d defeated Eva in a fair fight, but it was still a massive achievement. I’d done the best I could with what I had.

With this, all the major Noblesse events for the year were over. Next, I would be an intermediate-year student. Everything up until now had just been the Prologue. I had to keep my guard up.

The usual smiles were there to welcome me back.

“Weiss, wonderful job. I never doubted you for a second.”

“Lord Weiss, you were incredible! A genius! The strongest!”

“Yeah, I’m starting to think so too. Just kidding. Cynthia, Lilith... it’s all thanks to you guys.”

The only reason I’d been able to keep pushing myself this far was because Lilith was always there, cheering me on from the sidelines. Even during the brutal training sessions with Teacher Milk, she had been my devoted support. And thanks to Cynthia, I’d been able to find that one ray of light and bet everything on it.

This wasn't my power alone.

But... just for today, I’m going to let myself get a little carried away and soak in the afterglow of victory.
119.5: Under the Weather

"Weiss Fancent. Fifth place."

Teacher Chloe announced my result with her usual clinical indifference.

Today’s exam was a practical training session focused on mana manipulation techniques. The objective was to imbue objects with magical energy, reinforcing them to the point where they could be used to destroy other targets.

For some reason, I just couldn't get it right.

Under normal circumstances, I would have nailed this perfectly. The classroom was abuzz with the low hum of whispers; my peers were clearly stunned to see me anywhere but at the top of the leaderboard.

But before the gossip could spread, Lilith came rushing toward me, her face pale with worry.

"Lord Weiss! Are you alright?!"

"...About what?"

I blinked, totally lost. Alright? Why wouldn't I be?

"I didn't notice it sooner... Forgive me."

Without waiting for an answer, Lilith pressed her palm against my forehead. In that instant, I finally realized that my vision was warping and tilting at the edges.

Cynthia hurried over to join her a moment later.

"I knew it..." Lilith murmured to her. "Cynthia-san, Lord Weiss has a fever."

"Oh, Weiss... I’m so sorry. I didn't even notice you were suffering," Cynthia said, her eyes full of guilt.

"...So that's what it was."

Now that they mentioned it, I did feel incredibly flushed. My limbs felt like lead, and honestly, I felt like absolute garbage. 

Dammit. In a video game, you don't have to deal with random status ailments like the common cold!

But we still had classes this afternoon. If I skipped out, my point total would—

"Weiss Fancent," Teacher Chloe interrupted. "In the event of poor health, points are not deducted from your score. Go get a proper diagnosis and rest in your room."

...Oh, right. I think I remember a rule like that from the game's setting. But if my points don't increase, then this whole day was a waste—

"Lord Weiss, let's get you back."

"Yes, Weiss. Come along now."

I didn't have much of a choice. The two of them grabbed me by the hands and practically hauled me out of the classroom.

We stopped by the infirmary first, where Teacher Coco gave me a once-over.

"Well, this is rare," she mused. "It's a Forest Cold."

"Wait, Lord Weiss caught that?" Lilith asked, surprised.

"What even is a 'Forest Cold'?" I groaned.

"It's a virus that usually only affects children. Most people catch it by the time they're three and develop a lifetime immunity."

...I didn't know the medical reasoning behind it, but maybe it was because I’d only been in this world for exactly that long? Is my immune system only three years old?!

"You'll be fine if you stay still and rest. I've used mana to stabilize your internal flow, so just drink plenty of fluids and sleep."

"But my classes—"

"If you keep underestimating this, you'll die," Coco said, her expression turning uncharacteristically grim. "Do not take illness lightly."

With Cynthia and Lilith doubling down on Coco's warning, I finally resigned myself to my fate and headed back to my room.

"This is far enough," I told them at the door. "I'll sleep the rest off alone."

"Weiss, I shall stay by your side," Cynthia insisted.

"No, it's fine. Unlike me, you two aren't on medical leave. Go back to class."

"Lord Weiss, I also—"

"I said it’s fine. I’m literally just going to sleep."

I managed to stop them from coming in and collapsed into my room. I don't remember much after that. I have a vague memory of crawling under the covers, and that was it.

I woke up a few hours later, though I couldn't be sure of the time. The air felt heavy, making it hard to breathe. My throat was parched, but my body refused to move.

I’d never heard of a Forest Cold back in my old world. Is this actually... really dangerous?

"Lord Weiss, here is some water. Please, take a sip."

"Ah? Eh, wait—"

Something cool touched my lips. Lilith was there, supporting the back of my neck as she carefully helped me drink. I glanced toward the window; the light told me that afternoon classes were still in session.

"Hey... why aren't you—"

"Cynthia-san wanted to come as well," Lilith whispered. "But I stopped her. I knew that if her points were docked, you would only worry about her."

"...But your points will be docked too."

"I have no need for something as trivial as points. The only thing I need in this world is you, Lord Weiss."

"Hah... good grief..."

Lilith was always like this—betting everything on me, serving me with every fiber of her being. We weren't at the mansion anymore. She wasn't my maid here; she was just a fellow student. And yet...

"Please, do not let it trouble you. I am doing this because I want to."

"So... you see through everything, huh?"

"Of course. I am Lord Weiss Fancent’s maid, after all. I understand everything about you."

The smile she gave me then was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. I hadn't done anything to deserve this. I hadn't given her anything back. And yet, she was always there.

"My bad."

"Please, do not apologize. I already owe you a debt of gratitude so great I could never hope to repay it."

"What are you talking about? I haven't done anything—"

"You taught me, Lord Weiss. You showed me... that people can change."

"...I have no idea what you mean by that."

"It is fine if you do not understand. No more talking for now. Please, go back to sleep. Right now, resting is your only job."

"...Yeah. Fine."

"Good night, Lord Weiss."

"...Yeah."

Watching Lilith’s gentle smile, I drifted back into a deep sleep.



The next time I opened my eyes, it was morning. Lilith was fast asleep, curled up in the chair by my bed. 

Then, I noticed Cynthia standing just behind her.

"Good morning," she whispered.

"Sorry," I croaked. "For making you come here so early."

"No, don't be. Lilith-san has been watching over you all night. She truly is a magnificent woman, isn't she?"

"Yeah," I agreed, looking at my sleeping maid. "Lilith is... she's precious to me."

"Fufufu. Are you confessing your love for another woman right in front of your fiancée?"

"It’s not like that..."

"I'm teasing. I treasure her, too. I love Lilith-san from the bottom of my heart."

"——Then we're on the same page."

Thanks to the devoted nursing of those two, I managed to shake off the cold in just two days. Apparently, it normally takes a full week to recover.

"Lilith, Cynthia—thanks for everything."

"Oh, please don't mention it."

"Yes! Like I said, I did it because I wanted to. Now then, let's get back out there and rack up those points!"

"Right. The next class is a mock battle between squads. We're taking first place, no excuses."

""Understood!""

I will definitely avoid my ruinous flags. 

For the sake of these two, if nothing else——.

──────────────────
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120: Defining a Protagonist

The Sports Festival was finally over, marking the end of all scheduled events for us Lowerclassmen. Honestly, I was pretty thrilled that the Red Team pulled off the win.

At Nobless Academy, Intermediate-year Students have to take Promotion Exams to move up, and Upperclassmen face Graduation Exams before they can leave. However, Lowerclassmen have no such obligations. In other words, as long as I kept my nose clean for a few more months, our promotion to the intermediate tier was basically a done deal.

By the end of the festival, my point total had officially hit 10,000. That corresponds to a B-class Rank, which should be formally announced once the faculty finishes their final tallies. I’m actually looking forward to it—ranking up means a bigger private room and a whole host of other perks.

I’m still gunning for S-rank before graduation, so I can’t afford to let up. I have to keep taking first place.

As I planned my next move, my mind drifted back to the Original Story. Specifically, I thought about the Witch Sisters, Eleanor and Sierra. Since they were Upperclassmen, they would be leaving the Academy the moment their Graduation Exams concluded. 

They show up later during the Calamity and in various side stories to bail Allen out, but as far as the Academy Arc is concerned, this is the last we see of them.

Between the Snowball Fight, my clash with Duran, and the Sports Festival, I’d been through one thing after another. Yet, for some reason, I was experiencing a sensation that was entirely new to me.

Was this... a premonition of loss?

No, I can’t afford to get bogged down in sentimentality.

The plot is moving much faster than I anticipated. I have to cast aside these nostalgic feelings. The truth is, I’d been operating under a massive delusion.

My name is Weiss Fancent. I am the notoriously slothful noble. In the world of Noblesse Oblige, I was never meant to be the hero; I was the "stepping stone," the mid-tier jobber meant to be crushed by the lead. I had completely lost sight of that.

A person’s fundamental setting doesn't just change. While this world has certainly undergone its fair share of alterations, the core pillars remain unshakable. Nobless Academy exists. Eva exists. The Demon Race exists. And—the protagonist, Allen, exists.

Perhaps I’d grown complacent because everything seemed to be going my way. I should have kept it burned into my brain: the center of this universe isn't me. It’s Allen.

◇

The catalyst for everything was the final "off-campus" period before graduation. Lowerclassmen who have maintained a certain number of points are granted a short vacation.

I didn't have any specific plans to go out. If anything, I wanted to spend those final days at the Academy. I wanted to squeeze in some extra training for the future, and, if I’m being honest, I wanted to see the Witch Sisters through to the end of their Graduation Exams.

Not that I’d ever admit that last part out loud, of course.

It was during this time that Cynthia had to travel to a certain town due to her family's circumstances. Apparently, it was a mix of business and a family trip. I had mixed feelings about her leaving, so I offered to go with her. As her fiancé, I wanted to stay by her side as much as possible.

But she turned me down.

She wouldn't give me a straight answer as to why, but I had a feeling she knew I wanted to witness the sisters' final moments at the Academy. In the end, only Lilith went with her. She insisted on going as a maid to support Cynthia on the road.

That at least gave me some peace of mind. Lilith is a woman I can trust with my life.

Their destination was a place called Verdi, located a bit south of Nobless Academy. It’s a peaceful country and a popular vacation spot for the nobility. I remembered hearing the name briefly in the Original Story. No major plot points happened there. I knew for a fact that it was perfectly safe.

"Well then, I'm off. I'll be back in a few days," Cynthia said.

"Lord Weiss, I'll bring back tons of souvenirs!" Lilith added with a smile.

"Yeah, have a good time."

I should have thought it through.

When I ran into a dragon that wasn't supposed to be there...
When Billford Tucker attacked...
When the Calamity suddenly manifested...
When the Large-scale Invasion began...

I should have realized that whenever an important event occurs, the protagonist, Allen, is always right in the middle of it.

While Cynthia and the others were away on vacation, I spent my time at the Academy honing my skills. I was sitting in the cafeteria, chatting with the sisters while waiting for their Graduation Exams to start.

"I guess we won't be seeing much of Vai anymore, huh?" Sierra sighed.

"That’s true. Assuming Senior Sierra actually manages to graduate, that is," I teased.

"Of course I will! I'm the head of my house!"

Eleanor whispered, "Big sister, I don't think that has anything to do with your grades..."

Then, evening arrived—the hour the Graduation Exams for Sierra and Eleanor were set to begin.

That was when the incident happened.

Or rather, that was when I received the report from Teacher Milk.

Allen. Cynthia. Cecil.

—And Lilith.

"You're... you're joking, right?"

I never imagined an alteration of this magnitude could actually happen.
121 Coincidence and Necessity

It all started a few days ago.

"Whoa! This is incredible! I don't think I've been on a boat since our school trip!"

"Duke, stay back from the edge. You're going to fall."

"There’s no way I’d fall! Look, even if I do something like this—whoaaa-aaaa-aaaa-aaaaa!?"

Duke had been leaning precariously against the railing of the ship when his feet slipped. Shari and I both lunged forward, grabbing his clothes just before he tumbled into the sea.

"I... I really thought I was a goner that time..." Duke wheezed, clutching his chest.

"Could you please stop being so predictable?" Shari sighed, sounding more exhausted than worried.

"Seriously..." I added.

Since we had been granted a final stretch of vacation, the three of us had decided to take a trip. It had been Shari’s idea; she’d pointed out that once we became intermediate-year students, our free time would probably vanish into thin air.

Our destination was a town called Verdi. It was a quiet place, supposedly famous for its glass workshops. Shari was determined to get a specific pendant from one of the shops there. Duke and I were mostly interested in the town's famous meat dishes, though.

"Still, I can't believe we're almost intermediate-year students," Duke mused. "I can't even imagine having juniors looking up to us."

"I know what you mean," Shari said. "But honestly, doesn't it feel a bit wrong to go up a grade when we’re constantly losing? I’m not satisfied with that."

"You're right," I agreed. "Once we move up, I don't want to lose anymore."

"—Ah, no, no! Stop right there!" Duke shouted, waving his arms. "Let’s stop thinking about Noblesse on our days off! We’re here to enjoy ourselves! We even booked a high-end inn, for crying out loud!"

Duke’s outburst snapped me out of it. He’s right. Whenever I had a spare moment, my mind drifted back to the academy. And, of course, to Weiss.

I could never beat him. No matter how hard I worked, I wasn't catching up—if anything, the gap between us was only widening.

"—Allen."

Before I realized it, Shari was poking my cheek.

"Were you even listening?"

"...Sorry."

"Fufu, it's fine. But once we reach the docks, we are forgetting everything! We've been working so hard. We need to reward ourselves once in a while."

Just then, a familiar figure—and an even more familiar voice—caught my attention.

"Fufu, you are quite right."

"Whatever Lady Cynthia desires!"

"In any case, we should make the most of this coincidence."

Wait. Are those...

"Cynthia-san? And Lilith-san and Cecil-san too?"

"Oh, Allen-san," Cynthia said, looking surprised.

"Hello! Are you guys on a trip too?" Lilith asked with a bright smile.

"Hello. The usual trio, I see," Cecil added.

Since this wasn't a regular liner, the number of ships was limited. Apparently, Cynthia and Lilith were heading to Verdi to do some shopping. Cecil was traveling for a Battle Universe tournament, so her being on this specific ship was pure chance.

"What a miracle!" Duke grinned. "It’s a shame Weiss isn't here, but since we’re all together, let’s grab dinner once we land!"

I always admired Duke in moments like this. I wasn't exactly cripplingly shy, but he had a way of saying exactly what was on his mind without a second thought. Even if they turned him down, he’d just offer a cheerful "Got it!" and move on. That easygoing nature was probably why everyone liked him so much.

"We would be delighted," Cynthia replied. "I shall send word to Weiss, just in case."

"I'll get a messenger bird ready!" Lilith chirped.

"I don't mind either," Cecil said. "If I hadn't won my last match, I probably wouldn't have been able to come. I would have been too busy obsessing over special training."

"""No way."""

We all answered Cecil in unison, and the ship filled with our shared laughter. With a meeting like this, our final vacation was shaping up to be a lot of fun.



After arriving in Verdi, we parted ways with Cynthia’s group for a bit and headed toward our inn, taking in the sights. With the port so close, the air carried the salty tang of the sea.

I’d always preferred the countryside to the Royal Capital. Even now, I still thought of my hometown. Once everything is over, I want to go back and rebuild it, I thought secretly.

"Hey, look at that stall! Allen, let's go!"

"That looks amazing... Let’s do it, Duke!"

"We haven't even dropped off our bags yet..." Shari sighed, though she followed us anyway. "Well, I suppose that’s the real charm of traveling."

After snacking our way through the streets, we finally arrived at the inn. But when we stepped inside, I froze.

"Allow me to take your luggage, sir."

"Ah, th-thanks."

"What’s with you, Allen?" Duke asked, looking at me as I gawked at the surroundings. "You’re looking around like a lost puppy."

"I... I’ve only ever stayed in adventurer's inns before."

The entrance was lavishly decorated. Hanging from the ceiling were Magic Lights crafted with an abundance of the town's famous glass. A waiter dressed like a professional butler greeted us with a bow. It was so luxurious it was actually intimidating.

Duke and Shari, however, didn't bat an eye. Even though they were always with me, they were high-ranking nobles. This was probably just a Tuesday for them.

"Allen, I know exactly what you’re thinking," Duke said, leaning in.

"Eh?"

"I know, I know. —That maid over there is pretty cute, right?"

I really wish I could be more like Duke.

"What’s that supposed to mean?"

"I mean... I want to put on more muscle," I lied.

"Oh! Is that so? Then let’s get a workout in later!"

Whatever. I’ll just stop overthinking and try to enjoy the moment.



"Alright! A toast to Noblesse—! Wait, I didn't know this town was dry!" Duke groaned, staring at his glass.

"It can't be helped, Duke. Laws vary from town to town," Shari reminded him.

"But this Melomelon Juice is actually really good," I said, taking a sip.

It was evening, and we had all gathered at a local restaurant. Since the town’s laws didn't allow people our age to drink, Duke was currently lamenting his fate. Cynthia and Lilith had joined us after finishing their errands, and Cecil had arrived after her Battle Universe match.

"Allen-san is right," Cynthia said gracefully. "And more importantly, we were able to find a wonderful present for Weiss."

"I'm so excited! I want to give it to him as soon as possible!" Lilith added.

"Fufu, I can see the look on his face already," Shari giggled.

Apparently, Cynthia and Lilith had come to Verdi to buy Weiss a gift for their engagement anniversary. Meanwhile, Cecil had won her tournament with ease. She’s always top of the class in written exams, too. I should really try to learn from her—no, no! Stop! I’m doing it again. I’m thinking about school.

I stood up, following Duke’s lead. I wasn't usually one to make speeches, but—

"L-everyone, let’s just have a great time! Let’s forget everything else for a while!"

Apparently, my sudden outburst was hilarious, because Duke started howling with laughter.

"Ha! That’s rare for you, Allen. But I like the spirit!"

"He's right," Shari said. "It's hard to truly 'forget everything,' but let's enjoy the here and now."

I really am lucky, I thought. It was because of Duke and Shari that I was able to laugh like this.

Of course, the conversation eventually drifted back to Noblesse anyway. Cynthia always looked so happy when she spoke of Weiss. It wasn't just the affection of a fiancée; I could feel a profound sense of respect in her voice. Lilith was the same.

"Lord Weiss works so hard, he’s truly incredible! I feel like I haven't been able to do nearly enough for him lately..."

"Oh, Lilith, you're always wonderful," Cynthia reassured her. "Let’s keep working hard together."

Everyone was the same. Everyone was constantly aiming higher. The world might be unfair, but these were the kind of people who put in the effort to overturn that unfairness. I have to follow their lead.

Suddenly, I noticed a commotion at the entrance. It seemed a group of monsters had been spotted, and they were recruiting any available adventurers to help subjugate them. Since Verdi was a tourist town, it didn't have an Adventurer's Guild. Monsters rarely appeared here, which was exactly why so many nobles felt safe visiting.

I stood up instinctively. "I’m going to check it out. I’ll be right back."

"I knew you were going to say that," Duke grinned. "Well, the more of us there are, the faster we can wrap this up."

"True," Shari added. "A little practical experience never hurts."

I was so grateful to those two for always entertaining my whims. Sometimes I told them so, and sometimes we just understood each other with a look. I loved the bond we shared.

"Well then, Lilith, shall we go as well?" Cynthia asked.

"Yes! I'll get ready immediately!"

"I'm coming too," Cecil said, standing up. "I just hope I won't be a burden."

"Wait, I’d feel bad making you guys help," I said. "We’ll be back before you know it."

"I cannot allow that," Cynthia said, her eyes flashing with determination. "We are fellow students of Noblesse. Furthermore, I am Weiss’s fiancée. —Let’s see who can take down more monsters. Consider it a contest."

In that moment, Cynthia’s expression looked remarkably like Weiss’s.

I couldn't help but smile back. "Alright then. It's a contest."

We headed outside, treating the whole thing as nothing more than a bit of post-dinner exercise. The report said it was a horde of goblins, though no one knew where they had come from. Still, they were minor monsters. With a group like ours, there was no way we could lose.

But I wasn't going to be careless. To be serious at all times—that was the philosophy of Noblesse.

"Duke and I will take the vanguard. Cecil-san, can you handle the tactical instructions?"

"Yeah, no complaints here!" Duke shouted.

"Leave it to me," Cecil replied.

Cynthia and Lilith nodded in agreement. We promised each other we’d be back by the time the sun finished setting.
122 The Protagonist of the Story

“Hah! Damn, there really are a lot of these things!”

“Don’t you dare let your guard down. I’m going to set some traps, just in case.”

We were currently standing on an open, straight road—the kind of place where peddlers usually traveled by carriage. Right now, however, we were busy exterminating a swarm of Goblins.

Duke was the first to charge in, mowing them down with reckless abandon, while Cynthia-san, Lilith-san, and I followed his lead to finish them off. Cecil-san and Shari remained in the rear, focused on support while keeping a sharp eye out for any other monsters.

“It’s strange for a swarm like this to wander so close to human settlements,” Cecil-san muttered under her breath.

I couldn’t help but remember. The Large-scale Invasion.

But no, there was no way that was happening here. This was a tourist destination; there were resident soldiers stationed nearby. In fact, it looked like they’d been called to assemble just before we left the city. They would probably arrive any minute now.

Well, it wasn't uncommon for Adventurers and soldiers to compete for the credit of a kill. Honestly, the more allies we had, the better. 

The catch is, my Gift has a fatal flaw.

Depending on how much mana I pour into it, I’m hit with agonizing full-body pain and exhaustion the moment the ability ends. If I overdo it, my mana completely bottoms out for several days. Until recently, I thought it was fine as long as I could use it during crucial moments, but that kind of half-hearted thinking won't get me to the top of Noblesse.

That’s why I’ve been using it during special training whenever I have a spare moment. I’ve gotten better at applying it in different ways, but the trade-off is that my body is pretty much constantly in pain. If I told Duke or Shari, they’d just worry, so I keep my mouth shut—but man, the timing for this power is tricky.

“—Hah!”

With a final strike, Duke took down the last Goblin.

I really hate monsters. They slaughter people for no reason at all. A race like that... it’d be better if they were all wiped out.

With the fight over, Cecil-san and Shari scanned the perimeter with Mana Sense.

“I don't feel anything else nearby,” Shari reported.

“I agree. I think Shari-san is right.”

The two of them are incredibly skilled with Mana Sense. Duke and I, on the other hand, are pretty hopeless at that sort of thing. Yeah, I really need to work on that.

“Looks like our kill counts are tied. How disappointing,” Cynthia-san remarked.

“That’s only because your magic was so incredible, Cynthia-san!” Lilith-san added.

The Coordination between Cynthia-san and Lilith-san was getting better by the day. Weiss’s influence really was something else. ...I need to step up my game too.

Just then, the city's soldiers arrived. There weren't many of them—maybe ten or so—and they weren't wearing particularly heavy gear. I suppose they figured a Goblin report in a tourist town didn't require much more.

“What’s going on here?” one asked.

“Children? What are you kids doing—”

Cecil-san stepped forward to intercept them.

“Extermination is complete. There were eighteen Goblins total; no Special Individuals were present. We are students of the Noblesse Magic Academy, and we hold official Adventurer qualifications.”

The soldiers flinched at her clinical explanation and the mention of our school. She didn't hesitate for a second, even when dealing with adults; she really was impressive. Is it because I was born a commoner? Even though I haven't done anything wrong, I always feel like I'm the one who should be apologizing. I really... I need to fix that part of myself.

“Allen? What’s up?”

“No, it’s nothing. More importantly, you were amazing today, Duke. As usual.”

“Please,” Shari chimed in, “there’s no way we’d lose to mere Goblins at this point. We’re constantly fighting against classmates and seniors who are basically monsters anyway.”

“Ahaha, you might be right about that, Shari.”

It had taken a bit longer than I expected, but it looked like we’d be back before sunset—

“—Eh? Ugyaaaaah!”

“Aaaagh! You bast—aaaaargh!”

“H-Hieaaaaah!”

Screams suddenly ripped through the air. I looked ahead—and the world went still.

The heads of the soldiers standing right in front of Cecil-san were sent flying—one, then another.

I tried to chant a Shield for the remaining soldiers, but I couldn't keep up. The heads just kept falling in a gruesome, rapid-fire succession.

I can’t save them.

“Cecil-san!”

Magic Formulas have a built-in lag. I lunged forward, desperate to reach her.

The soldiers’ heads continued to pop off like corks. As the last one fell, I felt a surge of pure panic that Cecil-san was next.

But she managed to chant a Shield. At the same instant, Cynthia-san cast Ice Shield. The ground froze as the temperature plummeted, the magic gradually taking shape.

I couldn't see anything. I couldn't feel anything. But something was there.

I let my mana surge with everything I had. 

The defense won't make it. I knew it instantly.

On pure reflex, I thrust my right arm out, shielding Cecil-san’s neck. But I was just a fraction of a second too slow in letting my mana peak.

—!!!!

“Allen!!!”

An unbelievable, white-hot agony exploded in my right wrist. Duke’s voice echoed from somewhere far away.

But because I stepped in, the Ice Shield finally formed in time to protect Cecil-san.

“Allen!!!”

“Allen-kun!”

Shari screamed my name. Cecil-san let out a cry of pure shock.

That mysterious attack had sliced through my mana, carved through my flesh, and crunched straight through the bone.

My right wrist went flying into the air, dancing against the sky in a spray of blood.

Something had just severed my hand.
123 Despair Approaches Without Footsteps

—Hot. Hot. Hot. Hot. Hot. Hot. Hot.

It was the sensation of something that had been a part of me until a second ago suddenly ceasing to exist.

Flesh and blood sprayed into the air. A wave of excruciating agony crashed over me, followed immediately by a second, even more intense surge of pain. I almost screamed reflexively, but I bit my lip until it bled to force the sound back down.

"Back off, Allen!"

"Allen! Over here!"

Duke was the first to spring into action, moving faster than anyone. Shari called out my name right after. They stood in front of me as a shield, their bodies overflowing with an astonishing amount of mana. 

They had already deployed a defense formula.

It hurts, it’s hot, it hurts, it’s hot, it hurts—

No, stop it. I had to use mana to staunch the bleeding. If I didn't hurry, it would be too late. But just then, Cynthia-san rushed to my side and placed her hand on my right arm.

"Please... endure this for a moment."

The next instant, the severed stump of my right wrist began to freeze. 

It was a forced hemostasis. Sharp stabs of cold pierced my nerves, but she seemed to be weaving healing magic into the spell as well, because the throbbing agony finally began to subside.

Amazing. I’ve never seen magic like this before.

"It’s doubling as a painkiller. Lilith!"

"On it!"

Before I even realized what was happening, Lilith-san was holding my severed right wrist. She must have snatched it out of the air. Cynthia-san immediately froze the hand as well.

Unbelievable. If her mana distribution was off by even a fraction, the limb would be destroyed. And yet, she’s actually...

"I can reattach it if we hurry. I have the skill for it. However, first—"

"Everyone, get into formation! Move to positions where you can cover each other with Shield. Shari-san, set traps. Allen-kun... thank you."

Cecil-san took command with sharp, decisive orders, but her expression was heartbreakingly sad. We trained together every day, but I had never seen her look like that. She probably felt responsible for what happened to me.

But honestly, this couldn't be helped.

We surrounded the area to ensure there were no openings, our mana silently building to a crescendo. 

Forget the hand. Erase it from your mind for now.

An invisible monster? No, I’d never heard of such a thing. 

Think about what only you can do.

"I'll handle this," I declared.

Despite their attempts to stop me, I summoned the Holy Sword with my remaining left arm. It manifested in the air, radiating light, but I could feel its output dropping. My mana was a mess.

But that didn't matter. I had to reveal the enemy's identity.

Visualize Tura-san. Visualize Weiss.

My Gift is constructed through imagery. I can't Copy something I haven't seen, and I need to understand the underlying mana structure. 

Even so, it was an extraordinary power.

"One-Hit Kill!"

I swung a horizontal arc—an invisible slash tore through the air. I had laced the technique with the Time Lapse formula. 

The blade struck something in the empty void. A crackle of electricity echoed through the air, and then—he appeared.

"It is a member of the Demon Race," Cecil-san whispered.

Every one of us held our breath. This wasn't a "pseudo" version or a mere monster—it was the real thing.

"Hah! What do we have here? You're pretty quick to see through it, kid."

The man had black horns growing from his head—a mark of pride the Demon Race never bothered to hide. He was a demon I hadn't seen during the Calamity. He wore a loose, flowing black coat, his frame tall and gaunt. His hair was white, and he wore a somewhat listless, bored expression.

But the mana pouring out of him said the exact opposite.

He’s strong.

"Hey, you piece of trash! Did you kill those soldiers? And Allen's arm?!"

Duke was the one who fearlessly confronted him. He looked like he was about to explode with rage, but Duke was smart. He wouldn't recklessly charge an unknown opponent. 

At least, that was the theory. He looked so angry I wasn't so sure anymore.

The demon laughed, dismissive of the lives he had just snuffed out as if they were nothing.

"Hah, those were soldiers? They were just insects."

"You... that's enough out of you."

I gathered my strength and called out to the group. "Let's go, just like we practiced!"

Even without my right wrist, my duty remained the same. The Demon Race was the enemy of humanity. I didn't need to know what he was thinking or what his motives were.

The first move. That was the teaching of Noblesse.

Fortunately, thanks to Cynthia-san, the pain was manageable.

"I see. In that case, I'll turn you into an insect too!"

Understanding my intent, Duke was the first to charge. Shari followed, enchanting him with magic. She reinforced his Power Up with elemental blessings; his offensive and defensive capabilities must have tripled.

Cynthia-san followed right behind him, readying her Glacies. Simultaneously, Lilith-san leaped high into the air and rained down knives.

I chased after Duke. Cecil-san stayed back, guarding the area around me while keeping a sharp eye on our surroundings. We didn't know if this guy was alone, so she was acting as our lookout.

Everyone understood their role in an instant.

Thinking about my wrist makes me want to spiral into a panic. But right now, I have to focus on the 'now.'

"Whoa! What's all this?! I heard humans loved to chatter, but you guys don't even give a self-introduction?"

Closing the distance in a flash, Duke planted his right foot and threw a punch aimed straight for the demon's abdomen. The ground beneath him shattered from the sheer force he was putting into the strike.

"Heh, interesting. But aren't you being a bit too straightforward?"

To my horror, the demon avoided the attack effortlessly, spun on his heel, and kicked Duke. Lilith-san’s knives flew toward him a split second later, but he blocked them with a simple flick of his cloak. I could see it was coated in high-density mana.

But we weren't done.

Cynthia-san and I launched a pincer attack from both sides. It was the absolute-zero Glacies and my Holy Sword. With Cynthia-san’s raw power and a blade that could cut through magic formulas themselves—

This has to work!

"Haaah!"

"How dare you do that to Duke!"

I couldn't put my strength into the swing properly, but I couldn't afford to be selfish. I poured every ounce of my will into the blow.

However, both Cynthia-san’s and my attacks were halted by a Shield. It was black—Dark Attribute magic.

"You lot aren't really a big deal, are you?"

Darkness rejects everything. It possesses terrifyingly high offensive and defensive power. A massive Shockwave erupted from the shield, blowing us all backward.

"Kukuku, hahahaha! At least let me introduce myself. I am the great Beltony of the Demon Race. And this is a declaration. I am going to kill you."

Laughing loudly, the demon—Beltony—pointed a finger.

His target wasn't me, nor was it Cynthia-san.

It was Cecil-san.
124 True Power

I’d once learned a certain fact in history class.

Demons do not lie.

Whether that’s actually credible or not, I couldn't say. But the man calling himself Beltony had already slaughtered the soldiers and lopped off my right hand. 

And then, he had made a formal declaration: he was going to kill Cecil.

Cynthia muttered under her breath, her voice trembling slightly. "—I can fix Allen’s hand. But it’ll be difficult if I can’t concentrate. We have to move as fast as possible."

"Worry about that guy first, not me—"

"Allen, you are more important," Shari interrupted, cutting off my protest. "Besides, this isn't the only battle we'll ever face. Don't lose sight of the objective."

She’s right.

"If he’s aiming for me, let’s turn that against him," Cecil said, sounding unnervingly calm for someone who’d just been marked for death. "Taking off Allen’s wrist like that while he was trying to shield me... it isn't normal. We’ll maintain a fighting stance while everyone prepares to escape."

She’s right...

That guy killed the soldiers. It was unforgivable. 

But I was learning, too. Simply defeating the enemy wasn't always the best option—especially when we had so little information. Right now, running was the smarter play.

"What’s this?" Beltony sneered. "A little strategy meeting among friends? I’m all by my lonesome over here, you know."

"Hey, you damn demon! What the hell do you want with Cecil!?"

Despite our plan to escape, Duke roared at him. 

Why was he—no, wait. He was buying time. Duke knew that at this very moment, Cecil was redlining her brain to find a way out. We’d learned through countless defeats that everyone has a specific role to play in a fight.

"Service time is over—"

"Hey! Answer me, you piece of garbage! You went and cut off Allen’s hand! How’s he supposed to eat his dinner now, huh!?"

...Actually, maybe Duke was just genuinely pissed off.

"First, we’ll cover each other and force the demon to reveal his hand," Cecil said, her voice cutting through the tension. "We need to understand his capabilities to escape. I’ll give the instructions. Everyone, do what you have to do—just like we always do."

Before Cecil could finish, Duke bolted forward. I moved to follow, but Cynthia warned me not to overdo it. She was right, of course, but running blindly without knowing our opponent’s tricks was too dangerous.

"Ha! Not running? Fine by me!"

"Give me your damn arm, too!!" Duke screamed, thrusting his fist upward.

His blow was repelled by a pitch-black Shield, sending Duke flying backward. It wasn't an Anti-Magic field; it was a physical barrier. Which meant... magic should work.

"Ice Lance!"

Cynthia, reaching the same conclusion, unleashed her magic. The transparent spears, nearly invisible to the naked eye, accelerated with terrifying speed.

However, a familiar effect manifested. 

The Inviolable Domain (Barrier).

In that moment, a chill ran through us. Having fought Weiss so many times, we knew the truth: breaking an automatic defense spell was an almost impossible task.

"Now then, it’s my turn! I Declare! Your movements shall Halt!" Beltony shouted.

To my horror, Duke didn't even try to dodge. As Beltony slowly gathered mana in his right hand, a high-density black orb appeared.

"Duke! Run!"

"My legs... they won't move!"

Beltony threw the Gluttony orb at Duke. I could feel the staggering amount of magic power packed inside it. Instinctively, I used my remaining left arm to cast Unnatural on the ground beneath Duke’s feet. 

The sudden upheaval of the earth forced him out of the way, allowing him to evade a direct hit. However, the orb clipped his left leg, and he let out a strangled scream. 

How was this happening?

"Duke! Are you okay?"

"Dammit... watch out. My body... it just stopped."

"Hurts, doesn't it? I bet it hurts," Beltony cackled. "People always say my magic power feels like needles."

Even Duke had taken significant damage from a single blow; he was bleeding badly. The demon had seen right through his physical and magic resistances. 

Meanwhile, the pain in my right wrist was starting to throb again. Cynthia’s magic was suppressing it, but it wouldn't last forever.

Declare. Halt.

"Everyone, watch out for his words," Cecil warned. "There's a high probability that’s his special ability."

Demons always used unique powers. Like Cecil said, he’d likely forced Duke’s body to stop. On top of that, he could use the same Inviolable Domain (Barrier) as Weiss.

"This is a big step. We’ll keep gathering information one piece at a time," Cecil encouraged us. "Duke, can you still move?"

"Yeah... I’m still in this."

It was Cecil who dispelled the anxiety in my heart and the fear on everyone's faces. We had to be grateful for the information we’d gained; despairing now was a waste of time.

"We’re going to launch a coordinated attack. I’m going all out," I said. "I can't keep this up for long anyway. Let’s go!"

We charged again. Duke was slower than usual because of his leg, but he covered the gap with Power Up. This time, it was a full-scale melee. Lilith gripped several knives, and Cynthia closed in with her Glacies sword. 

Even Cecil stepped up. Armed with a sword created via formula construction and a Power Up from Shari, she moved to the front line.

The Inviolable Domain (Barrier) had a massive mana cost. If we all attacked at once and forced him to keep it active, we might stand a chance.

"—One-Hit Kill!"

I led the charge. I’d incorporated Formula Destruction into the strike, so defending against it should have been a nightmare for him. As expected, he leaped into the air, only for the rest of the group to swarm him. Shari bestowed extra magic onto our strikes, causing our elemental power to swell many times over.

"Ha! Interesting! You brats actually have a clue, don't you!?"

We launched a total offensive from every direction. Beltony manifested two black swords and began parrying our strikes with incredible technical skill. 

"Entertaining! Especially for a bunch of kids! But I—Decl—"

"Not happening!!"

We weren't the same people we used to be; we had trained for this. Several strikes he couldn't parry landed, forcing his Inviolable Domain (Barrier) to trigger. Beltony’s mana began to leak.

It’s definitely a verbal command to stop movement, Cecil’s voice echoed in our minds via her ability. Keep attacking so he doesn't have a chance to speak.

The best defense was a relentless offense. A shadow of frustration finally flickered across Beltony’s face. Our assault was clearly more intense than he’d anticipated.

"—Tch, this is actually getting annoying. I Declare... Everyone, blow away!"

A wave of magic power surged outward, literally blasting us in four different directions. 

I pushed my Flight Magic to the limit, grinding to a halt in mid-air. I flipped my body, used Unnatural to create a temporary foothold, and used a combination of Fast Move and Cynthia’s Ice Magic to accelerate with explosive force.

"I’m ending this right here!"

Time Lapse—Scale Up—!

And then—

"Uni!"

"Kyuu!"

"Huh? What the hell is that?"

A tiny unicorn appeared in the air. It was the only monster I’d ever miraculously managed to bring under Subjugation. With a single horn on its forehead, it could manipulate Light Magic. It had been quite large originally, but now it was roughly the size of Weiss’s Debi. 

It looked cute, but that was a deception. Uni immediately hit me with a bolt of electricity.

"What are you doing!?" Beltony barked.

My speed tripled. Uni was my support. Usually, Subjugation required understanding a monster’s heart—something I could never do because I just didn't like monsters. But Uni was a peaceful creature, and for some reason, it had taken a liking to me. 

Without needing to send signals from my brain, Uni assisted my body’s movements. I didn't have to think; I just... moved.

"How dare you take those lives!"

"Tch!"

Beltony’s expression soured. I just had to keep the pressure on. If I still had my right arm, I could really corner him... no, no point in whining.

I unleashed a barrage of attacks so fast his defenses couldn't keep up. The sound of our clash was like the deafening screech of glass being shattered. 

If I could just buy enough time... and I did. Duke and the others recovered and rejoined the fray. Beltony was finally losing his composure. 

Kill Cecil? Like hell I’ll let you. 

You... you demons... I’ll kill you first.

"Ugh, enough! This is a drag!! I Declare—"

"Don't let him talk!"

"Just kidding."

In the next instant, my body seized up. Beltony swathed himself in a sickeningly dark mana. Moving at several times his previous speed, he blew Duke away first. A dull crack, like breaking ribs, echoed through the clearing. Next went Shari, then Lilith, and then—

"Ice Wall!"

"Ha! Like that matters!"

He smashed through Cynthia’s defense and sent her flying as well. Finally, he turned his sights on me. I layered multiple Shields and Unnatural walls.

But he shattered them one by one. His sword pierced straight through.

"Well, you did alright for a bunch of trash," he sneered.

"Guh—!"

the black blade punched through my defenses and sank into my abdomen. I fell to my knees, collapsing into the dirt. Simultaneously, the ice sealing my right wrist began to melt.

"Ha. I don't even need a declaration. You humans always believe what you see, don't you?"

Beltony was stepping on my shadow, grinding his heel into it. This was his true ability.

"I didn't really plan on this, but my blood’s pumping now. Time to wrap this up."

"Cecil...!" I gasped.

"...Run, everyone," she whispered. "Just run."

He began to walk toward her. But a trap suddenly sprung beneath his feet. It was Shari’s work—multiple layers of Magic Rest threads and mud, reinforced with various elemental attributes.

"Hey, what is this? Dammit, it won't come off!"

"Now’s our chance!" Shari cried. "Everyone, run!"

"Crap..." 

Duke stood up unsteadily and hoisted Shari onto his shoulder. He reached out to grab Cecil, but—

"Ha! I don't think so."

Beltony was touching Cecil’s shadow. The sunset had deepened while we fought, causing the shadows to stretch across the ground. Is that why he chose this specific time to attack?

"I’m going to kill every last one of you. Then it’s Game Over, right?"

Cynthia fired an Ice Lance, but it was swatted away by the Inviolable Domain (Barrier). Between the exhaustion of the fight and the mana leakage from my missing hand, I couldn't gather enough strength to move.

"It’s not gonna hold..." Shari’s voice cracked as Beltony began to tear through her traps. It was only a matter of seconds.

"Duke! Leave me!" Cecil shouted. "Take the others and run! Hurry!"

"What are you saying, Cecil...?"

"You're the only one I can ask! You're the only one who can still move!"

Cecil was saying the unthinkable. Duke stood frozen, Shari on his shoulder and blood dripping from his own right leg.

"I can't do that...!" I squeezed the words out. 

Beltony’s laughter drowned us out. "Ha! This is great. Do you all die together? Or does one stay behind to die alone?"

"Duke, please! Hurry! If we stay, everyone dies!"

"Dammit! Dammit! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!"

With a tortured scream, Duke grabbed Cynthia.

"No! Cecil is still—" 

Duke ignored her protests and stomped over to me.

"Stop it, Duke!" I yelled.

"Shut up! Cecil said it! I believe in my comrades... and we can't win this!"

Duke grabbed me and hoisted me up. Blood poured from his leg—this was clearly his final burst of strength.

"Stop it, Duke... stop..." 

Duke didn't answer. His voice was a hoarse rasp. He didn't move; he just stared at a single point.

"Hey! What are you doing!? Let’s go!"

But one person remained, standing like a shield in front of Cecil.

"...I'm not going," Lilith said. "I won't abandon her."

"Lilith, please, run! I don't matter—"

"—I will never run away."

Lilith’s expression was filled with a level of murderous intent and raw magic power I had never seen before. Beltony let out a bored sigh.

"Tch, how dull. I wanted to kill you while you were trying to flee."

With a massive surge of mana, he obliterated the remaining traps.

"Lilith!"

"Lilith, get out of there!"

She didn't move. 

Wait. The magic power overflowing from her... the killing intent... it was insane. Suddenly, a memory from the Estarm summer break surfaced. I remembered what Zebis had told me.

“Does that mean Lilith isn't able to show her true strength?”

“She is simply too kind. She holds back unconsciously. Meeting Lord Weiss changed her significantly, but...”

“But she’s already so strong.”

“I doubt she is even using half of her power. However, if danger were ever to reach someone she loves, I think you’ll see for yourself—”

I hadn't understood back then. Lilith was already plenty strong. But the woman standing before me now—her mana, her very presence—was a different beast entirely.

"I'll start with you—GYAAAAAAAH! AAAGH! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

In the blink of an eye, Beltony’s right arm simply disintegrated. 

The one who had done it was Lilith.
125 Because I Was by His Side More Than Anyone Else

"Lilith, the bruise..."

"Eh?"

One day, Lord Weiss suddenly changed.

Until then, he had delighted in tormenting others, but he became the exact opposite.

From then on... he became a truly wonderful person.

He learned to respect people. He learned to understand how others felt.

And so, I found myself wanting to change, too.

I was the lowest of the low. I was barely surviving, a life sustained only by killing others. I spent my nights unable to sleep, haunted by what I had done.

But Lord Weiss reached down and pulled me up from the very bottom of hell.

If it’s Lord Weiss, he would never lose to a creature like this.

If it’s Lord Weiss, he would never abandon anyone.

If it’s Lord Weiss, he would never run away.

If Cecil-san dies here, everyone will blame themselves. And more than anything, it would break Lord Weiss’s heart.

"Lilith, I’m so glad you were here."

"No. It’s the other way around. I’m the one who should be saying that—I’m the one who’s glad."



I’ve realized something.

Weiss is not the "Lord Weiss" from before.

It sounds like a crazy story. It sounds like a delusion. There’s no way such a thing could be possible. Lady Cynthia probably hasn't noticed. No, there's no way she could understand.

But I know.

I know because I’ve been by his side more than anyone else.

Lord Weiss has truly become a different person.

I don’t know the principle behind it, and I don't care about the logic. All I know is that I love the current Lord Weiss. I never want to see him look sad, not even for a moment.

Until now, I always had a brake on my heart. I used to enjoy hurting people. But then, I lost the desire to cause pain.

—But you. You’re different, Demon.

You hurt everyone. You backed Cecil-san into a corner. You made Allen-san suffer. You terrified Shari-san. You forced Duke-san into a heartbreaking choice. You pushed Cynthia-san to her limit.

And you—you tried to kill Cecil-san.

I will never, ever forgive anyone who harms the people I love.

"...Die."

"I’ll start with you—! Gyaaaauuuh?! Aaah, aaghh, aaaaaaagh! Aaaaaaaaaaaaaghhhh!"

◇

One moment Lilith-san was stepping forward, and the next, Beltony’s right arm simply disintegrated.

No... that’s not it. He was being carved to ribbons at a speed faster than the eye could follow.

"You bitch! How dare you!"

Lilith-san effortlessly ducked under Beltony’s counterattack and, in the same breath, sliced off his left arm. His Inviolable Domain couldn't keep up. The barrier flickered into existence a second too late.

"...I’m no different from you, Demon. I don't even intend to judge your way of life. But I will not forgive you."

"Shit... gah! Stop spouting this incomprehensible crap!"

Beltony shrouded his entire body in mana. Despite having no arms left, he tried to pin Lilith-san’s shadow with his right foot while launching a kick with his left.

But Lilith-san let her mana surge, forcibly canceling his ability. She evaded the kick by a hair’s breadth and took his left leg next.

"S-shit... no one told me about this... You... you shouldn't be this strong!"

"Why did you target Cecil-san?"

"Heh... as if I’d tell—"

Beltony managed one last smirk. They were his final words. Lilith-san took his head.

In his final moments, the demon released a terrifying surge of mana. His headless torso began to glow—it was a self-destruct.

"Shield...!"

"Ice Shield...!"

Cynthia-san and I chanted our defense formulas simultaneously, desperate to cover Lilith-san.

The explosion erupted—the scale of it was massive.

"Soil Wall."

Just then, Shari slammed both hands onto the ground, raising an incredibly high wall of earth. The blast was contained, sending nothing but dirt and embers dancing into the air.

As the smoke cleared, we saw Lilith-san collapsed on the ground.

"Lilith..."

Cynthia-san staggered toward her. Duke followed.

I couldn't move an inch. The pain in my hand was becoming unbearable. I’d used too much mana, and my body’s natural healing couldn't keep up with the damage.

"Lilith, are you alright?!"

"Haa... haa... Thank goodness... Cynthia-san, tell me... did I... did I manage to be like Lord Weiss?"

"Yes, truly... you were just like Weiss. You were amazing. But for now... you must sleep."

"Yes... please handle... the rest..."

"Duke-san, please hold Allen-san’s arm. I need to suture it, fast!"

"R-right! Hey, Allen?! Stay with me!"

"...I’m still alive..."

"Allen-san, please endure the pain."

"...Yeah."

The cold mana began to numb my wrist, but the raw, stinging pain remained.

Ah... I... I have to get... stronger...

◇

The message from the messenger bird was absolutely terrifying.

It said Cynthia and the others had run into Allen’s group by chance, and while they were clearing out some Goblins, a demon had ambushed them.

Cecil was the target. Allen had lost his right hand in the chaos, though the report said Cynthia used her ability to successfully reattach it.

Normally, that’s physically impossible. It would mean Cynthia has the medical knowledge of a professional surgeon.

...Actually, it's just plain impossible. But what’s even crazier is the news that Lilith took down a demon.

I scrambled onto a ship with the teachers from Noblesse. I was a nervous wreck the whole way, but Teacher Milk kept telling me, "It’s okay," over and over.

The moment we stepped off the ship, Cynthia and the others were there waiting. A full day had already passed since the fight.

"Lilith! Cynthia!"

"Weiss!"

"Lord Weiss!"

"...I’m so sorry. If only I’d been there..."

"It’s alright, Weiss. We were the ones who insisted on going. Besides, everyone is safe thanks to Lilith."

"Yeah, I heard. Lilith, you were incredible."

"Yes! I am Lord Weiss’s maid, after all!"

"...You really were amazing. You did so well."

"Ehehe... I’m so happy. I don’t think I’ve ever been praised this much before."

Lilith gave me her usual wide, beaming smile.

During the voyage, Teacher Milk had filled me in on Lilith’s past. I’d had my suspicions that something was off, but I never imagined she was actually the Silent Witch.

Even in the Original Story, she was described as a terrifying assassin. And yet... she’d probably been nerfed because of me.

Well, whatever.

"Thanks, Lilith."

"Ehehe, I’m very happy today!"

Then, I turned to Allen and his group standing nearby.

"Are you guys okay?"

"Yeah, no problems here."

"Me too."

"Same for me."

Allen showed me his right hand. Even though it was reattached, the job wasn't perfect; a nasty scar remained around his wrist.

Suddenly, Coco appeared from behind and grabbed Allen’s hand.

"Hmm, not bad, Cynthia. I’ll handle the finishing touches."

In her usual casual tone, Coco began chanting healing magic over Allen’s wrist. For someone as skilled in defense formulas and healing magic as Coco to offer a compliment... Cynthia’s work must have been something else.

Teacher Milk was busy coordinating with the local soldiers, likely sharing information about the attack.

Next, I spoke to Cecil.

"Thanks for everything."

"Fufufu, Fancent-kun. I think you’ve said a lifetime’s worth of 'thank yous' just today."

"Heh, you might be right."

She gave me the same smile as always. Seriously, the girl was targeted for assassination and she’s still this calm?

"Whew... I’m finally starting to feel like I can breathe again. Duke, sorry I tried to make you abandon Cecil."

"It’s not your fault, Duke. You were the only one who could make a rational call in that moment. If anything, I’m grateful. You believed in me, didn't you?"

"That’s right. Everyone was incredible. I’ve got to work harder."

"Don't be so hard on yourself. If Shari-san hadn't set those traps, we would’ve been wiped out."

As I listened to them, I felt the weight of my own helplessness for the first time.

The Slothful villain, Weiss Fancent. I’m not even supposed to be a part of the main story.

"It’s all thanks to you, Weiss. That’s why we’re safe," Cynthia said suddenly.

I let out a surprised, raspy croak. "Me?"

"Yes! We survived because you’re so strong, Lord Weiss. We all wanted to be just like you!"

"I hope that’s true."

...If that’s the case, then maybe my existence actually means something here.

Good grief, it’s been a long time since I felt this sentimental.

Strictly speaking, the demon was repelled. Compared to the timeline of the Original Story, this was happening at an impossible speed.

"We have a lot to talk about, so shall we head back to the ship?"

"Yes! And I have something to give you!"

"Is that so? I’m looking forward to it."

Once we were back on board, Cynthia and Lilith presented me with gifts. Apparently, it was for our "engagement anniversary."

Heh. I felt a bit guilty, but they both looked so genuinely happy.

And then, at the very end, Lilith leaned in.

"Lord Weiss... I am so glad I met you."

"...What’s that supposed to mean? We’ve been together this whole time, haven't we?"

"Fufufu, I suppose we have."

She spoke with a mysterious weight to her words. But her smile in that moment was more beautiful than any I had ever seen.
126 Prologue

Beltony was a demon I recognized from the Original Story. 

Technically, he was one of the characters who never should have appeared during the Calamity. In the game, he was a mid-game boss—an opponent who required the sacrifice of several characters before you could finally scrape out a victory.

His ability wasn't "Restriction" via a "Declaration"—it was stepping on a target’s shadow to rob them of movement. It was a simple power, but because it didn’t require a complex magic formula, it was incredibly potent.

Not long ago, I’d agonized over whether I should tell them everything. Cynthia, Lilith... and Allen.

But the world is built on uncertain variables. I know all too well that the slightest rift can cause everything to fall apart. Up until now, I’ve fought through Calamities, a Large-scale Invasion, and Pseudo-Demons, but looking at the big picture, I managed to Clear every hurdle on the first try.

Logically, I know that maintaining the status quo is the right call, but it’s an incredibly self-centered way of thinking. Then again, I’m not the protagonist. To be blunt, I’m not even a pawn in the script. I’m just an "irregular" existing purely to nudge Allen’s path from the sidelines.

Could someone like me really lead this story to a happy ending? Or would it be better to just quietly hoard power and prepare for even greater threats?

Before I could reach a definitive answer, I—no, we—officially became Noblesse Intermediate-year Students.

"That look on your face... it's exactly the same as the entrance ceremony," Cynthia noted.

"Even the great Weiss-sama gets the jitters, I see!" Lilith added with a giggle.

"You two never change, do you?" I sighed.

I was wearing a pure white haori, my shoulders adorned with the emblem of Nobless Academy and gold embroidery. My pants were black, and while my shoes looked like standard leather, they were elastic and surprisingly comfortable.

The girls, naturally, were in skirts, which only served to emphasize their beautiful silhouettes. It was the same as before, with one clear distinction: their shoulders now featured Navy Blue Embroidery, the mark of an Intermediate-year Student.

In my case, I had also been given the Golden Sword Embroidery as proof that I was the top-ranked student among the Lowerclassmen. It was a little embarrassing, honestly, but in the Original Story, this was the ultimate title. It was something everyone craved, yet no one could ever quite grasp.

I really am a coward. I know everything, yet I keep it all hidden.

I watched the two of them chat happily inside the carriage and let my thoughts drift.

I'm a villain. I only decided to enroll in Noblesse to avoid the destruction of the world—and, by extension, my own death. It’s a bit late to start acting "cool" by turning over a new leaf now. I don’t need to be a hypocritical saint. I’m a bad guy. I just need to stick to that path.

—Don't forget. Don't forget how I felt that day I flipped the coin.

And think. Everything is going perfectly. This is the right answer.

"Cynthia, Lilith," I said, my voice steady. "My feelings haven't changed any more than my expression has. I’m going to crush every obstacle in our way. —Follow me to the very end."

The two of them turned to me, offering the same smiles they had a year ago.

""Yes!""

My name is Weiss Fancent. I am a lazy, villainous noble. There’s no need to go out of my way to share what I know.

—At least, not yet.

When we stepped out of the carriage, the school's massive, heavy gates stood there as if to welcome us home. Zebis was the one to open the door.

"Thank you, Zebis. It was a short stay, but I actually managed to relax for once."

"The pleasure was mine, Weiss-sama. Please, continue to enjoy your time here."

Zebis gave his usual, steady reply. He was a vital presence, someone who constantly watched over the House Fanscent mansion.

"Lady Cynthia, do have a safe journey."

"Thank you, Zebis."

"Lilith, I look forward to seeing your progress. —Perhaps you might even surpass Weiss-sama one of these days."

"E-Eh?! M-Me?! I could never do something like that!" Lilith squeaked, flustered.

To my surprise, Lilith had undergone a dramatic evolution after defeating Beltony. Or rather, it’s more accurate to say she finally reclaimed her original strength. We’d sparred once after the battle, and her speed and power were absolutely terrifying. I won the match, but it was by the skin of my teeth.

There’s a fundamental difference in instinct between Lilith, who spent her childhood fighting for her life, and us, who only recently learned how to buckle down and train. She only started learning formal magic around the same time I did, yet she’s already at the top of the Academy. Her talent is monstrous.

Honestly, I feel a bit pathetic for not noticing it sooner.

"See you later, Zebis. Give my regards to my father."

"As you wish, my lord."

With that, we began walking through the Noblesse courtyard. Since it was the start of the term, the path was lined with cherry blossoms in full bloom. It was quite a pleasant walk.

Come to think of it, this is where I first met Allen...

Speak of the devil—the "Three Idiots" appeared.

"Yo, Weiss! Dammit, I’m so jealous of that sword! I wish they’d put a fist on my shoulder embroidery too!"

"Hmph. There is no such thing as 'custom' embroidery," I shot back.

"For real? But it’s Noblesse, right? Don't you think they'd do it if I asked?"

"...Actually, knowing this place, probably."

"Cynthia-san," Allen said, turning to her. "Thank you again. My hand's basically back to normal now."

Allen flexed his right wrist nimbly. Between Cynthia’s rapid first aid, Allen’s freakish natural recovery, and Teacher Coco’s perfect follow-up treatment, there weren't any lingering aftereffects at all.

Well, I hadn't been that worried. It’s narratively impossible for a protagonist to lose an arm this early in the story. 

...Wait, is 'losing a limb' actually a very protagonist-like thing to happen?

Regardless, Cynthia was incredible. She hadn't just learned how to patch up wounds; she’d mastered Healing Magic at a level comparable to a professional doctor. She’d clearly been putting in a life-threatening amount of effort behind the scenes. She was like a swan—always graceful on the surface, never letting me see her paddling desperately underwater. I really needed to follow her lead.

"I should thank you too, Cynthia-san," Shari added.

"Oh, not at all. It’s no exaggeration to say we were all saved by Shari-san’s traps."

"I don't know about that. I just wish I’d been stronger. But let’s give it our all this year! Especially since our list of 'people to watch out for' just got longer. Right, Lilith-san?"

"W-Who, me?!" Lilith stammered.

As we walked, a familiar woman joined our group. She was dressed in the uniform of an Upperclassman. It was a rare sight—extraordinarily rare, actually.

"My, look at you all gathered together."

Beaming with her usual cheerful energy was the resident "cheat" character, Eva Avery. Word on the street was that she’d been shut inside a Training Room lately developing some kind of "New Technique." She was supposed to be our ally, but she had an aura that made me fear she could turn into a final boss at any moment.

Behind her, I heard another familiar voice.

"Ugh, I'm so tiiiiired. So sleepy. Commuting from home is way too far."

"Onee-chan, please. This is technically everyone’s big departure..."

"That has nothing to do with m— Oh, Vai! Look at you! It actually suits you!"

"You're as energetic as ever, Senior Sierra—and Senior Eleanor."

The two of them were still wearing their student uniforms. Normally, there’s no system for repeating a year at Noblesse, but when they learned of Beltony’s appearance, they withdrew from their Graduation Exam to stay with us on the ship. 

Under normal circumstances, they would have been expelled. However, after Teacher Milk, Darius, Teacher Coco, and Chloe appealed directly to the Headmaster, a compromise was reached. In an unprecedented move, they were allowed to commute from home once every few months to take specific exams, which would grant them the equivalent of a graduation.

Surprisingly, no one criticized the decision. I suppose that’s the power of the reputation Senior Sierra and Senior Eleanor built. They were Sword-Magic Cup winners and top-ranked students with perfect grades. 

Besides, I'd be in trouble if they faded out of the story completely. I still haven't managed to copy Eleanor’s ability yet.

"Right, Debi?"

"Debibi!"

I called out to Debi, who was bobbing along in the air above us. Lately, it seemed like the range he could act independently had increased. I’m actually a little worried he might just fly off for good one day. Maybe I should put him on a leash?

"Debi...?" 

The fact that he can read my mind is a bit of a problem.

"I'm joking. You just focus on getting stronger too."

"Debibi!"

Finally, the prologue of this story has come to an end. The true "Noblesse Oblige" starts now.

—Hey, Weiss.

You had a good time too, didn't you?

Don't worry. I'm going to make things even more interesting from here on out.

Come on, answer me already.

Good grief. What a shy guy.
Interlude: A Fresh Set of Talents

It all started with the Sword-Magic Cup, the inter-school competition.

My parents had dragged me along, using their influence to secure special seating. As I sat there, I waited for the matches to begin with zero expectations. I’d seen a few adventurer tournaments before, but none of them had ever really managed to pique my interest.

I mean, most of those people were way weaker than me anyway.

"Belk! Once this is over, let’s go shopping in the Royal Capital, okay? Come on, you have to say yes!"

My arm was being squeezed, and my whole body was shaking along with it.

"If I feel like it, Meryl," I muttered.

"They just got a shipment of new necklaces from the Liria Region! They’re supposed to be incredibly cute!"

"Right, right. If I feel like it."

"And then, and then—"

Meryl was my childhood friend. Our parents were close, so we were basically attached at the hip. She was slender, but her height was about the same as mine—not that I was short, per se, but I wasn't exactly tall yet either. My father was a giant of a man, so I knew I’d overtake her eventually.

Meryl’s limbs were thin. She had almost no physical strength. However—and it frustrated me to no end—she had more magical talent than I did. She had even graduated as the top student from the Ludria Noble Kindergarten. Thanks to her, I’d been stuck in second place. Yeah, I’m still holding a grudge over that.

Her hair was a beautiful shade of purple, the kind of color that caught the eye every time. I just had short blond hair—nothing special or rare about that.

With those idle thoughts drifting through my head, I prepared to zone out and watch the tournament with my usual boredom.

But then, I was absolutely floored.

I can't believe it. There’s someone out there stronger than me.

[Winner: Weiss Fancent. Noblesse Magic Academy!]

He couldn't have been much older than me, but in that moment, he looked like a goddamn giant.

And he wasn't the only one.

[Winner: Cynthia Violetta. Noblesse Magic Academy!]

The rest of them... they were incredible. It was overwhelming. What was even happening with that Ice Magic?

"...Amazing," Meryl whispered beside me.

It had been a long time since I’d seen her look that shocked. She wasn't exactly the arrogant type; she just usually didn't give a damn about anyone else. To be fair, I was the same way.

But this... this was something else. It was too much.

How the hell is he moving like that? Wait, he’s already over there? Whoa, what was that?!

...His attribute is Darkness? Incredible. I see.

Wait, is he seeing things in slow motion? That last move... what was it? A composite with Light? Ah, I get it. Auto Defense. Since that's a Non-attribute technique, I probably can't pull it off.

So cool. He must be training like a madman every single day.

Whoa! Is he actually weaving Formula Destruction into his standard moves?

That other guy was insane, too. Was Allen a commoner? Wait... is his power the ability to Copy techniques?

—This is getting interesting.

"Father."

"What is it, Belk?"

"I think I’ll go to Noblesse after all. I’m going to accept the recommendation."

"Oh! Truly? Your father is proud of you, son!"

I can’t wait.

"...Amazing," Meryl whispered again, a smile spreading across her face.

In that moment, she looked a little bit cuter than usual.

◇

As the carriage swayed, I looked down at the white uniform I was finally wearing. 

I look good. Yeah. I wonder if he’s wearing this too?

"Meryl, that look really doesn't suit you," I joked.

"Eh?! Really? I think it’s super cute! Look, don't my thighs look great in this?"

"Did you gain weight?"

"It’s muscle! Ugh, you really don't understand a maiden’s heart at all!"

"Right, right. Anyway, weren't you supposed to become a Royal Capital Court Mage?"

"I can do that whenever I want, so it’s fine."

"Sure you can."

Meryl was dressed in the same white uniform as me. It was frustrating to admit, but it actually suited her perfectly.

Honestly, I was a little anxious. She didn't really need to go out of her way to follow me here. Even without formal schooling, her magical prowess was already famous. She’d even had direct scouts from the Court Mages trying to recruit her.

...But I guess it’s not so bad. Going to school with Meryl might actually be fun.

"Belk? What’s wrong? You look like you're overthinking something."

"I was just thinking about how I'm going to crush everyone here."

"Hehe, I can't wait to see that."

"Yeah. And Meryl? I’m taking first place this time. I won't lose to you again."

"Same here. If I’m doing this, I’m going all out."

Her eyes and her voice were dead serious. When Meryl got like this, she was terrifyingly capable. I’d have to make sure I didn't slack off for even a second.

When we stepped off the carriage, a massive, heavy gate loomed over us. Dorm life started today. I wondered if it would be inconvenient, but I figured I’d manage.

Suddenly, I noticed someone walking nearby and my eyes nearly popped out of my head.

"Weiss, the cherry blossoms are beautiful, aren't they?"

"Yeah. This is a good time of year."

"They suit you perfectly, Lord Weiss!"

It was her—Cynthia-san, the woman from the tournament. And walking next to her was definitely Lilith-san.

Holy crap, it’s the real deal! Wait, I can't let this chance slip away—!

"Senior!!!! Please, wait up!" I shouted from behind. 

My idolized senior turned around.

"U-Um! I saw your match at the tournament, Senior! I thought it was so cool! It’s the reason I wanted to come to Noblesse in the first place! And so—!"

"Huh?" Weiss grunted.

"So, um, you're amazing! Seriously! I want to be just like you, Senior Weiss!"

"—Don't talk to me."

"Eh?"

Wait, was that... a bit cold? Is he actually kind of scary? 

I mean, yeah, he was scary during the tournament too, but...

No, wait! This is a stern encouragement! He’s telling me that as a Lowerclassman, I still have a long way to go at Noblesse. He’s saying the path he walked was steep and painful, so I need to toughen up. He’s telling me to shut up and just move forward.

"I totally get it! Thank you, sir!"

"What the hell are you even saying—"

Just as Senior Weiss was about to respond, Meryl screamed from beside me.

"SENIOR CYNTHIA!!!!!"

What the—?

"And you are?" Cynthia asked.

"I-I saw your match at the tournament and I thought you were so, so cute! You're cool and cute and just so beautiful! You're incredible! And you’re Lilith-san, right? And Weiss-san too! B-But Cynthia-san, you're even prettier in person! Um, please shake my hand!"

"Oh, thank you. —Of course, I don't mind."

She looked a bit bewildered, but Senior Cynthia placed both of her hands over Meryl’s.

Dammit... I'm so jealous. I see! I should have tried that!

"Senior Weiss, please let me shake your hand too—"

"I’ll kill you. —Let’s go, Cynthia, Lilith."

"Yes. Well, see you later, Meryl-san!"

"Yes! Lord Weiss!"

Wait, did he just say he’d kill me? Was that his first reaction to meeting me?

No... I get it. He’s saying that if I want to shake his hand—if I want to fight him, if I even want to touch him—I have to climb to the same heights he has.

That’s it! That’s exactly what he meant! As expected of a senior. He’s strict, but he still gives great advice.

So that was why Meryl suddenly wanted to come to Noblesse.

"Ahhh, Senior Cynthia is so cute-cool-beautiful..."

"Meryl, your face is bright red."

"Eh? I-Is it?"

"Completely. Anyway... that senior is so damn cool."

"Yeah, she was so cute!"

"Alright, Meryl! Let's aim for the top so the seniors will actually pay attention to us!"

"You bet! I'm going to do my best too!"

I’d heard that Senior Weiss had been the top-ranked Lowerclassman before moving up to the Intermediate-year.

I’m definitely going to take that spot for myself.

───────────────────

[An Important Request]

I am writing this in the gaps between my work!
If you thought, "That was interesting!" or "I'm looking forward to the next one!" please support the series by following it and leaving a [☆☆☆] rating! It really helps my motivation!
Thank you for reading!
127 Brats

The Tag Tournament was essentially a Presentation Ceremony—the first real opportunity for us to cross blades with both intermediate-year students and upperclassmen.

That said, being a senior by a year or two in this place was no joke. These were the survivors who had clawed their way through fierce point wars and, more importantly, were the type of people who thrived on the carnage.

From the perspective of a lowerclassman, this was what you’d call an unwinnable event. It was designed to show the freshmen exactly how terrifying their seniors were, supposedly leaving them awestruck and motivated.

Or at least, that was how it was supposed to go.

[Lowerclassman No. 10, Polka Tois: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Belk Friede and Emma Stone.]

[Lowerclassman No. 14, Eribate Fama: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Belk Friede and Emma Stone.]

[Intermediate-year Student No. 07, Line Trinia: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Belk Friede and Emma Stone.]

I stood there, staring into space, wondering if my hearing had finally failed me.

"Ha... is this another plot deviation?"

Belk and Emma—no, Meryl—were the two lowerclassmen brats who had come up to Cynthia and me earlier. In the world of Noblesse Oblige, the protagonist was Allen. In the original story, no underclassmen worth a damn ever showed up. If a new rival appeared, they were either a classmate, a senior, or some obscure character from a side story.

And yet...

[Upperclassman No. 14, Roy Mia: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Belk Friede and Emma Stone.]

[Upperclassman No. 08, Ariel Trinia: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Belk Friede and Emma Stone.]

What was happening right in front of my eyes was currently smashing every bit of my Noblesse common sense to pieces.

"This is getting interesting, isn't it?"

"Yeah. No kidding."

Cynthia, standing beside me, let out a delighted little giggle. Last time, I’d been paired with Carta, but this time she was my partner.

Speaking of partners, Lilith had been on an absolute tear ever since we defeated the Demon Race. Her points were skyrocketing at an absurd rate. In a practice session just the other day, she’d wiped the floor with Duke all by herself. When it came to pure physical combat, I doubted there was a soul left who could hold a candle to her.

Suddenly, two figures burst out from the thicket of the forest.

"!? Weiss-senpai!? Alright! Let's do this! Please, give me a match!"

"It's Cynthia-senpai! Ahhh, she's so cuuuuute! Me too! Please fight me!"

It was the brats.

But as I felt the magical power surging off them, I realized there wasn't anything "cute" about this. They were leagues stronger than we had been as freshmen. In fact, this level of power was just plain wrong.

Who the hell are these kids?

House Friede and House Stone... I felt like I’d heard those names somewhere before.

—Wait, so that's it.

Good grief, this world really never let me get bored, did it? This was the true Noblesse Oblige.

"Bring it on, you brats."



[Lowerclassman No. 01, Belk Friede: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent.]

[Lowerclassman No. 02, Meryl Stone: Incapacitated. Points awarded to Cynthia Violetta.]

"As I thought... you're... so... strong..."

"Cynthia-senpai... so pretty..."

Their mana flickered out, and the two of them slumped to the ground, unconscious.

The surrounding forest had been reduced to a literal wasteland. I looked through the gaps in the shattered trees and spotted Cynthia. The entire area around her was flash-frozen, and to my shock, she was gripping Glacies in her hand.

"Ha. You too, huh?"

"Yes... it was quite a struggle," she admitted, breathless.

"Debibi!"

Up above, Debi was hovering in the air. Clutched in its talons was a Dual Sword.

Give me a break. Dealing with the "real deals" is way too much work.

But... it was fun. Having things happen that exceeded my wildest imagination—that was the best part of this game.

Weiss, just you wait. I’m going to show you the ultimate unreleased content.



[Three-Year Tag Match Results]

Weiss Fancent: 25 Takedowns (15 Upperclassmen, 8 Intermediate, 2 Lowerclassmen)
Cynthia Violetta: 25 Takedowns (15 Upperclassmen, 8 Intermediate, 2 Lowerclassmen)

Allen: 20 Takedowns (7 Upperclassmen, 11 Intermediate, 2 Lowerclassmen)
Shari Elias: 20 Takedowns (7 Upperclassmen, 11 Intermediate, 2 Lowerclassmen)

Lilith Scarlet: 15 Takedowns (3 Upperclassmen, 7 Intermediate, 5 Lowerclassmen)
Tura Enizi: 15 Takedowns (3 Upperclassmen, 7 Intermediate, 5 Lowerclassmen)

Duke Billian: 14 Takedowns (4 Upperclassmen, 6 Intermediate, 4 Lowerclassmen)
Cecil Antwerp: 14 Takedowns (4 Upperclassmen, 6 Intermediate, 4 Lowerclassmen)

Olin Pastel: 13 Takedowns (3 Upperclassmen, 8 Intermediate, 1 Lowerclassman)
Carta Wiore: 13 Takedowns (3 Upperclassmen, 8 Intermediate, 1 Lowerclassman)

Eva Avery: 1 Takedown (1 Upperclassman, 0 Intermediate, 0 Lowerclassmen)
No Tag Partner

Belk Friede: 23 Takedowns (2 Upperclassmen, 4 Intermediate, 17 Lowerclassmen)
Status: No Survival Points Awarded

Meryl Stone: 23 Takedowns (2 Upperclassmen, 4 Intermediate, 17 Lowerclassmen)
Status: No Survival Points Awarded

───────────────────

Note: As a side point, Duke was actually paired with Cecil during the first loop as well.
128 Go for it, Junior

Mealtimes at the Noblesse Cafeteria were my only precious moments of respite.

I’d load up on fruit, rest my aching muscles, and let my racing thoughts settle. For someone like me, who spent every waking hour obsessing over training, it was the one place where I could get away with thinking about absolutely nothing at all.

Or so I thought.

"Weiss-senpai!! So this is where you were hiding!"

Everything changed the moment that guy found me, his voice booming with enough volume to rattle the windows and a look of pure joy plastered across his face.

"Cynthia-senpai... so cute..."

And right there beside him, as usual, was another pint-sized brat.

"Cynthia, Lilith, eat up. We’re leaving. Now," I muttered.

"Y-Yes, of course," Cynthia replied.

"Weiss-sama, you really are popular with your juniors!" Lilith added with a giggle.

It was already too late, though.

Plunking themselves down across from me with beaming smiles were the two most famous freshmen currently enrolled at Nobless Academy: Belk and Emma.

"Pardon the intrusion, sir!!" Belk shouted.

He had blond hair just like mine, but he wore it in a short, athletic crop that screamed "sports club vice-captain." Despite his boyish features, his talent for both magic and martial arts was nothing short of terrifying.

"C-Cynthia-senpai, do you mind if we join you?" Emma asked.

"Not at all. Please, help yourselves," Cynthia said.

And then there was Emma. She was a prodigy who had supposedly turned down a personal recommendation to become a court mage just to attend this academy. She looked adorable, sure, but there was absolutely nothing "cute" about the way she used magic. 

For reasons I couldn't fathom, she was obsessed with Cynthia. Whether it was sisterly affection or some kind of fanatical worship, I had no idea.

"Senpai, you’re looking as lovely as ever today!"

"Thank you, Emma-chan. You look beautiful yourself."

"E-Ehh?! You really think so?! I’m so happy! Ah, and you too, of course, Lilith-senpai!"

"Fufufu, why thank you!"

Look, I understood why everyone liked Cynthia. She was gorgeous and treated everyone with the same graceful kindness. But then there was my side of the table...

"Weiss-senpai! Once we’re done eating, let’s go a round!"

"Shut up."

"Kuuu! Even that cold shoulder is cool!"

I treated this kid like absolute garbage, yet he didn't seem to care in the slightest. He was a different breed of "annoying" compared to the reckless idiocy of Allen or the meatheadedness of Duke.

"Man, those freshmen are really stuck to Weiss, aren't they?"

"I heard that kid got in on a special recommendation. He's the real deal."

"Figures. A genius just operates on a different level."

I couldn't really blame the background characters for gossiping. Even as freshmen, those two were famous. The reason was simple: they were strong. In fact, they’d been tearing through the upperclassmen during the Tag Tournament. Word on the street was that Belk was "The Second Coming of Weiss Fancent."

"The food at Noblesse is the best, right, Weiss-senpai?!"

"...I suppose."

I don't have the energy for this. Is being a senior always this exhausting? Does everyone have to babysit their juniors like this?

I tried to look back on my own life, but I couldn't be sure. Wait... was I this much of a brat to my seniors? No, impossible. I was a pillar of virtue—a polite, refined gentleman. I always used formal speech with Sierra and Eleanor. I showed them proper respect. I was even nice to Eva. Mostly.

"Weiss-sama, you look like you’re brooding over something," Lilith noted.

"Even a brooding Weiss is quite charming," Cynthia added.

Student life is a minefield.

From that day on, Belk seemed to teleport to my location no matter where I went in the academy.

"Weiss-senpai, please spar with me!"
"Weiss-senpai, let’s grab a bite!"
"Weiss-senpai, what kind of food does a Debi eat?!"

It got so bad that I started hearing him in my sleep.

"—Weiss-senpai!"

"Gah! Was that Belk?!" I bolted upright in bed.

"Debibi?" 

"...Just my imagination? Come here, Debi. It's cold."

"Debibi!"

This was bad. Very bad. Stress is the ultimate enemy of healthy skin, and thanks to that kid, a single, solitary pimple had manifested on my otherwise flawless, supple face.

My charm point... ruined.

I wouldn't forgive him for this.

Later, when I spotted him in the hallway, he called out my name with that same radiant smile. I steeled myself. I was going to tell him, in no uncertain terms, to stay the hell away from me. I didn't care about being a "good senior" anymore.

"Listen, Belk, I've had enough of—"

"Weiss-senpai! Look! It’s a Melo-Melon variety gift box!"

"Eh? A gift box?"

"Yes! I know I'm always being a nuisance, so please take this! I'm really sorry!"

Belk held out a crate filled with Melo-Melons that had clearly been sourced from every corner of the globe. He was a nobleman from a high-ranking house, but even then... The East, West, South, and even the Northern varieties?! The ones you can't even buy on the open market?!

"...This is for me?"

"Yes! You're always looking after me, after all!"

I mean, you're the one stalking me, but...

"Well, if you're going to insist that much, I suppose I can't refuse."

"Yes! If you're up for it, would you mind sparring with me after this?! Ah, but it’s getting late, isn't it..."

"...Fine. One match. Training Room B. And just one."

"Thank you, sir! I'm so hyped!"

Hmph. Well, I suppose he has his cute moments. As his senior, it’s my responsibility to show him the ropes a little.



At the same time, in Cynthia’s room...

Emma had dropped by to pay Cynthia a visit and was currently presenting her with a gift.

"Cynthia-senpai, this is for you. Thank you for always being so kind to me."

"My... what is this?"

"I wanted to show my gratitude in a tangible way. I hoped it might make you happy."

"...C-Cute. So cute. So cute. So incredibly cute."

It was a plush, stylized doll of Weiss Fancent. It was fuzzy from head to toe, held a miniature Dual Sword in its right hand, and even had a tiny Debi doll clinging to its shoulder. It was a high-end import from the Western Region, famous for its exquisite craftsmanship and "fluff factor." Cynthia had tried to order one herself a while back, but they had been sold out for months.

"Emma-san, would you like to stay for tea? I believe I have some wonderful sweets to pair with it."

"Really?! I'd love to!"

Weiss and Cynthia—the two strongest students in the academy—had been thoroughly bribed and conquered at the exact same moment.
129 Joint Training

At Noblesse Academy, on top of the usual grind, we had joint classes where different grades were lumped together. 

The most recent one that came to mind was that snowball fight where I’d faced off against Sierra and Eleanor. It wasn’t exactly a brand-new tradition starting this year, but the Headmaster had explicitly stated that he intended to increase the frequency of these sessions compared to previous years. 

Noblesse was changing, and in a way, that was actually pretty interesting.

Lately, however, I’d developed a nervous twitch. Every time I heard the word "underclassman," I instinctively started checking my left and right flanks. 

Between the Melo-Melon assortments and the way he’d secure seats in the cafeteria during the lunch rush, I had no choice but to acknowledge that guy’s terrifyingly effective "underclassman skills," but for the life of me, I didn't understand why he liked me so much.

Actually, scratch that. I did understand. And that was the problem.

"Senpai, this is a blast!"

"—Good grief."

There’s a saying that some people love fighting more than they love three square meals a day. Without a doubt, that was Belk’s personal motto.

We were currently in the middle of City Area C, a training ground modeled after a medieval European cityscape. Belk and I were right in the thick of it. As the top-ranked student among the lowerclassmen—well, he was technically tied with Emma—I had been personally nominated as his opponent.

All around us, my classmates and the other juniors were watching the spectacle. Look, I didn't hate fighting, and I fully intended to use every resource available to get stronger, but—

"Hey, Excitement Brat. Why the hell do you like fighting so much?"

"Hmm, I wonder! Doesn't it just make you feel alive? Plus, that rush you get when you absolutely crush a strong guy... isn't it just the best?! Oh, but you're different, Senpai! I’d never do that to you! I respect you too much!"

"Ha, is that so?"

He’s actually more like me than Allen is, I realized. My opinion of him went up, if only by a fraction.

"Well then, excuse me while I dive in!"

Belk leaped high into the air. Before I knew it, he’d positioned himself so the sun was at his back, using the glare to mask his movement. 

Honestly, the way he uses underhanded tricks like that is also way too much to my liking.

However, that was a blunder. 

—One-Hit Kill.

I unleashed a flying slash at Belk, who had recklessly exposed his body in mid-air. I knew this wouldn't be enough to finish him, though.

"Nuoooh?! That’s way too strong, Senpai!"

In the next instant, Belk skillfully manipulated the lift from his Flight Magic to spin his body out of harm's way. His reflexes weren't quite on Carta’s level, but his raw sense for it was overwhelming. In terms of pure talent, he probably surpassed both me and Allen.

And then—

"Come."

"You bet!"

The moment he touched the ground, he kicked off the Earth with everything he had and lunged at me. He moved just like a cat, yet his swordplay was fluid and incredibly elegant. 

Despite his lighthearted tone, Belk had been born into a prestigious family and had been drilled in swordsmanship, martial arts, and sorcery by the world’s finest instructors since he was three years old. And his elemental affinity was, frankly, ridiculous.

"Here I goooo!!!"

He imbued his right hand, left hand, right foot, and left foot with all of the Four Great Elements simultaneously, unleashing a whirlwind of kicks and blade strikes. It was a 180-degree shift from his previous move—a wild, feral attack that made it impossible to predict what was coming next.

Good grief, he really is an interesting guy.

"Belk is amazing..."

"Yeah, he’s seriously insane."

"But Weiss-senpai is... even more insane."

I heard the murmurs from the crowd, but I was focused. I saw through his entire sequence, evading every strike at the very last second. I placed an Unnatural Wall beneath Belk’s feet, using it like a springboard to launch him into the sky.

I leaped after him to follow up, shredding through his defenses with a flurry of mid-air slashes before slamming him back down to the pavement. To ensure he couldn't wiggle away, I boxed him in on all four sides with Unnatural Walls, then plummeted toward him, my sword aimed straight for his chest.

"...Dammit...!"

Belk held up his hand, deploying a Shield constructed from four overlapping layers of the Four Great Elements. Every element has an affinity, a strength and a weakness. Harmonizing them like this was a Herculean task, but theoretically, it created the ultimate defense.

Even with my Time Lapse, it would usually take me quite a while to perform a Formula Destruction on something that complex. 

If I were the same person I was yesterday, that is.

"Corrosive Sword Tip (Destroys Everything)—"

I had been tinkering with a new technique. I hadn't managed to coat my entire hand like Eleanor yet, but I could focus the Corrosion onto the very tip of my blade. Because of this, the speed of my Formula Destruction had accelerated to an absurd degree.

I’d struggled to pierce Allen’s defenses before, but now? It would only take an instant. And the same went for Belk.

"—See ya."

I pierced through his defenses and tapped his chest, right over his heart, causing his mana to leak out and signal the end of the match.

"Uaaaaah! Weiss-senpai is so cool!"

"Belk got handled that easily...?"

"Man, Belk was basically Undefeated until he got here, right? That’s nuts."

"Wait, is Weiss-senpai’s face a little red? Did he actually take a hit?"

The juniors were making a massive scene. I wasn't used to being hyped up like this; it made it a little hard to figure out how to react. 

...Seriously, give me a break.

"Weiss, excellent work. Now, as a senior, I shall also go show them an example."

"Yeah, knock 'em dead."

Next up was Cynthia. She stepped forward, having been nominated by the other tied-for-first-place freshman, Emma.

"S-Cynthia-senpai! I am so sorry for making you go through all this trouble for me!"

"I have only moved my feet ten steps, Emma-san. It is no trouble at all."

Just like with Belk, this wasn't an opponent Cynthia could just "gently guide." Right from the start, she manifested her Glass Sword (Glacies). 

In response, Emma gripped a massive magic staff. It was even bigger than the one Carta used. If I remembered correctly, that was a ridiculously expensive rare item that you couldn't even buy until the final act of the Original Story. 

As expected of the high-tier nobility. God, I'm jealous.

"—Freezing water, fire, wind, and earth. Unleash!"

Emma’s giggling facade vanished instantly. She brandished her staff and unleashed a Mana Cannon that combined all four elements. The scale wasn't enormous, but her sheer magical intuition was almost laughable. 

Normally, to defend against that, you’d have to deploy a corresponding defense formula for every element involved, making it a nightmare to block. Even if you succeeded, the mana consumption would be staggering. On top of that, she was using additional chants to double the elemental potency. Using verbal commands to weave magic like that is surprisingly difficult and requires insane technique.

It was incredible. Truly. But Cynthia was a monster of absolute zero.

"Ice Shield."

Cynthia didn't have the typical weaknesses of a mage or a close-quarters fighter. She was a master of both. She charged straight through the explosion, freezing the incoming magic with the strongest shield in all of Noblesse.

Emma was a pure-bred mage, but—

"—Become my power; wind, give me strength!"

She was also a master of Flight Magic. She was even better at it than Belk, though still not quite at Carta’s level. Still, being able to dominate the sky was a massive advantage in this world.

Too bad her opponent was Cynthia.

"Ice Wings."

The girl was a literal genius. Not only was she born with the evolved Ice attribute, but her mana pool was bottomless. In a fight where she was in peak condition, there was no opponent more terrifying.

The battle shifted into the air. Emma bombarded her with a relentless stream of Four Great Elements magic, all while maintaining her flight. To put that into perspective, it was like trying to write four different complex sentences with both hands and feet while simultaneously holding a conversation. 

It was impossible. It was absurd. And yet—

"—Emma-san, you are wonderful. However, you cannot defeat me."

Cynthia, who reigned supreme at long range, short range, and in the air, simply swatted the magic aside. She knocked Emma out of the sky and, the moment she hit the ground, ended it with an Ice Lance to the throat.

To make matters worse, Cynthia was also capable of Healing Magic on par with a professional doctor. Even if you managed to land a hit, she’d just heal it instantly. But the most frightening thing about her was her resolve—she was the type who would gladly let her own flesh be carved away if it meant she could break her opponent's bones. She’d sacrifice a limb to win a fight without blinking.

I honestly wonder what would happen if the current Cynthia and I went at it for real. I’m almost looking forward to it.

I glanced over at Allen to see how he was doing.

"............"

"Allen-senpai, please, I need your guidance!"

"Eh? Me? I mean, I don't mind..."

"I'm so happy! ♡"

Over there, the protagonist was being smothered with affection by a junior with long blonde hair and an... "outstanding," bouncy physique. 

The next second, she "accidentally" tripped into Allen, burying his face right in her "tayu-uns." 

Naturally, Shari immediately started chasing him around, screaming, "What do you think you're doing?!"

...Dammit, you lucky protagonist. Getting a 'Royal Road' trope junior like that is just cheating.

Just then, something was thrust into my field of vision.

"Senpai! Thank you for the match! Here, have some Melomelon Juice!"

"...I guess I'll take it."

Well, I suppose having this Excitement Brat around wasn't the worst thing in the world.
130 My Former Self

Belk, better known as the "Hype Kid," had managed to make a name for himself despite only being at the academy for a short while. 

Sure, the kid was genuinely strong, but his fame probably had more to do with the way he constantly trailed after me like a lost puppy. 

"I'm telling you, Belk is basically Weiss-senpai’s lapdog at this point."

"Seriously. He’s not even trying to hide it."

"Seems like he’s only interested in people with power."

The other lowerclassmen clearly had him figured out; I overheard them gossiping about him every time they passed by. I wouldn't go as far as to say he was a social pariah, but at Noblesse, the strong are usually met with a healthy dose of resentment.

It was a common enough sight in the early stages of the year, especially before the first wave of expulsions hit. Not that I’m one to talk. I went through the exact same thing.

Then there was Meryl. She’d taken to following Cynthia around in much the same way. I didn't know what went on in the Girls' Dormitory, but based on what I saw in the Common Building, it was a similar dynamic.

"Weiss-senpai! What are your plans for summer break in Estarm?!"

"Various things."

"You’re so secretive! Gah, that mysterious vibe is just too cool!"

Belk wasn't a bad kid, but he had one major flaw: he didn't listen to a word anyone said. Is that supposed to be charming? I have no idea. Honestly, he just feels a bit dangerous. It’s like looking at a younger, more hyperactive version of my former self.

"Weiss-senpai, do you want to head out somewhere on our next day off?"

"I refuse."

...Actually, never mind. I wasn't that annoying.

◇

When I headed to the cafeteria as usual, I found a massive crowd gathered near the entrance. My heart skipped a beat—did they finally release a new seasonal menu?—but the atmosphere was all wrong for a food launch. 

Then, a familiar voice cut through the noise.

"You bastard! I’ll freaking kill you!"

"Stop it, Belk!"

"But Meryl, this guy—!"

"I said stop it!"

I shoved my way through the crowd. Or rather, the crowd practically evaporated the moment they saw me coming. 

In the center of the clearing stood Belk. His right fist was stained with blood, and a fellow lowerclassman was crumpled on the floor, clutching his face. He wasn't unconscious, but he looked terrified. Meryl was standing between them, trying to shield the victim.

Since Cynthia and the others were already on the scene, I hurried over to them.

"What happened?"

"……Well," Cynthia started, looking hesitant.

Belk beat her to the punch, screaming at the top of his lungs. "This piece of trash was badmouthing you, Weiss-senpai! He called you arrogant!"

The boy on the ground looked up at me, trembling. 

...I see.

In the heavy, suffocating silence that followed, I——

Reached out a hand and pulled the kid to his feet. 

"Watch your mouth from now on."

"……Y-Yes, sir!"

I gave the surrounding crowd a single, sharp glare, and they scattered like leaves in the wind. I’d been worried something like this would happen, and here it was. Because Belk was strong, he had zero interest in anyone he deemed "weak," and he tended to snap at anyone who even tried to talk to him. 

I’d noticed it before. Meryl had tried to warn him a dozen times, but he’d just ignored her. I appreciated the sentiment of him wanting to "purge" anyone who insulted me, but this was overkill. 

"I'm sorry, Senpai. I won't let anyone talk trash about you ever again," Belk muttered, his eyes narrowing. "Even if they are just pathetic small fry."

The tone, the look in his eyes... he was the spitting image of my old self. 

No, that’s not quite right. Even now, my fundamental outlook hasn't changed. I still think the weak and the useless are destined to be culled. 

However, over the past year, I’d realized something. 

Everyone has the potential to grow. 

Cecil, Carta, Olynn, Allen, Duke, Shari, Lilith, Tura, Cynthia... and even the "Protagonist" Allen. I’d seen things that weren't in the Original Story—things I could never have imagined. 

But as for Belk——

"Meet me at City Area B after school, Belk."

"For real?! Whoa, I can't wait!"

Good grief. Being a senior is way more work than I signed up for.

◇

As evening rolled around, I finished my classes and headed to City Area B. Belk was already there, doing calisthenics and looking like he was about to explode with excitement. 

The moment he spotted me, he let out a jubilant shout. 

"Weiss-senpaaaaai! Oh? Wait, the other seniors are here too...?"

I had called in Cecil, Shari, Carta, and Olynn. It wasn't that I was specifically picking girls—I had my own internal logic for this lineup.

"Today, your opponents will be these ladies—well, and Olynn as well."

"H-Huh? Are you serious?"

Naturally, Belk looked completely bewildered.

"——Shari, you’re up."

"Consider the debt I owe you for saving me officially settled. ——Alright, Belk-kun. You don't need to hold back."

"Eh? Uh, okay..."

They were both already in their Training Uniforms. In terms of raw mana, Shari wasn't anything special. But I knew better. I knew exactly how terrifying she could be. 

"——If I beat everyone, you’ll fight me yourself, right Weiss-senpai?"

"Sure. If you can take down even one of them."

Belk looked insulted by that condition. The match began, and though they started at a distance, Belk tore across the Earth at a ridiculous speed. He clearly wanted to end this instantly so he could get to me.

"Sorry, nothing personal!" 

He threw a casual quip as he swung his blade at Shari——only for her body to burst into a spray of water the moment the sword connected. 

In the next blink of an eye, Belk was caught in a trap, his limbs bound tight by a web of countless threads. He tried to rip himself free, but the ground beneath him had turned to liquid mud, robbing him of any leverage. 

Shari walked up to him with quiet, graceful steps and pressed the tip of her sword against his throat. 

Match over. 

"There. It's finished."

"……Wait, isn't that totally cowardly?!"

"Is it?" Shari asked innocently. 

Belk was fuming, but we moved on. Next was Carta. 

The moment the signal was given, Carta soared into the sky. Belk could only stand there and gawk. He tried to use Flight Magic to give chase, but he couldn't even get close to her. To finish it off, she rained down a Mana Cannon imbued with Homing Magic. I’d asked her to dial back the power so he wouldn't get knocked out by mana leakage, but it was still a decisive defeat. 

"……Dammit!"

"Next."

Next was Olynn. 

Olynn didn't have much mana to work with, but since Cecil had taught him the basics of Flight Magic, he’d developed a style of skimming the ground on his staff to dodge attacks. Belk eventually managed to corner him—or so he thought. It was a trap. Pippin, the squirrel, lunged out of nowhere and delivered a headbutt straight to Belk’s jaw, knocking the wind out of him. 

"——Why did I..."

"Finally, Cecil."

Cecil’s mana capacity was laughably low. To a fighter of Belk’s caliber, that should have made her an easy target. 

And yet, Belk couldn't touch her. He couldn't land a single blow. He was utterly, overwhelmingly dismantled by Cecil—a girl with almost no elemental affinity at all. 

"Phew. I really don't enjoy doing that," Cecil sighed.

"My bad. I'll make it up to you by playing Battle Universe with you all day sometime," I promised.

"I felt kinda bad, hurting a junior like that..." Shari added.

"Yeah, sorry about that..." I muttered.

"I-I didn't mind! I owe Weiss-kun a lot, after all," Carta said, blushing slightly.

"Well, since the little junior is out cold, should we have a girls' night? Oh, Olynn-san... wait, never mind! Let's go get sweets!"

"““Okaaaay!””"

And just like that, they vanished. 

Man, Olynn is blending in way too well with that group. Well, whatever.

Eventually, Belk groaned and opened his eyes. 

"……I lost. Every single time. ——Wait, Weiss-senpai?"

"Get up. Grab your sword. Or would you rather crawl back to bed and cry?"

Belk wobbled to his feet, slowly raising his blade. He’s strong. Genuinely talented. Honestly, compared to where I was when I first enrolled, he’s in a different league. He’s spent his whole life training and crushing everyone in his path. But there’s one thing he doesn't know.

——The things I’ve learned here.

We sparred for a few minutes before I swung my blade and snapped his sword in two. 

"Damn... you're still way too strong..."

"Yeah. I am. But I didn't get this way on my own. All those seniors you just fought? They were all weak at the start. Hell, in some ways, they’re still 'weaker' than you are right now. But they understand their own strengths. They aren't arrogant, and they never stop grinding. Belk, you have talent. That’s a gift. But don't use it as an excuse to look down on others. I’m not saying you have to be everyone’s friend, but don't let your ego stunt your own growth."

I know the Original Story. That’s why I’m not looking at who they are right now—I’m looking at who they’ll become. I believe in that future. 

If I hadn't known any better, I would have dismissed Carta as a coward. I would have looked down on Olynn, ignored Cecil, and Shari would be dead. Belk only saw the "now." To me, that felt like a tragic waste of potential. 

I wanted him to understand—the same way Teacher Milk believed in my future.

Belk went quiet for a long time, lost in thought. 

"……Right. Sorry. I guess I really was getting full of myself. I came to Noblesse because I wanted to beat you, but I also just... I thought I was the Strongest, and I wanted to prove it."

"You are strong. But don't drown in it. Don't lose sight of the world around you. Comparing yourself to others isn't everything."

Though, I suppose I’m talking to myself as much as I am to him.

Belk stood up and gave me a deep, respectful bow. 

"I get it now! I'm sorry, Senpai! I'm gonna go apologize to that classmate right now!"

"Wait, you don't have to go this very second—"

"I'M OFF!!!"

And just like that, he vanished into the distance, leaving me standing there. 

Well, at least he’s quick to change gears. I should probably take a page out of his book.

"You've certainly learned how to give a speech. Quite the senior, aren't we?"

I spun around, startled. Teacher Milk was standing right behind me. 

"……How long were you watching?"

"I thought I told you no fighting outside of class. But I’ll give you points for making sure everyone wore Training Uniforms; that shows growth. More than that, seeing how much you've matured... it's actually a bit emotional."

"I was an adult to begin with," I grumbled.

"Well, as your master, I couldn't be happier. But everyone needs to be humbled occasionally. Since you're already in your gear, this makes things simple——draw your sword. From today, we’re fighting including magic."

"……Are you serious?"

Up until now, our spars had been restricted to pure swordsmanship. This meant she finally acknowledged my level. 

I was so shocked I ended up blurting out something that sounded exactly like Belk. 

"Just don't go fainting on me immediately. That would be boring."

"——I've grown too, you know. I’m not going down that easy."

Standing there, I felt like I finally understood a fraction of what Teacher Milk felt. What it meant to place your expectations on someone else. 

Good grief. The more people I get involved with, the more I have to worry about... but I guess that’s not such a bad thing.
131 The Swordswoman’s Secret

The first period at Nobless Academy usually began around eight in the morning. Since many of the students lived in the dorms, it generally started with everyone gathering in their classrooms.

Once you reached the intermediate years, the number of elective classes increased, so there were patterns where one could take things easy until around ten.

But my mornings—Weiss Fancent’s mornings—started early.

Depending on when I went to bed, I was usually out running around the outer gate by five o'clock.

Once that was finished, I would cycle through muscle training and exercises to increase my total mana capacity.

Finally, I’d finish with Zazen in my room.

Maintaining a Balance of mind, body, and technique is vital to becoming stronger.

It was during one of those runs that I happened to spot Tura.

She was still wearing her hakama, by the way.

I’d heard her school uniform had finally arrived, but apparently, she found the traditional garb more "calming," so she only changed into the uniform just enough to avoid getting scolded.

Once, when she started stripping right in the middle of the classroom while shouting "Aah, ahh!", Carta had to stop her in a blind panic.

I didn't quite get it, but she must simply be the type of person who can't help herself once she makes up her mind.

And Tura was running, too.

As expected of a transfer student from Duran, she likely understood the importance of basic training better than anyone else.

Fighting in a world where magic was the primary force required rare, specialized techniques.

Duke was the same, but fundamentally, getting inside the opponent's guard was everything; that was where the battle truly began.

In her case, her invisible slashes supported that strategy, but we weren't fools, either.

We used every trick in the book to block her attacks, and naturally, we would chant whatever spells the opponent would hate most.

But she was strong.

Tura was truly, remarkably strong.

And while none of us said it out loud, I’m sure everyone felt that it was a blessing she’d joined us.

Once you stepped into the outside world, you encountered plenty of swordsmen.

The fact that we could practice against one was all thanks to her.

No, more than anything, we were probably saved by her personality.

She was positive and bright at all times, and as we saw during the Sports Festival, she knew how to enjoy things with all her might.

I truly respected her.

"—Ehehe... Hehehe... Hwah!? Huh!?"

However, that very same girl was currently glancing around her surroundings with extreme suspicion.

I reflexively ducked into hiding.

I didn't really know why I did it; it was just a hunch.

At that moment, I heard the rattling of wheels.

...Is that a supply carriage?

At Nobless, the staff would import goods from the outside if you requested them.

Food, perfume, sweets—you name it.

There were even people who ordered specialty items from their distant hometowns.

Of course, it cost a fair bit, but most of the students were nobles. No one cared about the price.

Usually, however, people ordered things in bulk.

But alone, and at this hour of the morning?

...Is it a katana? Something special?

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Tura-san. I’ve managed to get my hands on some good ones."

"Y-Your voice is too loud! So, how many do you have?"

"Ten... no, I’ve got twenty of 'em."

"Fufufu... fufufu... Not bad. Are they all... good ones?"

"They’re the highest grade, miss."

"N-Not bad at all! P-Please, keep this strictly confidential."

"Of course. Thank you for your continued patronage."

Tura accepted a large wooden box, a fearless smile spreading across her face.

In an instant, a thought struck me.

I remembered how her points had been rising steadily lately.

High grade? Good ones?

Wait, is she... doping? No, there’s no way. Tura would never do something like that.

In the first place, there was no way such things would be allowed at Nobless.

But—.

"Fufufu... with this... fufufu..."

The smile Tura wore as she carried the wooden box back to the dormitory looked genuinely, blissfully happy.

"Well, whatever it is, I guess it's fine."

And that very day, Tura hammered out the highest score on her exam.

◇

One day, after that incident had slipped my mind, I found myself at the Girls' Dormitory.

I didn't visit often, but Cynthia had left something in my room, so I’d come to return it.

Entering the building itself wasn't an issue as long as you had permission.

As I gazed out a hallway window, I realized the scenery looked a bit different than what I was used to.

"Just changing the vantage point makes everything look different, huh?"

Right then, something slammed into me from behind.

"—Hm? Nuoh!?"

"Eh? A-Aaaaaaaaaah!"

She must have been carrying a massive wooden box; the contents went flying everywhere.

I didn't know what they were, but something soft and squishy hit me right in the face.

"Nn... W-Weiss-dono!?"

"...That voice... Tura?"

I felt like I’d recognized her more from the "softness" than the voice.

Wait, she isn't wearing a bra, is she?

I tried to open my eyes, but Tura suddenly slammed her hands over my face to cover them.

"W-Wait, don't open them!"

"...Why not?"

"S-Stop! Not yet!"

I started to hear the voices of other girls nearby.

I had permission to be here, but this situation looked incredibly bad.

I tried to scramble away, but Tura refused to let go of my hands with terrifying strength.

"Hey, Tura!?"

"W-Wait! For now, just get in my room!"

"Hah!?"

"P-Please! Have the mercy of a warrior!"

...Is it really that serious? Or rather, does the concept of a "warrior" even exist in this world?

But since she was pleading that hard, I had no choice but to take refuge.

And so, in a bizarre state resembling a game of "Guess Who?", I was pushed into her room.

But the next second, she screamed, "Wait here!", and the door slammed shut again.

I could hear the sound of Tura frantically picking things up in the hallway.

I tentatively opened my eyes.

I felt a massive wave of guilt washing over me.

The room was... very spacious.

Since she’d already earned a fair amount of points, it was a C-rank single room.

No, more than that... this was... could this be...

At that moment, the door swung open with a bang.

"Y-Yo, Weiss-dono! Please don't open your—Aaaaaaaaaah!?"

"For a warrior, your emotions are certainly volatile."

"...I-I will commit seppuku. It's all over... Aaaaaah!"

"Wait, wait. I don't really think anything of it."

"Is that true? Do you really not think anything of it? You don't think, 'And she calls herself a warrior'?"

"For the record, you aren't actually a warrior. And yeah, really, I don't think anything of it."

My voice hitched just a tiny bit.

Because right in front of my eyes, lined up across the entire wall... were rows upon rows of fluffy plushies.

Goblin dolls, mysterious monsters, horses, cows, pigs—every kind of cute, deformed, fluffy creature you could imagine was lined up in a row.

I see. So that's what was in the wooden box. 

I cast a quick glance at the floor, where several plushies were still rolling around.

I see; she really didn't want anyone to see this.

"It’s not something you have to hide like that," I said, trying to comfort the nearly-tears Tura.

She began to speak in a quiet, hushed voice.

"...Ever since I was small, I’ve lived in a world full of men. So, I didn't know if this sort of thing was... okay. But... I love them."

I see. Come to think of it, that made sense.

Well, even so—.

"I think it’s fine. Like this one here—it’s cute. It looks like Debi."

"I-Is that true!? T-That’s a limited edition item from the Raiwe Region! It was made by a world-famous craftsman!"

Hah. She’s way more of a nerd than I thought.

Still, it was an unexpected side of her.

The Tura I knew—the one from the Original Story—was only interested in Allen and had a purely boyish vibe.

You really can't understand a person just by looking at one side of them.

Besides, as Tura rambled about her plushies, she looked remarkably young... and cute.

Coming to Nobless all by herself must have required a lot of Courage.

These dolls were clearly her source of healing.

So this was her version of doping.

No, that's a bit of a mean way to put it.

"Best friends" would be more accurate.

"Thanks. This was fun, but I should probably get going now."

"A-Ah! Yes! Sorry. I talked way too much... If you’d like, please take this doll, Weiss-dono! It’s cute because it looks like Debi, right?"

"...It does. I'll take it, then."

It was a pleasant surprise. And a nice little unrevealed secret.

Yes, it had been a good day—.

"Tura-san, about the next class—"

Entering the room at the absolute perfect timing was the true heroine of this game, Cynthia Violetta.

Who also happened to be my fiancée.

No, stay calm. First, let’s be calm. Extremely calm.

I'm not about to be... served cold... right?

I took a deep breath and opened my mouth.

"Listen calmly, Cynthia."

"Yes, go ahead."

"First of all, this was an accident."

"I see."

"T-That's right, Cynthia-san! This is all just a big misunderstanding! I was just trying to give him a doll!"

Hey, Tura! You’re skipping way too much context!

"I see, I see."

"For now, why don't we change locations? My fiancée, and my beloved Cynthia?"

"I see, I see, I see."

I was reasonably skilled in combat. I’d survived several scenes of carnage. There was an intuition that only developed in people like that. And that intuition was screaming at me that I was about to be—frozen solid—.

"Ice Entrios!"

That day, I became the first man in human history to truly understand how an ice cube in a freezer feels.



"I see, so that’s what happened. I love dolls too, Tura-san."

"Lilith... do you have a hot water bottle?"

"Yes, here it is, Weiss-sama!"

"Thank you. I'm so happy to hear you say that, Cynthia-san. Weiss-dono, I'm sorry for everything."

"Yeah. Lilith, is there any warm tea?"

"Yes, coming right up, Weiss-sama!"

A few hours later, I was in Tura’s room having my body thawed out by Lilith.

Since Cynthia had eventually understood the situation, everyone was chatting peacefully.

"Since I love dolls as well, would you like to go shopping for some together next time? It’s almost Summer Vacation (Estarm), after all."

"I-Is that okay?"

"Of course. Right, Lilith?"

"Yes! I love them too!"

"I see... I'm so happy. I'm looking forward to it."

In the Original Story, Cynthia and Tura were love rivals and never became particularly close.

That was why seeing them talk like this made me happy.

Just as there were bad alterations to the story, there were good ones, too. I’d come to understand that deeply.

"Lilith, do you have any extra clothes I can layer on?"

"I do!"

I also now understood exactly how ice feels.
132: The Talented Girl, Meryl

Magic is a world of pure visualization.

The diagrams and formulas you draw inside your mind are constructed with mana and then manifested into reality. The procedure itself isn't exactly complex, but actually pulling it off? That’s where the nightmare begins.

The first time is always the hardest.

Take Fire Magic, for example. Simply "thinking" about fire isn't enough to make it happen. It’s a bit abstract, but you have to grasp the sensation—that specific friction of rubbing two sticks together until a spark finally catches. 

Once you understand that, you’re still less than halfway there. Only then do the formula and your mana work together to bring it into the physical world. Plus, if you weren’t born with the innate talent for that specific attribute, you can’t even get the pilot light started.

I primarily train in four attributes—currently focusing on Wind, Darkness, and Light—and I have a very good reason for that. If the image in my head isn't rock-solid, the power doesn't just get cut in half; I end up flushing massive amounts of mana down the toilet.

This is exactly why nobles hire magic tutors from the time their kids are in diapers. They need to learn the correct procedures from the start. Mana capacity is like a never-ending muscle workout; the more time you sink into it, the more it grows. Sure, there are "prodigies" who break the rules, but those people are the exception to the rule.

It’s the same in any field, really. No one reaches the top without standing on the shoulders of giants. You inherit the teachings of those who came before you, you Copy them, and eventually, you sublimate those skills into your own Original style.

I made my way toward the new classroom in the Common Building. 

The space was a sealed vacuum, protected by a barrier that used an absurd amount of Coco’s specialized formulas. Inside, it looked like a scaled-down gymnasium. The interior was decorated in the style of the White Team, giving it a serene atmosphere that made me feel like a planetarium show was about to start at any second. You even needed a password to get in.

Without it, the door wouldn't budge. It’s actually terrifying that her barrier is this effective.

It was no exaggeration to say this room was a monument to Coco’s genius. Only someone who had reached the pinnacle of defensive magic could create a barrier this absolute.

As the door slid open, I felt a sensation I hadn't experienced since coming to this world.

I looked at the magic being performed and thought it was beautiful—in the same way one might admire a rare flower.

"—Fire, Water, Wind, Earth—"

Meryl, the lowerclassman who was hopelessly obsessed with Cynthia, was dancing in the center of the room with a massive magic staff in one hand. Attribute magic glittered brilliantly around her, leaving a trail of prismatic light that chased her movements like a rainbow road.

"Heh... that's incredible."

Meryl’s family, House Stone, was the elite of the elite. As a member of a pure-blooded lineage of mages, she’d been put through a grueling, high-society education since she was a toddler. In the world of Noblesse Oblige, it’s generally accepted that female mages are superior. The reason isn't entirely clear, but perhaps a more delicate heart is more susceptible to the mental imagery required for high-level spells.

Among our group, Cynthia, Carta, and Shari certainly fit that mold. But even Cynthia had told me, "That girl is special."

Seeing it now with my own eyes... it was a masterpiece. Honestly, I doubted even Allen’s Copy could replicate this level of technical perfection.

"Phew... —Wait, W-Weiss-senpai!?"

Meryl finally noticed me. Her cheeks turned a bright, embarrassed crimson before she gave me a sharp, formal bow. Unlike Belk, she was polite and respectful. I've grown to tolerate Belk’s obnoxious energy, but Meryl’s poise is actually refreshing.

"Sorry. I didn't mean to stare, but it was... well, it was so beautiful I was entranced."

"Eh? You... you could actually see it?"

"Hm? Oh, right."

I’d completely forgotten. The magic she was handling was so far beyond the standard curriculum that most people wouldn't even be able to perceive the nuances.

"Anyway, why did you call me here?"

"Weiss-senpai. Would you... would you be willing to spar with me? Of course, I’m prepared to pay the standard instruction fee—"

"This is a school. I don't need your money. Besides... I already knew that's why you called. Let's go."

She was surprisingly casual when she talked to Belk, but she was usually polite. Honestly, a little too polite. Meryl bowed her head one more time and then leveled the tip of her staff at me, shifting into a combat stance.

And then—.

"Force Elemental."

She chanted the spell under her breath. Orbs of magic erupted in four directions from the tip of her staff. There wasn't a single ripple of stagnation in her mana flow; she wasn't wasting a drop of energy. Her efficiency was likely close to a perfect 100%.

The spells scattered toward the corners of the room, but then they banked mid-air, homing in on me from all sides. What was truly terrifying was that every single one of them was colorless and transparent.

However, this wasn't Non-attribute magic. She was using Concealment Magic to make her elemental spells almost entirely invisible. 

Normally, when you use defensive magic, you chant a spell suited to the incoming attribute. Regardless of your own affinity, if a Water spell is coming at you, you visualize a Shield designed to stop water. But Meryl was mixing in Concealment Magic to hide the "flavor" of the attack.

It made it nearly impossible to block correctly. Even if you did get a shield up, the attack would likely penetrate it or force you to burn through your mana reserves just to stay standing.

Teacher Milk always said that the basics are everything. A Mana Cannon is just a basic, entry-level attack, but Meryl had sublimated it into something deadlier than a Special Move.

In that single instant, I truly grasped how terrifying she was.

But—.

"Black Shield."

I shrouded my surroundings in darkness. All of Meryl’s invisible spells shattered against it, cold and unyielding.

"...I knew it. You really are amazing. Just like Belk said."

The Darkness I possess is a complete cheat. I don't need to chant a defense suited to a specific attribute; it adapts to everything. In exchange, the mana consumption is high, but that’s a non-issue if you’ve trained enough to brute-force the cost.

Then, I stomped the ground, activating Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction.

As the magic circle expanded, Meryl’s mana began flowing into me. ...Yeah, her power is absolutely off the charts.

"This is even better than I imagined."

"...Incredible. How do you even create magic like that?"

"Effort."

"Hehe. I'm so glad I came to Noblesse. I’ve finally realized just how vast the world really is."

Then, Meryl did the last thing I expected: she charged.

She imbued the tip of her staff with magic and cloaked it in Concealment Magic. It was a physical strike bolstered by a hidden elemental payload. 

Earth? No, Water? Wait, Fire—?

She was cycling through attributes mid-swing. It’s incredibly difficult to block a physical object with Dark Defense.

Interesting. She can even pull off stunts like that?

"You're quite the little monster yourself."

I leaped backward to dodge the horizontal sweep of her staff and fired a Mana Cannon from my right hand. Since I was currently absorbing her mana, the blast was gargantuan.

Meryl threw up a Shield to catch it. Even her defensive barriers were elegant. Thanks to Coco’s lectures, I could see the quality clearly now. It was like watching someone draw perfectly straight lines without using a ruler. I could see the years of extraordinary effort etched into her technique.

"I can still keep going!"

Meryl continued to rain magic down on me, and for the first time in a long while, I was actually having fun.

"...I... I’m done..."

Eventually, she dropped to one knee, using her staff to keep herself upright. The room was climate-controlled, but she was drenched in sweat. Her level of focus must have been exhausting.

"That was fun. I actually learned a lot."

"Ehehe... before I came here, I’d never lost to anyone. But I couldn't beat Cynthia-san, and I never dreamed I wouldn't even be able to touch your cloak, Weiss-senpai."

"That's because I’m your senior. I'm just working hard to keep a straight face so I look cool."

"Fufufu. Belk was right. You really are kind, Senpai."

To be honest, I had been underestimating the lowerclassmen. I think I’d been letting my knowledge of the Original Story bias my judgment too much. 

But this world is real. I’m not going to say I need to be humble, but I have to make sure my brain doesn't get stuck in a rut. When I first enrolled, I was the one begging Carta to teach me Flight Magic. That felt like the spark that started everything. Somewhere along the line, I’d started looking down on people.

I need to get back to my roots.

"Meryl, teach me the formula for that Concealment Magic. In exchange, I’ll grant you one wish. Anything you want."

"Eh? Really?"

"Yeah."

Unnatural, Wind Slash, Scale Up... heck, if it’s her, she might even be able to learn a version of Blessing of Healing. I wonder what she’ll ask for?

"In that case... I want the right to a one-day date with Cynthia-san! Oh, wait, if that’s too much... then a four-person date!"

"...Huh?"

"Ah, was that too greedy?"

"No... what do you mean by a 'four-person date'?"

"Belk and me!"

Wait. If it’s those two, then the other pair would be Cynthia and... me? 

"You don't want to learn a spell or a technique?"

"I mean, I definitely want to know those too! But if you're asking for my number one wish, it has to be that!"

"Heh. You're a weird one. I can't decide for Cynthia, obviously. But... I'll put in a good word for you and see what she says."

"Really!? Yay! Okay, so the trick to Concealment Magic is..."

I felt a little guilty just taking the spell, so I offered to teach her some magic anyway, but she insisted that an exchange was an exchange.

Still, thanks to Belk and Meryl, I was remembering feelings I’d let slip away. Between the Demon Race appearing and the "plot" moving forward, I’d lost sight of the basics. 

This world isn't a game. I am alive. And I should try my best not to forget that fighting can actually be fun.
133: Master and Disciple

"...So, she actually sleeps like a normal person, too."

I sat there, staring blankly at her face while mulling over the obvious. With her fiery red hair splayed out, Milk Abitus was fast asleep. We were currently in a carriage, the rhythmic swaying lulling me into a comfortable drowse. 

But I’d snapped awake, and now I found myself simply watching my master. If you looked only at her face, there probably wasn't a more beautiful woman in the world. Perfectly proportioned features, a toned physique, and that top-tier jiggle—whoops, bad Weiss. Stop that.

I’d seen her countless times before, but I never imagined she would ever make an expression that... soft.

"Weiss, I have a favor to ask."

It went back to right after the Tag Tournament ended. Just before our short break started, she’d approached me out of the blue. I’d braced myself for some kind of horrific hell-training, but it wasn't that at all.

"My parents are being a bit... persistent," she'd said. "I have to head back home for a bit, and I was wondering if you’d come with me. Once you reach my age, they get loud about all sorts of things. I figured if I actually showed them my disciple, well, that might shut them up for a while."

"Of course I don't mind, but am I really the right one? Isn't there anyone else—?" 

"What are you talking about? You’re the only person I’ve ever officially taken as a student."

That actually made me pretty happy. Even if Master Zebis had put in a good word for me, knowing she viewed me as special felt good. I mean, there were Cynthia and Lilith too, but strictly speaking, I was the only one she'd formally taken on.

The biggest shock, however, was finding out that Teacher Milk was actually a high-ranking noble. I guess it made sense why her parents were worried. She’d become an adventurer, then a knight, then a teacher... 

I didn't really know the "old" Milk Abitus. What she’d felt or what she’d seen. All I had was a basic profile from the Original Story. That was why I’d jumped at the chance to go. Cynthia had been kind enough to send me off with a smile, which helped. While the threat of the Demon Race still loomed, I figured with Teacher Milk and me together, we’d be fine. Besides, everyone else was getting their own proper guards.

Well, considering the matter with Lilith, I didn't think they'd make a move immediately, but I couldn't afford to let my guard down.

"...Mm."

Anyway, looking at her now... man, she really was beautiful. Even if she was a noble, maybe her family was the rough-and-tumble sort? Thinking back, the Fancent estate was also out on the frontier, so I felt a strange sense of kinship. Was her family line just absurdly powerful? 

Maybe I should ask them to train me... 

I drifted back to sleep with those thoughts swirling in my head.

◇

"Welcome back, Lady Milk. And welcome to you, Lord Weiss Fancent."

"Yeah. Are my father and mother in?"

"I believe they will return this evening. If you would allow us, we shall take your garments first."

"Weiss, you should change too. Want to hit the bath while you're at it? Hmm? What's the matter, Weiss?"

If there’s one thing Noblesse Oblige loves to do, it’s subverting expectations. But this time, it genuinely knocked the wind out of me. Sure, I knew it was a frontier estate, but—

"A-ah, yes..."

The interior was draped in glittering decorations and expensive-looking paintings. Butlers and maids stood in perfectly spaced rows to the left and right. It was big. Way too big. And there were way too many people. The Fancent estate had a massive garden and mansion, sure, but House Abitus was easily double its size. 

Seriously, why the hell did Teacher Milk leave all this to become a knight and an adventurer?

"Lady Milk, this way."

While my master—the noble scion of House Abitus—was led deeper into the estate, I was descended upon by four very cute maids. 

"Allow us to take your garments," they said. 

One by one, my clothes were stripped away with the precision of a master surgeon. Talk about refined. Then, the sound of splashing water reached my ears. I gulped. ...I'm getting excited.

"We shall assist in washing away your travel sweat, so—"

"No, I'd prefer to be alone."

"But that won't d—"

"I like being alone. It's fine, right?"

I told the maids in a voice five times more handsome than usual—putting the "Voice" in Weiss—and changed by myself. The Way of the Bath is a delicate art, after all.

I suppressed my racing heart and stepped into the bath. It was... glowing. Literally. There was gold everywhere, and the hot water poured from the mouth of a stone dragon. It looked like a palace. 

Incredible... 

For some reason, the developers of Noblesse Oblige always went all-out on bath designs. There was a rumor that one of the devs was a massive hot spring fanatic, but who knows? Either way, it was magnificent.

But I wasn't some amateur who just dove right in. First, I thoroughly scrubbed myself clean. Only then did I ease into the water, starting with my feet. It was a bit hot, but perfect for me. Ahhh, yes. This was it.

"So this... this is what happiness feels like," I muttered, losing track of time as I soaked.

If I were the protagonist, Allen, this would be the part where Teacher Milk walks in for a fanservice scene. But I'm Weiss; that kind of luck doesn't happen to me. Just as I was about to get out, I heard voices outside.

"Milady, you mustn't!"

"Please, Milady, stop!"

"I'm going to see my older sister's fiancé for myself!"

...Older sister?

A second later, a girl burst in. She had beautiful, deep crimson hair and a youthful face. She looked to be about my age, maybe slightly younger. But more importantly, she looked exactly like Teacher Milk. If someone told me she was a teenage version of my master, I’d have believed them on the spot. Which meant...

"—A pleasure to meet you. I am the younger sister, Cafe Abitus. You must be Weiss Fancent."

She gave me a very polite, elegant bow. That was when I realized that my "Weiss" was completely exposed to the world. Cafe—the mini-Milk—blushed a faint pink.

Wait, she had a little sister? There was nothing about this in the Original Story!

"Y-you pass. With flying colors."

Where exactly were you looking when you said that?!
134: Cafe Abitus

"My lady, Master Weiss’s Weiss is visible, so please, step this way!"

"Wh-what are you doing!?"

Ultimately, the girl claiming to be Teacher Milk’s younger sister, Cafe, was hauled away by a swarm of butlers.

Does that kind of slang exist in Noblesse too? Man, this really feels like a game sometimes.

And then there was that mysterious word she left in her wake: "fiancé."

...What a weirdo.

Well, whatever. The misunderstanding would surely be cleared up soon.

With that thought, I stepped out and tried to get dressed, only for Teacher Milk to appear before me next.

It was almost funny, seeing her sister made it feel like Milk had suddenly hit a growth spurt, but she wasn't her usual self—

"W-was Cafe just here?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah, she was here a second ago. She called me her fiancé—"

"...Weiss. Change of plans."

"Eh? Plans?"

"Pretend to be my fiancé. Just in front of her is fine. Actually... that might be a bit much too, but... Weiss, please. I’m begging you."

"Wh-what are you talking about?!"

This was the first time I’d ever seen Teacher Milk so flustered. I’d never even seen her like this in the Original Story.

Also, when exactly am I going to be allowed to put my Weiss’s "Weiss" away?

"...She’s persistent in all the worst ways. My parents are actually more reasonable by comparison. If I told her you were my disciple, she’d never stop hounding me about not having a fiancé."

"I-I see."

I feel like being a fiancé is way more complicated, but maybe not?

Well, I guess that’s just how it goes for nobles.

"C-could we at least stick to just 'dating'? It’d be weird to be 'fiancés' without your parents' permission, wouldn't it?"

"...You're right. Let’s go with that."

She was clearly panicking. She couldn't even keep her story straight anymore.

"Next is the strategy, but—"

"But first... can I please put some clothes on?"

Let me get dressed before I catch a damn cold.

◇

I thought about talking to Teacher Milk outside, but Cafe was already on standby.

Standing side-by-side, it was obvious they were sisters.

"Master Weiss, forgive my suddenness earlier. I simply wanted to be the first to greet my sister’s fiancé."

"Cafe, why are you here? You weren't supposed to return this year."

"I just had a feeling I should come, for some reason or another."

When someone says "for some reason," there really isn't much you can say back.

In that regard, it seems she really does share Teacher Milk’s blood.

She looked quite airheaded and easygoing, but I was starting to suspect that wasn't the case.

"Come to think of it, Master Weiss... I feel like I've heard that name somewhere before—"

"N-now, then! Let’s just have some lunch for now! We can chat all we want over food!"

"I understand. Master Weiss, please come this way."

"A-ah, okay."

Still, seeing Teacher Milk this flustered is a rare treat.

When we moved to a beautiful terrace with a view of the courtyard, light refreshments had already been prepared.

It had been a long time since I’d attended a tea party. Cynthia had drilled me on various bits of noble etiquette, so I could manage to look the part now, but I still felt uneasy.

And then, I remembered that nightmare of a dinner party.

No... remembering that now is a total jinx.

"So, since when have you and my sister—"

"W-we’ve only just started seeing each other! There's a bit of an age gap, sure, but Weiss is a top-tier adventurer!"

"Hmm, I see. Sister, isn't it about time you quit adventuring? I know you're strong, but it's a dangerous line of work. But even if you’re both adventurers, is Master Weiss even a noble? Isn't that a bit odd?"

"E-err, well."

Looks like Milk hasn't told her she's working at the Academy yet.

Noticing Teacher Milk's lie immediately and mercilessly pointing out the contradictions—she was definitely a younger sister.

It couldn't be helped. I'd help her out for once.

"My father is a pretty strict man. His favorite motto is 'Throw your children to the adventurers.' Because of that, my goal has been to reach S-rank. That’s how I met Milk-sen—Miss Milk."

"Hmm. Even though you are dating, you still call her 'Miss'?"

"It’s natural to respect one's elders."

"I see. —Old Man, what did you find?"

"Yes, my lady. It is right here."

A butler who looked even older than Zebis appeared, carrying some sort of document.

Teacher Milk tried to snatch it away in a hurry, but Cafe snapped her fingers.

To my shock, she was instantly encased in a Defense Barrier.

It looked like she was standing inside a glass box.

Amazing. That’s some high-level magic.

"O-hey, Cafe!?"

"Hmm, I see. So you're the eldest son of House Fanscent. Promoted from Nobless Academy at the top of the Lowerclassmen, and currently an Intermediate-year Student. I see, I see. So sister has become a teacher at the Academy. Hmmm... Sister, it seems you still don't have a fiancé after all."

She exposed everything in seconds. Seriously, who is this old guy?

Information about the Academy was supposed to be strictly confidential.

Man, the little sister is terrifying too.

Seeing no other choice, I decided to offer a total surrender.

"...Sorry. I'm actually Teacher Milk’s disciple. I came here today because she wanted to put her parents' minds at ease. Sure, there are parts of her that aren't exactly 'noble-like,' but that’s one of her best qualities. Please don't be too hard on her. Both the students and I rely on her more than words can say."

I was always in her debt, after all. If Teacher Milk was feeling down, I wanted to support her.

Then, for some reason, Cafe broke into a massive grin.

"That spirit—the way you jumped in to save my sister the moment her lie crumbled and she was in trouble! Your explanation was concise, clear, and delivered without a hint of hesitation! Even seeing my magic didn't phase you! You get a pass—a big, big, BIG pass! You are more than worthy of being my sister’s fiancé! Plus, you're actually pretty handsome!"

She suddenly became incredibly high-energy, ending her declaration with a thumbs up. The old butler clapped beside her, while Teacher Milk’s shoulders just slumped in defeat.

Good grief... I guess there really isn't a single normal person in all of Noblesse Oblige.
135 The Soiree

"I see... If you already have a fiancé, that does make things difficult. From the Violetta Family... so you mean Lady Cynthia? She is certainly renowned for her beauty and her character. I’ve heard her Ice Magic is quite spectacular as well."

In the short time I’d spent with her, I felt like I was starting to get a handle on Cafe Abitus.

To put it simply, her mind worked fast. Too fast. On top of that, she was incredibly efficient at processing and filtering information.

Judging by that defensive spell she’d used earlier, she was a high-level caster in her own right.

Is it just because I’m Weiss that I find myself wanting to spar with her more and more?

Regardless, I was just glad the misunderstanding had been cleared up.

"And there you have it, Cafe. I don't need a fiancé. I’m having a perfectly good time at Noblesse right now."

"Sister, if you let your marriageable years pass you by, you’ll never find happiness. With your personality, you’re going to end up alone for the rest of your life."

"I’ll find someone eventually."

"No, you won't! Old Man—"

Cafe snapped her fingers again.

She took the documents she’d brought and shoved them toward Teacher Milk. I caught a glimpse of the pages—they were covered in rows of photographs of various men.

Notes about their business ventures and annual income were scribbled next to each one.

"I’ve compiled a list of people whose values align with yours as closely as possible. We’re going to find someone among them."

"...Cafe, I just want to live how I want to live."

"No. Absolutely not."

"I—"

"Sister, you of all people deserve to be happy!!!"

After their heated back-and-forth, Cafe’s voice rose to a shout, nearly cutting her sister off.

However, the man she called 'Old Man' gave her a cautionary look, and she slumped her shoulders apologetically.

"...My apologies. I let my emotions get the better of me."

Teacher Milk clearly found the attention overbearing, but from where I stood, it was obvious that Cafe deeply adored her older sister.

She was just worried. I was a bit concerned about that cryptic 'of all people' remark at the end, but her sincerity definitely came through.

"Look... this might sound a bit arrogant coming from me, but let me say one thing. I agree that Teacher Milk is a bit eccentric. She doesn't act much like a noble, she's strict, and yeah, she’s scary. But she is a truly kind person at heart. I only passed the exam for Noblesse because of her. Whenever I’m lost, she’s the one who shows me the way. And I’m not the only one who feels that way about her. Everyone around me likes her, too. I just want you to understand that."

Hearing my little speech, Teacher Milk looked a bit embarrassed.

Cafe, on the other hand, looked a little sad.

"...I understand. I'm sorry."

"I also think you don't use your words enough, Teacher Milk. If you just shared your feelings with your sister a little more, I'm sure she’d understand."

I wonder if it’s actually okay for me to talk to my superior like this? Oh well, it felt like something that needed to be said.

"...Thank you, Weiss. Cafe, it’s true that I’ve lived my life exactly as I pleased. I’m well aware of that. But right now, I take pride in being a teacher. Please, try to understand."

Teacher Milk was more emotional than usual. It seemed like the message finally got through to Cafe, who gave a slow, measured nod.

Meanwhile, the guy called Old Man was standing off to the side, weeping absolute buckets.

His nose was running like a faucet.

He’s probably seeing her whole life flash before his eyes like a revolving lantern right now. It's actually kind of hilarious, but I feel like laughing would be a death sentence.

"Yes. Sister, I’m sorry. Master Weiss, thank you."

"Yeah, I should thank you too. Thanks, Weiss."

"No, really, it was nothing—"

"Magnificent! Truly magnificent!"

The Old Man finally lost it, wailing at the top of his lungs while applauding furiously.

It kind of reminded me of Zebis.

Man, I haven't seen him in forever. I kind of miss the guy.

It was the same with Eleanor and Sierra; families really are a great thing.

Speaking of which, I also have a sibling much older than—

Just then, a voice called out from behind us.

"Welcome home, Milk! Is this boy your fiancé?!"

"Oh, Milk!"

Both of them had vibrant red hair. Her parents, presumably. They looked like a very kind couple.

After we went through the whole explanation process all over again, the House Abitus estate was soon filled with tears and laughter (except for Teacher Milk, of course).

Hah. What a nice family.

◇

I stepped down from the carriage while taking in the sight of the glittering mansion before us.

From the other carriage, a woman emerged wearing a red dress that perfectly matched her hair.

Standing there was Teacher Milk, looking for all the world like a perfect high-ranking noblewoman.

Perhaps it was due to her constant training, but even her simplest movements were perfectly balanced and graceful.

She was so stunning that the men nearby were already starting a commotion.

And yet—

"This is cramped."

I couldn't help but let out a small smile at the fact that she was still the same old Teacher Milk.

"I bet it is."

"Oh, Sister, it suits you beautifully. And you as well, Master Weiss."

"Thanks, Cafe."

The sun had already set. The reason we were here was because of some big evening party for the local prominent families.

Teacher Milk had been adamant about not going, but after seeing Cafe and her parents practically begging her to show her face just once, I’d stepped in and persuaded her.

I’d planned to just relax while she was at the party, but it turns out Teacher Milk and Cafe had 'naturally' prepared an outfit for me as well.

Seriously, what is my actual role here...?

"...It can't be helped."

With a sigh, Teacher Milk took a deep breath and shifted her demeanor.

The rugged, blunt aura she usually carried vanished, replaced by a very gentle, serene expression.

"Shall we go, Cafe? Weiss?"

"Right behind you."

I see. She has a 'Social Mode' too.

Once we stepped inside, the place was packed with so many people it was hard to believe we were in the frontier.

But the most surprising thing was how many people immediately flocked to Teacher Milk.

"Oh! You're back! Milk, have you been well?"

"Yes, well enough."

"Miss Milk, how is the Adventurer life treating you?"

"I'm actually doing something else now, but otherwise, it's the same as always."

Normally, if rumors got out that a noble had become an Adventurer, most people would turn up their noses in disgust.

But everyone here was eager to talk to her.

Teacher Milk wasn't using her usual harsh tone, either; she was speaking in perfect, polished noble dialect.

Watching her, I felt a mix of genuine admiration and a strange, fluttering sensation in my chest.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, I just realized how much everyone likes her. Didn't you say Teacher Milk left the city when she was really young?"

"She left home in her teens, yes. However, even after she became an Adventurer, my sister would come back every now and then to hunt down monsters. If people were in trouble, she’d give them anonymous donations. My sister is... a truly kind person."

"I see. That sounds exactly like her. But wait, do monsters actually show up around here?"

"Quite often, actually. The nature of the land here makes for high concentrations of mana. It’s been especially active lately."

I see. She mentioned she came back for errands sometimes; she must have meant the monster hunting.

The fact that monsters were becoming more active was a sign that the main plot was progressing.

Ironically, because of that threat, weapon and armor sales were booming and the economy was thriving. What a twisted world.

"They say it’s also because the day of the Great Full Moon is approaching, but—"

Cafe said something that caught my attention. I was about to ask her more, but a group of men suddenly appeared and swarmed her.

"Miss Cafe, you look lovely tonight."

"It's rare to see you here, Miss Cafe."

...I have questions, but I guess I'll just back off and enjoy the food for now.

Though, to be honest, the etiquette for eating at these things is a massive pain—

"...Wait, is that Melomelon Prosciutto?"

Okay, this soiree is officially the best thing ever!!

I spent the next while just gorging myself. There were way more fruits than I expected.

Could I take some home as a souvenir? No, I’d definitely get yelled at.

Eventually, Teacher Milk finally managed to break away from the crowd and came over to find me.

"Sorry about that, Weiss. You must be bored to death."

"Not at all. Besides, the dress looks great on you. It's like seeing a rare, unreleased scene."

"Thank you. ...Though I have no idea what 'unreleased' means."

"Don't worry about it. More importantly, your sister is a great kid. Your parents are nice, too."

"...Yeah. I'm probably a burden to her. People look at her through a biased lens because of me, but she never lets it show. She’s a strong sister."

That’s for sure. Looking at them, both of these sisters are incredible in their own ways.

Suddenly, the music changed. It reminded me of the time I danced with Cynthia.

It felt like a lifetime ago.

As if on cue, a small army of men started approaching Teacher Milk to ask for a dance.

She looked genuinely overwhelmed.

Right. Disciple's turn to shine.

"Teacher Mil— Miss Abitus, may I have this dance?"

"—Ah. With pleasure."

Catching on instantly, Teacher Milk grabbed my hand.

Dancing was a basic requirement for a noble. Cynthia probably wouldn't be mad. Maybe. I should definitely tell her about this later, though.

"Who’s that kid? Just cutting in like that?"

"No idea. Doesn't sound like he’s the fiancé."

"My Lady Milk... stolen by a brat..."

I could hear all sorts of grumbling as we moved across the floor.

Teacher Milk shot them a few intimidating glares, but I just told her to ignore it. I was used to this kind of thing.

I am the one and only Weiss Fansent, after all.

"Sorry for dragging you into this."

"It’s an honor."

The dance ended, and I was just thinking about heading home after one last plate of Melomelon Prosciutto when a scream pierced the air from outside.

Everyone in the room rushed to the windows. Several massive Cyclopes had emerged from the forest.

"M-Monsters!"

"Where are the guards?! Subjugate them at once!"

"But those are Cyclopes! You need serious skill to take those down!"

...Good grief. What a hassle.

The men who had been falling over themselves to talk to Teacher Milk a moment ago were now just standing there, paralyzed.

Naturally, Teacher Milk moved to head out, but I held up a hand to stop her.

"You'll get your dress dirty after all that work."

"I don't care about the dress. I—"

"Just this once, let me play the hero."

"...Fine. I’ll leave it to you."

At that moment, Cafe noticed the monsters and came sprinting over.

"Sister! I’ll help too!"

"No, it's fine. Let's just get back to our meal."

"What are you saying?! Those are Cyclopes!"

I couldn't help but grin at Teacher Milk’s nonchalant response.

It was the ultimate compliment. She really did trust me.

"Is... Is Miss Milk not going?"

"Wait, what is that guy doing—?"

Talking back to the people who’d been badmouthing me earlier would be a total loser move.

I was going to show them exactly who I was, my way.

"Well then, Master, I'm off. —Unnatural."

I shrugged off my formal jacket and vaulted out the window.

◇

I was stunned. Master Weiss, the person Sister had brought with her, leaped straight out into the Darkness of the night all by himself.

"S-Sister! Master Weiss just—!"

"Don't worry."

"B-But, he's alone?!"

"Cafe. Do you really think I'm a poor judge of character?"

"I-I don't think so, but—"

"GYAAAAAAAA-AAAA-AAAAAA!"

A monster’s death rattle echoed through the air, and the crowd at the windows leaned out even further.

I strained my eyes to see, and I couldn't believe what I was witnessing.

Those ferocious Cyclopes were being cut down with terrifying ease.

One. Then another.

Master Weiss looked like he was having the time of his life. It was immediately obvious that he loved to fight.

The people around me had been terrified at first, but slowly, they started cheering.

Some were even shouting about how cool he looked.

"He's incredible. Who is he? He's just a boy!"

"I want him... I have to have him for my house."

"He’s like a demon in human form. And yet, his movements are so beautiful."

I’m fairly proficient with magic myself. But even from my perspective, Master Weiss’s strength was overwhelming.

He was handling those monsters like he was snapping twigs.

That silhouette... it looked just like Sister’s.

"He's something else, isn't he, Cafe?"

But what surprised me most was the smile on my sister’s face.

I had never seen her look so happy.

Weiss Fansent. You truly are a wonderful person.

But it’s such a tragedy. Why do you have to have a fiancé already?

Sister is such a magnificent person.

Years ago, when she lost the one she loved most, Sister was consumed by grief.

She became self-destructive; I even heard some truly terrifying rumors about her back then.

I’ve wanted her to be happy again for so long.

But... Sister is enjoying her life now, isn't she?

I could see it clearly.

"Yes. He is incredible. —As expected of your disciple, Sister."

Master Weiss struck down the final Cyclops.

He didn't have a scratch on him. It was as if I’d just watched a beautiful performance.

Ah, simply amazing.

Master Weiss Fansent... please, I beg of you, take care of my precious sister.

...Wait. He’s a high-ranking noble, right? Maybe having two wives wouldn't be a problem?
The Beacon of Counterattack

The full moon of Noblesse Oblige was red and impossibly massive. It hung there, illuminating the night like a blatant, looming symbol of this alien world. 

I looked up at the night sky and took a long, slow breath, trying to steady my racing heart.

I’d spent my time here frantically hacking away at the plot, altering everything I could. But looking back, nothing I’d done previously even compared to the scale of this. If we pulled this off, the tide would turn in our favor in one fell swoop. 

But if we botched it? I’d be branded a global criminal. At best, I’d be an outcast; at worst, I’d just be dead.

I really don’t deserve the people who agreed to follow me into this mess, I thought, a surge of genuine gratitude washing over me.

Just then, a woman’s voice called out softly from beside me.

"Weiss, I’m with you. No matter how far this goes."

"Thanks, Cynthia."

She looked at me with those kind, knowing eyes—as if she understood every single terrifying thing I was thinking.

Suddenly, an [Internal Announcement] rang through my head.

[—The princess’s carriage has departed. Everyone, move to your positions at the gates. —Alright, team, let's go be some bad guys.]

Cecil’s voice sounded almost playful, a joke meant to slice through the suffocating tension we all felt.



—Several weeks earlier.

Ever since the day the Calamity hit Nobless Academy, reports of Pseudo-Demons had been cropping up all over the world. They varied—some seemed to have a will of their own while others were just mindless beasts—but they were definitely out there, tearing things up in places I couldn't see.

I heard about the casualties, of course. It was a bitter pill to swallow, knowing I couldn’t protect everyone and that I was far from perfect.

On the other hand, some things were actually going well. Unexpected events were shifting the board, like Lilith manages to take down a member of the Demon Race. 

In the original story, the protagonist—Allen—was always forced onto the defensive. It was the classic trope: the Demon Race strikes first, and the hero spends the entire book playing catch-up, frantically trying to put out the fires. It’s the standard setup for a story, sure, but it means you’re always one step behind.

But I wasn't the hero. I was the guy who knew the script.

Regarding the fixed future, I could actually take the initiative. Making Teacher Milk my mentor was the real turning point; it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say I only got this strong because of her. 

However, the world kept shifting with every alteration I made. I could guess what was coming, but I couldn't be one hundred percent sure. Still, some things were universal constants. And this time, I fully intended to give those damn demons a nasty surprise they wouldn’t forget.

"Fancent-kun, honestly, this is a tall order," Cecil said, her brow furrowed. "If we go the official route, we’ll be turned away at the gate before we can even finish a sentence. At worst, they’ll toss us in a dungeon for lèse-majesté. Are you absolutely sure about this? I’m not doubting you, but..."

"...If I’m being honest? I’m only almost certain," I admitted. "Which means it’s not a guarantee."

"I see. But what are we supposed to do? How do I even begin to explain that Princess Sophia is going to be murdered by the Demon Race on the night of the Great Full Moon...?"

I’d returned from a short vacation and had been holding a series of hushed, frantic meetings with Cecil in the Nobless Academy library.

Noblesse Oblige had its "must-hit" plot points. Just as Allen entering the Academy was a fixed starting point, there was another one I couldn't ignore: the assassination of Princess Sophia of the Kingdom of Carlos—a neighboring country and close ally to the Ostrava Royal Capital.

In the original story, her death was the spark that lit the fuse. To eliminate "threats and deception," trade and imports between the borders ground to a halt. This dealt a massive blow to the smaller nations, and the resulting poverty and chaos caused a spike in crime and the birth of more Pseudo-Demons.

The Demon Race led by the Demon King was terrifyingly strong, but they didn't just win through brute force. They were clever. They manipulated events to plunge the world into a state of perpetual terror.

But if I could prevent this, I could potentially rewrite one of the biggest tragedies of the original story.

I’d been counting backward from the story’s progression, trying to pin down the date of the next Great Full Moon. When I heard about it from Cafe—Teacher Milk’s sister—everything finally clicked.

But it was still just a theory. As a mere noble, I couldn’t just march up to the palace and say "demons are coming" without a shred of evidence. I’d be thrown in prison for making a false report. So, I decided to prepare for the day in total secrecy.

The problems, however, were piling up.

I knew the Demon Race was behind the assassination in the original story, but I didn't know how it would go down this time. There were too many random variables. In some versions of the game's lore, she was killed in her bed; in others, she was ambushed in her carriage. It was impossible to know until the very last second.

Since we couldn't exactly manage the royal family’s itinerary, we had no way of knowing their schedule. All we knew was that it would happen on the night of the Great Full Moon.

Our plan was as follows: we would hide our identities and protect Princess Sophia until the moon set. The original story had already proven that her royal guards were about as useful as wet paper. Essentially, we either had to "kidnap" her for her own safety or stay close enough to intercept the assassins.

Of course, this was an unsanctioned mission based on a hunch. It was a capital crime, plain and simple.

But I was going to make it work.

"In the worst-case scenario, I’ll handle it alone," I said.

"Handle it alone? Are you planning to storm the castle?" Cecil asked, looking at me like I’d grown a second head. "Even for a small country, the royal guards aren't going to be soft targets."

"I can slip in. Kidnapping her is the best-case scenario, but if that looks impossible, I just need to be near her when the demons show up."

"Honestly, your plans are utterly reckless. But..." She sighed, her expression softening into something reliable. "I’ve already decided to follow your lead. So, let’s think of a better safety measure."

Man, what would have become of me without her?

"...I’m the one asking for help here, but you realize you could become a criminal, right? If your identity gets out, forget being a student at Noblesse—you’ll be a fugitive."

"Oh, wouldn't that be exciting in its own way?" she joked. "If that happens, I’ll just have to make you protect me to the ends of the Earth."

She trusted me unconditionally. I really couldn't hold my head up high around her.

We kept tossing ideas back and forth, but the conversation eventually stalled. With so many random elements at play, there just wasn't a perfect plan to cover every base. 

Then, a few days later, a ray of light appeared—and the hint came from the most unexpected person.

"Duke’s having a rough time too, huh?" Allen remarked as we sat in the cafeteria.

"Can't be helped," Duke replied with a shrug. "Being from a knight family means the Great Full Moon is basically a death sentence of overtime. It’s our fate."

That was it!

After school, I called Duke out to a quiet spot.

"Yo! Rare for you to call me over," he said, grinning. "What’s up? Does the great Weiss Fancent finally have a request for the mighty Lord Duke? Just kidding. There’s no way you’d—"

"Actually, that’s exactly it," I interrupted. "I have a favor to ask."

"Wait, what?"

"You're on guard duty for the Great Full Moon, aren't you? It's for Princess Sophia, right?"

"...How do you even know that?" His smile vanished. "I mean, it’s not a big secret, but a guy like me is just gonna be standing near the castle gazing at the sky. What about it?"

In the original story, there was a brief mention of Duke’s family being on duty during the full moon. It had completely slipped my mind until now. He would have access to the situation, or at least be part of the security detail. He was my only way to get the latest info on the Princess.

"On the night of the Great Full Moon—"

I laid it all out. I told him everything. 

I knew it wasn't a "fixed" future yet. Duke was a knight; sharing confidential security info with a civilian was a serious crime. If I had been a bandit, his actions would have been a total betrayal of his oath. And to top it off, I was that Weiss Fancent.

"...Sorry, Weiss. I can't do it. It's not that I don't trust you, but as a knight, there are some lines I just can’t cross."

"...Yeah. I figured."

Duke had listened quietly until the end before giving his answer. I’d expected it, but I’d been desperate enough to try anyway.

Then, Duke let out a massive, weary sigh.

"But... if you're going this far, there’s gotta be a real possibility of danger, right? I can't exactly just let that happen."

"...It's still just a possibility," I reminded him. "They might not even show up."

"Hah! So you're saying you've got zero evidence?"

"Exactly."

Duke just said, "I get it," and walked away.

A few days later, I realized what he meant.

"There’s a ball for the royals and high nobility on the night of the Great Full Moon," Duke told me privately. "Princess Sophia is attending. She’ll have a carriage escort. I don't have the exact departure time, but she’ll be heading toward the Capital."

"...Duke."

"I'll keep digging until the last minute. God, I’m such an idiot. Just telling you this is enough to get me thrown in a cell."

"I know... I’m really sorry."

"Don't worry about it," he said with a lopsided grin. "Every guy dreams of being the dark hero working in the shadows at least once, right?"

In the original story, Duke was serious, straightforward, and wouldn't tolerate a hint of corruption. He lived for justice. And yet, here he was, committing a crime for my sake. Just receiving this info made me an accomplice. I couldn't drag him down any further.

"This is enough. I'll handle the rest my—"

"Don't be stupid. If I’m in, I’m in until the end. But I have a condition: bring Allen and Shari into the fold. We need them for this. If the Demon Race actually shows up, the three of us won’t be enough to stop them. You know that, don't you?"

I did. Having them would change the success rate entirely. If the demons appeared, their strength would be the only thing keeping us alive. 

But it was too dangerous. I... I couldn't make that choice for them.

Just then—

"I heard everything from Cecil-san," Allen said, stepping out from the shadows with Shari and Cecil. "Weiss, I’m in. If there’s even a slight chance someone might die, I have to give it my all."

"Same here," Shari added. "If demons are coming, I can't just ignore it. Besides, as long as we don't get caught, we’re fine, right? If we all work together, I'm sure it'll be okay."

Cecil had made the decision for me and brought them into the loop. 

After that, I spoke to Cynthia and Lilith. Neither of them hesitated; they both said they would help. They promised that even if the worst happened, we would face the consequences together.

This was, without a doubt, the greatest alteration I had made since coming to this world.

I’m going to make this work, I vowed. No matter what.
137 Great Full Moon, Strategy Meeting

"Since the prince is moving to the Royal Capital ahead of schedule, it looks like the princess’s security detail is going to be thinner than usual."

Inside a conference room at Nobless Academy, Duke spoke while pointing his finger at a handmade map spread across a large table.

These classrooms operated on a reservation basis, but they were available to anyone who filled out the paperwork. Cynthia had mentioned once that she’d used this room for a "girls' night" before.

Gathered here now were Cecil, Duke, Allen, Shari, Cynthia, Lilith, and me. Using the intel Duke had secured in advance, we were currently trying to calculate the most likely route for the princess’s carriage.

"I hate to poke holes in the plan, but can I say something?"

Shari raised her hand. She was sitting next to Allen, while Cynthia and Lilith were flanking me.

"Go ahead. I want to hear it."

"The Attendant Knights are supposed to be the best of the best, right? I have a feeling they’re way stronger than us. Is it really necessary for us to draw them away?"

Our plan was to "kidnap" the princess from her carriage or some other point along the route. Shari’s concern was perfectly valid. The problem was, I knew her logic didn't apply here.

In the Original Story, those Guard Knights are about as useful as a screen door on a submarine.

Of course, I was the only one who knew that.

"On paper, sure, they’re strong. But they aren't expecting a direct assault from the Demon Race. A battle that starts with a lapse in judgment effectively cuts your combat power in half—actually, probably more than that."

"Shari, I honestly think we're stronger than those knights anyway," Allen added, radiating confidence.

Spoken like a true protagonist. He had that "I can do anything" aura down to a science.

"Well, I’m with you there," Duke chimed in. "Knights are a mixed bag. But even so, are we really dealing with a member of the Demon Race capable of slipping past the Attendant Knights' notice?"

"Weiss, do you have any idea what kind of scale we're looking at?" Cynthia asked.

"…No, I don't. It could be just the Demon Race, or they might bring monsters along for the ride."

"If we’re worried about civilians, we should probably try to expand our defensive perimeter…" 

Allen was already fretting over the potential collateral damage to commoners. I really didn't have an answer for him. The events were recorded like historical facts in my head, but the nitty-gritty details were fuzzy.

I was grateful for Allen's help, but it also made me incredibly nervous. The guy was just too good a person. If things went south and civilians started getting hurt, I had no idea how he’d react.

…Wait, no, it’ll be fine. 

Allen's actions were the actions of a Hero. Even if things looked grim, they wouldn't necessarily backfire. If anything, leaving things to him might be the safest bet. Lilith had achieved her awakening while she was with him, after all. "Protagonist Miracles" were a staple of the genre.

Cecil added a final note. "I understand Allen-san’s concerns, but for now, let’s focus on how to divert the knights' attention."

We went back and forth for a while, but it was tough. It was starting to look like a brute-force breakthrough was our only option. However, we still needed someone inside the castle to track the princess's movements before she even reached the carriage. We had to confirm she was actually in the castle.

That was when Lilith spoke up.

"I’ll sneak in and relay information to Cecil-san until the last possible second."

It was a vital role. It was also suicide. 

Lilith, however, refused to budge.

"I can do it. No—I’m the only one who can. I have the confidence to see it through. Please, leave it to me."

If anyone could pull it off, it was the Silent Murderous Intent (Silent Witch).

I hesitated, but Lilith’s eyes were filled with absolute resolve. The only thing I could do was offer my thanks.

"I'm sorry for putting this on you, Lilith."

"Please, do not apologize. For your sake, Weiss-sama, I would go anywhere."

She seemed even more self-assured than before.

"Lilith, don't push yourself too hard, okay?" Cynthia added softly.

"Thank you, Cynthia-san."

Our strategy session dragged on deep into the night.



City Area B.

After our usual classes ended, the team gathered to train for the mission. We ran through every conceivable attack, trap, and monster encounter we could think of.

But the problems were piling up faster than we could solve them. And one issue overshadowed everything else.

We were hopelessly short-handed.

The Royal Capital has four main gates: North, South, East, and West. We wouldn't know which one the carriage would use until the moment it departed. The Ball was closest to the South Gate, but there were rumors they might take a long detour just to be safe.

Lilith would be busy infiltrating the castle, so she was out. Duke would be leaking info while tied up with his own guard duties. That left Cecil to provide a bird's-eye view from the highest clock tower.

That meant the actual interceptors were just me, Cynthia, Shari, and Allen. One person per gate.

If we split up like that, we’d each have to fight the knights alone.

This is beyond dangerous.

Even if a member of the Demon Race showed up, we’d have to fend them off while simultaneously protecting the princess. To be honest, the odds were terrifying.

But then—

"Weiss-dono, we are late. My apologies."

"I’m late too—!"

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Oh, looks like everyone’s already here."

Tura, Olynn, and Carta walked into the training area.

I stared at them, my jaw practically hitting the floor. Cynthia and the others ran over as if they’d been expecting them, offering their thanks.

Why are they here?

Carta took a step forward.

"What are you guys doing here—?" I started.

"Weiss-kun, do you remember? The first time you ever spoke to me?"

"…Yeah."

"Back then, you told me that you could find a use for me. You told me to make sure I used you just as well."

"…I did."

"I survived because of you, Weiss-kun. I don't feel like I've even come close to paying that debt back yet."

The voice, the stance… the spineless coward I’d first met was nowhere to be found. 

Still, I had to protest. "Do you realize what you’re saying? If this goes wrong, you’ll be expelled from Nobless Academy. You might even end up as a wanted fugitive."

"I don't care. Being part of this… it makes me happy."

Are you kidding me? Why is everyone so dramatic?

"Me too," Olynn chimed in. "When you came to save me in the Forest of the Undead, Weiss-kun… I was so happy."

"I feel the same," Tura added. "I would have died in that fight against the Pseudo-Demon. I still owe you my life."

Both of them looked at me with unwavering gazes. Duke reached out and slapped a hand on my shoulder.

"Man, you sure are popular, Weiss. Well, this solves our problem. Now we can put two people at every gate. Wait… one, two, three… are we still one short?"

"I’ll be fine on my own," I said. "Actually, let me handle one. I need to do at least that much. …Thanks, everyone."

I had managed to find some truly incredible allies. There was no doubt about that. And with my current strength, I should be able to hold a gate solo.

"Hearing Weiss say 'thank you'?" Shari whispered. "I’m expecting members of the Demon Race to start falling from the sky any minute now."

"Shari, that’s a bit much, even for a joke," Allen laughed. "Though I agree, it’s definitely a shock."

With that, the general plan was set.

Lilith would track the princess inside the castle. 
Duke would feed us info while on guard duty. 
Cecil would take the high ground for reconnaissance. 
Allen and Shari would take the South Gate. Since that was the most likely route, we decided Shari’s traps made her the best fit.
Tura and Olynn would take the East Gate.
Carta and Cynthia would take the West Gate.
Since the odds were lowest there, I’d take the North Gate alone.

We had about one week until the Day of the Great Full Moon. We’d hammer out the finer details as we went.

I was going to win. I’d crush the Demon Race, and I’d crush this "Noblesse Oblige" script once and for all.
138: Operation Full Moon, the Big Day

High noon in the Kingdom of Carlos.

The ball wasn't scheduled to start until tonight, but "we" had already slipped into the country.

Since Nobless Academy was on holiday, the timing worked out perfectly; there had been no need to go through the headache of applying for leave.

It had been a short window of time, but we had spent every second of it crammed with intensive training.

In the process, I’d finally managed to steel my own resolve.

And as for these guys...

"Duke, that’s my meat, you thief!"

"Shut it! You can just order another one!"

"Honestly, you two, cut it out already!"

Allen, Duke, and Shari.

"Food always tastes so much better when you're eating with friends! Carta-san, pass the salad!"

"Y-yes. It’s certainly... lively, isn't it?"

"I think this sweet sauce is the absolute best."

Tura, Carta, and Olynn.

"Weiss, you have a little sauce on your mouth. Wipe-wipe."

"Cynthia-san, you’re actually saying the sound effects out loud again."

Cynthia, Lilith, and me.

And finally—

"Well, things usually go better when you’re relaxed, so maybe this is for the best."

Cecil met my eyes and offered a small, knowing smile.

If this operation failed, expulsion would be the least of our worries. Not only would we be stripped of our nobility, but we’d likely be hunted down as high-profile criminals.

Yet, looking at them, you’d think they hadn't given that possibility a single thought.

I mean, I was grateful, I really was, but...

Seriously, do these guys have any sense of tension at all...?

I didn't know if I should be impressed by the caliber of Nobless Academy students, or if this was just the reality of being around the main cast of Noblesse Oblige.

Just then, Allen called out my name.

"It’s okay, Weiss. We all understand what’s at stake. I mean, I’m just a commoner, so my resolve is probably a bit different from yours... but I think our hearts are in the same place. We believe in you. Besides, even if everything goes south, I feel like as long as we’re all together, it’ll still be fun."

The bastard actually said it. With a straight face. Immediately, everyone else chimed in, nodding along and agreeing that "going down together" didn't sound so bad.

Good grief. You pathologically positive, reckless protagonist bastard.

Always trying to look so cool.

Still, I had to admit, his words probably hit me harder than anything else could have.

However, the linchpin of this whole plan was Lilith.

Infiltrating the castle was a capital offense in its own right. No matter the reason, there would be no forgiveness if she were caught.

"Lilith, I’m counting on you."

"Yes, please leave it to me."

That day, Lilith looked more dependable than I had ever seen her.



The full moon of Noblesse Oblige was red and massive.

It loomed over the night as if it were the very symbol of this otherworldly realm.

Duke had already taken up his guard post near the castle.

Cecil was stationed on a high vantage point overlooking the entire capital, with Carta positioned a bit early atop a designated gate to provide support.

Lilith was already in the middle of her infiltration, but since the area around the castle was crawling with mana-sensitive mages, we couldn't risk contacting her unnecessarily.

When the scheduled time arrived, we each moved to our respective gates.

Ironically, the night sky was gorgeous. The stars were stunning.

"Well then, Weiss, I shall see you again later."

"Yeah. Stay safe, Cynthia."

Allen and Shari were at the most likely exit. They had already set their traps.

Even a seasoned Guard Knight would have a hard time sniffing them out.

【 Operation start. I received word from Lilith-san that the princess's carriage has departed. Six Guard Knights. Now then... let's go be the bad guys. 】

Cecil’s Internal Announcement echoed in my head.

I couldn't help but let a smirk slip.

I was currently hunkered down behind a roof near the North Gate.

【 Allen, Shari. South Gate: all clear. 】

【 Tura, Olynn. East Gate: all clear. 】

【 Cynthia, Carta. West Gate: all clear. 】

I could communicate with Cecil, but the rest of us couldn't hold a two-way conversation with each other.

However, I could hear their reports being relayed.

The carriage hadn't reached me yet, so I was about to report that everything was clear on my end—but then, I spotted a white-horse carriage that stood out like a sore thumb.

The North Gate was supposed to be the least likely route, but that was undoubtedly the princess’s carriage.

It’s the North! Everyone, get over here!

I just needed to wait for backup and we could snag the princess together.

But then, to my horror, more voices came through.

【 South Gate! Carriage spotted! 】 【 Confirmed at the East Gate! 】 【 One has arrived at the West Gate as well! 】

...What the hell was going on?

Dammit, this wasn't part of the plan. I see—the Princess must have had her life targeted several times before, so they were using decoys.

The Original Story hadn't mentioned a single word about this!

Don't panic. Deep breaths. The objective is still the same.

I immediately sent a message to Cecil.

Change of plans! We have to get as close as possible and use Mana Sense to find the real princess. Unlike the Guard Knights, the princess’s mana pool is tiny. We should be able to tell the difference instantly. Cecil, any other ideas? Duke, Lilith, anything?

【 ...Relayed. No word from those two yet. No objections to the change. It’s a bit of a gamble, but let’s go with Fansent-kun’s plan. It’s fine. We can do this. 】

But the problems didn't stop there.

If they had exited straight through the North Gate, I could have intercepted them on the bridge. I had planned to investigate while pretending to be a passerby, but the carriage suddenly veered off the main path.

They were planning to take a massive detour. I wouldn't be able to just "pass" them at this rate.

"...Guess I have no choice."

I hurried ahead of them, pulling a black hood over my face. I had already changed my clothes for the occasion.

Then, I stepped out and stood directly in the carriage's path.

Six Guard Knights. I could feel a staggering amount of mana from each of them. They spotted me and drew their swords in an instant.

"Who goes there?! State your business!"

"Hey! Get back!"

"Draw your steel! Everyone, ready your mana!"

In 그 moment, I flared my Mana Sense to its limit. I had to know.

If she wasn't inside, I’d retreat immediately.

But then, I felt it—a faint, delicate mana signature coming from inside the carriage. The Original Story had mentioned the princess possessed the Light element.

This signature felt just like Sierra’s light.

I tried to contact Cecil immediately, but perhaps because I had chased them further than I realized, there was no response.

Six knights. Every one of them was likely a competent mage.

I couldn't injure them, and I certainly couldn't let them find out who I was.

I was out of time.

"—Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction."

I deployed a magic circle beneath my feet.

Despite the absolute insanity of the situation, I realized I was smiling.

Ah. I got it now.

I could feel it more clearly than ever before.

Weiss... you bastard, you're actually enjoying this, aren't you?

How I moved, how I fought—it was all clicking.

But thanks to that, I was certain of one thing.

The Demon Race was definitely coming.

If that was the case, then snatching the princess here was the only thing that mattered.

If I had to become a grand criminal to do it, then so be it.
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"Everyone, take your formations as practiced! Don't let his age fool you—he's strong!"

I’d hoped they might underestimate me, but these were elite Guard Knights for a reason. The man who spoke was likely their captain.

Things weren't going to be that easy.

Still, I wasn’t exactly a giant, and no matter how professional a soldier was, it was impossible to go from zero to a hundred percent intensity the very second a skirmish began.

That was the opening I needed to strike.

The real problem was that I couldn't summon Debi if I wanted to keep my identity hidden. I couldn't seriously injure these guys, but letting them beat me was even further out of the question.

—Hah, fine. Challenging situations like this are what really get the blood pumping anyway, right?

"Unnatural!"

The next moment, I soared high into the air.

Guard Knights were a mixed bag. According to Teacher Milk, plenty of them could use magic, but without a war to fight, their skills tended to rot pretty quickly.

"Number One, Number Two, to the front! Three and Four, cover the flanks! Five, on me!"

The knight I’d pegged as the captain issued orders the moment I moved. His commands were precise, with no wasted breath.

I see. In that case... you're first!

"You bandit!"

One of the knights swung his blade in an overhead arc to intercept my descent.

Did he really think he could block the sum of all my effort—my very life's work—with a basic move like that?

"Corrosion (Echolocation)!"

I flooded the tip of my sword with darkness, shattering his weapon in a single blow.

A second knight tried to sweep my legs from the side, but I caught his blade with my Unnatural wall. These guys had solid physiques. I’d spent my training sessions fighting against similar height disadvantages, so I knew exactly what to do.

I had to stay low.

I crouched as low as I could, rounding my back, and charged like a bullet straight for the captain.

Duke, of all the people I've fought, my spars with you are probably the only reason I'm pulling this off right now.

"Wh-what is this kid!?"

One of the knights stepped in to block my path. I used my arm as a pivot point to spin around him, delivered a sharp kick to break his stance, and as he stumbled, I knocked him out with a magic-infused strike from the back of my blade.

Plate armor offered incredible defense, but it had one massive drawback: terrible visibility. Teacher Milk had hammered that lesson into my head until I could recite it in my sleep.

That was one down. Then, I crushed the second one using the same tactic.

The remaining knights realized I wasn't playing around and stepped forward to form a defensive wall.

"Permission to use magic granted! Forget about keeping him alive!"

I smirked when I heard the captain’s shout. I see. So they were held back by some annoying "manual" or regulations, were they?

Too bad for them. They were already too late.

"Fire Sonic—"

I slipped past a flaming sword and put the third knight to sleep.

The fourth one tried to deploy a massive Defense Formula, but with my Time Lapse active, the flaws in his technique stood out like a sore thumb. It was a clumsy, amateurish attempt that didn't even come close to Coco’s level.

I took out the fifth one immediately after.

In the end, only the captain was left standing.

"What is your objective?" he demanded.

I didn't give him an answer. A few seconds later, he was unconscious on the ground.

I quietly caught my breath and scanned the area with Dark Eye. The capital was close, but we were far enough away that no one should have heard the commotion. I was certain we hadn't been spotted.

The moment I approached the carriage, the door swung open.

Standing there was Princess Sophia herself, looking exactly as she did in the Original Story. Her crimson dress was stunning, and even in the flickering glow of the carriage’s lanterns, her skin seemed to radiate a white light. She had eyes like red crystals—reputed to be the most beautiful in the world.

And, well... she had a very "generous" figure. Just like in the game.

"You are quite skilled," she said, her voice steady. "Which country do you belong to?"

"……"

"No intention of answering? How convenient. Go ahead, then—kill me. I am already... so very tired."

Sophia was remarkably dignified. Her resolute attitude was every bit as regal as one would expect from royalty. She was exhausted from being a pawn in political games. I’d heard rumors of it back at the mansion, and I knew the lore from the Original Story.

She clearly thought I was an assassin sent by one of her enemies.

But ironically, thanks to Time Lapse, I could see the tiny, uncontrollable trembling she was trying so hard to hide.

Moved by her resolve and her pride, I dropped to one knee. I’d originally planned to just knock her out and kidnap her, but I realized I couldn't bring myself to do that to her.

"I apologize for the rough handling. I know it’s hard to believe, but I’m not a bandit. I’m here to protect you."

"……What are you talking about?"

"There is someone targeting your life. I can't be certain of the details yet, but please, come into hiding with me. At least until this Great Full Moon has passed."

"Do you truly expect me to believe that? If you're so sincere, why not show your face and act with honor?"

"I’m sorry, but I can’t do that."

Just then, I sensed a faint trace of mana near the gate. It was weak, likely just a civilian, but it would be disastrous if we were seen.

I moved quickly, hoisting the princess onto my shoulder.

"Wh-what are you doing!?"

"Sorry, Your Highness, but we’re going to fly for a bit."

"Fly—? Wait, wha—aaaaaaaghhhhhh!?"

I used Unnatural to kick off the air, leaping high into the sky. I wanted to regroup with Allen and the others, but my priority was getting her to a safe location. I flew until I reached the shadow of a nearby rock formation and gently set her down.

"Sorry. Please try to forgive the dirt on your dress."

"……You are a remarkably polite assassin."

"I told you, I’m not an assassin. Now, then..."

『Cecil, can you hear me? The operation is a success for now.』

There was no response. I’d probably moved too far away. Still, they should have heard my voice while I was still by the carriage. They’d know the situation.

The Great Full Moon was glowing a deep, ominous red. I decided to wait a while before moving back into range for Cecil’s magic.

"Ei!"

Suddenly, I felt a sharp tug on my mask. I’d let my guard down!

"……That's cheating," she muttered.

"Please stop that."

Fortunately, I was a perfectionist. I’d anticipated something like this, so I was wearing multiple masks.

She's more childish than I expected.

"Ei! Ei!"

Ignoring my protests, she ripped off the third and fourth masks. I was trying to be respectful because she was a princess, but I was starting to get genuinely annoyed. This wasn't a game.

"Please. Stop."

"Number five—"

"……That is enough!"

Before I knew it, I’d placed my hand over her face to hold her back.

Wait, was that too much? Enh, whatever.

"H-how insolent!"

"This isn't a game. Once the Great Full Moon is over, I’ll return you to the castle. Until then, just stay quiet."

Seriously, the Original Story mentioned she was a tomboy, but this is ridiculous. I can’t tell if she has nerves of steel or if she’s actually suicidal.

"I don't particularly want to go back anyway, so feel free to kill me."

Sheesh. I was done with the formal speech. It was too much work.

"What do you have to be so miserable about? You’ve got a status where you can move thousands of people with a single word. What could you possibly be complaining about?"

"Oh? So that’s your real voice. It’s quite blunt. I like it much better."

"Well, thanks."

"……I’m sure it looks grand from the outside. But you wouldn't understand. I’ve had no freedom since the moment I was born. My entire future has already been decided for me."

Because of a political marriage, she’d been forced apart from the person she truly loved. She had no time to herself. Tonight’s Ball was likely part of that arrangement.

I was the only one who knew the full truth, of course. She’d probably been lectured about her "duties" since she was a toddler. But it wasn't going to happen. In the Original Story, she was supposed to die tonight. I wasn't going to let that script play out.

"It’s true, I don’t know what it’s like to be royalty. But the future isn’t set in stone. Everything that’s supposed to happen can be changed by your own hand. I came here to prove that. I’ve been proving it my whole life."

"No, you don't understand. I don't know what you’re after, but you’re living freely, aren't you? You’re not like me—"

"You're wrong. I'm acting specifically to overturn a fixed fate. I'm doing all of this... to save you."

At my words, Sophia’s shoulders trembled. She looked away, her eyes brimming with sorrow.

"……Even if I live, nothing good will ever happen."

Man, this is a headache. If she still wanted to die even after I saved her, then maybe the future really couldn't be changed. That would be a major problem.

What to do...

Seriously...

"Next year, something is going to become very popular in the Western Country," I said. "It’s a cake made with those strawberries you like. It uses tons of chocolate and Melo-Melon. It’s going to be a global hit with everyone, young and old. If you die now, you’ll never get to taste it."

"……What? How do you know that? Are you from the future or something?"

"Who knows? Do you feel like living yet? It's your favorite food, right?"

"……A little bit."

"You're a handful, you know that?"

I kept leaking little bits of "future" knowledge from the game—harmless things that might give her something to look forward to. She was gradually perking up, but she still seemed hesitant.

Finally, I mentioned one last thing that made her cheek twitch. It was a random world event I’d always thought was totally pointless.

"—Is that true?"

"……Yeah. It’s true."

"Promise? Absolute promise?"

"Yeah, no doubt about it."

"……Okay. I’ll live."

"Hah! That's all it took? You’re really that curious about a Seven-Colored Pig going on a rampage in the Royal Capital?"

"I want to see it! I’ve never even heard of a seven-colored pig!"

"……I guess that’s fair. Anyway, you look a lot better now."

"I do?"

"Yeah. That smile looks natural."

Sophia’s face turned bright red. Looking at her now, she was just an ordinary girl. Up until a moment ago, I’d been thinking of this as just "protecting a game character"—a simple escort mission.

But I was wrong. I’d felt like I was committing a crime by kidnapping her, but that wasn't it. This was a mission to save a life. Realizing that made me feel more focused than ever.

"……Thank you."

"Yeah, you’re welcome."

She stared at my face for a second... and then snatched off another mask.

This brat!

"That's seven..."

"Don't push your luck, I'm Vai—wait, gah!?"

"Wait, Vai—?"

"Nothing! Forget I said anything!"

"……I feel like I’ve heard that name somewhere."

"Don't think. Stop thinking right now."

That was close. I almost introduced myself. But despite the slip-up, I found myself laughing along with her.

"You’re a good assassin. I like you."

"Yeah, yeah. Thanks."

"……Is the enemy targeting me really that strong?"

"They’re strong. But don't worry. I’ll protect you."

"Fufu, I’m counting on you then."

Time slipped by. I tried to reach Cecil again, but the traffic near the gate was heavier than I’d expected. Still, if the plan worked, it wouldn't matter. Maybe I was just overthinking things. There was a chance the scenario had already deviated enough that the attack wouldn't even happen.

……But this was fine. This way, everything would end without my identity being leaked.

"It’s almost time. Sorry for making you miss the Ball."

"I don't mind. It would have been boring anyway. More importantly, when can I see you again?"

"……Huh?"

"I've never had a day this exciting. You want me to live, right? Then you have to meet me again. If you don't, I’ll just die."

"That wasn't part of the deal!"

"Didn't you say it yourself? That I can move people with a single word. Well, I’m making a request right now."

"You're totally playing dirty."

"Ufufu, it’s your fault. You have to protect me until I see that seven-colored pig."

"Hah."

I couldn't help but laugh. And then, for reasons I didn't quite understand myself, I reached up and took off my mask.

I dropped to one knee again. I felt like it was the only proper way to show her respect.

"—My name is Weiss, the eldest son of House Fanscent. I am deeply sorry for the trouble I've caused today. We had information that the Demon Race was targeting you. My methods were crude, but I acted as your guard."

"……You're a Fanscent? The Weiss Fanscent?"

Ah, right. My reputation as a villain still hasn't faded, has it? Well, nothing I can do about that—

"You're the boy they say is incredibly strong, right? I've heard of you. I see... so it was you. You really were protecting me. Thank you, Weiss Fancent. I won't hold you responsible for any crimes, and I won't tell a soul. You have my gratitude."

I blinked in surprise. She didn't know me for my infamy—she knew me for me.

I was certain of it now: the future could be changed. From here on out, and—

"Actually, you're a lot more handsome than I expected."

"What are you even say—"

Suddenly, a bizarre sound echoed from the sky. It was a noise I remembered—a sound of pure despair.

————Zizi——————————————

———————————Zizi———————

The Calamity had arrived.
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My prediction had been correct.

But even so, this was way beyond what I’d expected. A Teleportation Magic circle so massive it swallowed the entire country was currently blanketing the sky.

...What the hell is that?

My body locked up at the sheer, unimaginable scale of it. Common sense told me to haul ass out of there immediately, but I couldn't tear my eyes away. The mana radiating from that spell was absolutely absurd. 

In terms of quality, it felt like a larger version of Carta’s Mana Cannon. Suddenly, the sky flared with a light so blinding it felt like high noon.

I realized then that the teleportation circle wasn't just for transport; it was a deployment device for a massive mana blast. It was big enough to wipe out the whole city. Even if the heavy hitters with high mana resistance managed to survive, every single commoner would be vaporized.

This can't be happening.

"W-What is that...?" Sophia stammered.

I lunged toward the princess and pulled her into my arms. Just to be safe, I threw a [Shield] around us. 

There was no way I could cover the whole country with my magic. Hell, even if I somehow could, I doubted my formulas would be enough to block a hit like that. Then, right on cue, the Mana Cannon made its appearance in the sky. It descended slowly—as if it wanted to give us plenty of time to soak in the despair.

Then, a monstrously huge beam of mana roared down toward the city—

Z-BOOOOOM!

To my absolute shock, the entire blast was repelled by a [Barrier]. I hurriedly activated [Time Lapse] to get a better look. It was a Defense Formula woven into a stunningly intricate mesh pattern without a single gap.

It was more than just effective; it was beautiful. It shrugged off the Mana Cannon with ease, redirecting the energy in all directions. It even seemed to have [Formula Destruction] woven into it to prevent secondary disasters. It was a level of foresight I couldn't even fathom.

This was a defense that completely outclassed an "impossible" attack—the ultimate barrier. There was only one person in the world capable of pulling this off.

The Noblesse Teacher, the Guardian Angel in a White Coat—Coco.

I slung the princess over my shoulder and rushed closer to the city so I could get in range of Cecil’s telepathy. Suddenly, her voice echoed inside my [Internal Announcement].

【"The second Calamity is coming. Everyone, proceed with the operation while preparing for enemy contact."】

I quickly fired a mental message back to Cecil, demanding to know what was going on. This operation was one wrong step away from being high treason, so I’d only told the absolute minimum number of people I could trust. But Cecil’s response caught me off guard.

【"It was Allen. After hearing Fansent’s plan, he decided we needed more help if the worst-case scenario happened. It seems he reached out to someone he trusts implicitly. He even declared that since he’s a commoner—unlike the rest of you nobles—he’d take the fall for everything if the plan failed."】

What the... that total moron. But damn—he’s the best kind of moron.

My moment of relief was short-lived. Holes for Teleportation Magic began tearing open in the sky, one after another. There were even more than during the tournament—the sheer number was staggering. The operation was a success, but the real nightmare was just beginning.

I would protect the princess with my life. That part of the plan remained the same. However, the creatures crawling out of those holes were top-tier monsters that weren't supposed to show up until the end of the story. They weren't particularly huge, but every single one of them was terrifyingly strong. They were probably even tougher than Michael was.

My resolve wavered for a second. If I didn't go help, people were going to die in droves. But my absolute priority was keeping Sophia safe.

"The city! Everyone is in danger!" Sophia cried out.

"I can't," I muttered, my heart sinking.

【"—It’s okay."】

Cecil’s voice was the one that finally put my mind at ease. The second I realized what she meant, a smirk played across my lips despite the crisis. 

Streaking up into the sky were the two [Strongest] girls: Eva Avery and Milk Abitus.

Hah! How the hell did Allen manage to convince them? And the bastard kept me in the dark about it, too.

Still, I couldn't ask for two more reliable allies. Feeling much better, I touched back down on the ground. I could have just fled the country entirely, but now that my prediction had come true, there was a chance we'd be hunted down individually. It was better to prioritize meeting up with the others as planned. 

Or so I thought, right until a teleportation window opened directly above our heads. It was probably honing in on Sophia’s mana. Grotesque monsters began spilling out—lizardmen, [Undead Monsters], you name it.

But my mind was made up. 

"Sophia, don't you dare leave my side. I'm going to protect you, no matter what."

I wasn't worried anymore. Even if they weren't right in front of me, I knew I had people I could count on. I just had to do my job.

—Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction.

"You pieces of trash... don't think you can take me down just because you brought friends."
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High-level monsters I recognized from the Original Story came leaping out of the transfer windows.

The individual creatures weren't particularly massive, but they were all the fierce, cunning type. The Lizardfolk had their bodies encased in thick, hard scales, clutching oversized sabers in their right hands. They didn't speak a word I could understand, but their humanoid appearance made them feel all the more threatening.

The undead possessed pain nullification and immortal-grade resistance, but against my light, such things were meaningless. 

Handling a crisis this severe is practically the definition of Noblesse Oblige.

The fact that I could even think something so lofty was probably because my predictions were hitting the mark. It probably helped that despite Allen’s reckless, unilateral decision-making, I knew I had a bunch of reliable comrades—those idiots—backing me up.

Princess Sophia, however, was a different story. 

She was trembling, her shoulders shaking. She was paralyzed with fear, staring at high-level monsters she had likely never seen before in her life. 

That was why I decided to call out to her with a bit of a taunt. I figured that would be the fastest way to snap her out of it.

"What’s this? Even a princess gets scared of monsters?"

"O-Of course I am! Who wouldn't be?!"

"—Then just watch. I’ll give you some peace of mind."

If I showed her an overwhelming gap in power, she’d probably settle down. Conserving mana was a priority, sure, but the opening act of a battle is always the most important.

I let my mana surge with everything I had. 

In a flash, I drove my blade through a Lizardman's heart and took its head in one clean motion. I didn't stop there, carving the undead monsters into ribbons. I made sure to use Light Infusion as I swung so the bastards wouldn't just stitch themselves back together.

After that, I tore through the small fry one by one. I didn't let my guard down, but I kept my movements cold and mechanical.

When it was all over, nothing but corpses remained. 

Wait, did I go too fast? 

Princess Sophia looked even more terrified than before, until—

"Incredible... That was amazing! You’re amazing! You really are strong!"

Hah. As expected of a princess. She’s got more grit than I gave her credit for.

"Yeah. But this is just the beginning."

Monsters of this caliber were things the guard knights should be able to handle eventually. Which meant the real threat—the Demon Race or something even worse—was bound to show up soon.

The teams stationed at each gate were likely busy exterminating their own waves of monsters. Since I hadn't heard from Cecil, she was undoubtedly preoccupied with commanding the front lines. 

I looked up at the sky. It was a horrifying sight; monsters were pouring out as if they were infinitely multiplying. But I had a team I could trust here, along with Eva and Teacher Milk.

Sophia was staring at the sky alongside me. I placed a hand gently on her trembling shoulder.

"The citizens..." she whispered.

"They’ll be fine. We’ve got plenty of the Strongest over there."

"...Are they stronger than you?"

"Well... a few of them are."

Just then, Cecil’s voice crackled into my head.

[Weiss-kun, how are things on your end?]

[No problems here. Give me a sitrep.]

[There are a lot of monsters, but only a few minor injuries so far. Eva-san and Teacher Milk are working themselves to the bone, but we really owe it to Teacher Coco. It looks like her barrier includes a weakening debuff for the monsters. It’s absolutely incredible magic.]

[Yeah, I figured.]

Coco was a character who, like Teacher Milk, usually didn't show up until the very final stages of the game. She was so powerful it was almost cheating for her to be here now. Then again, her resume was legendary even by the standards of Nobless Academy.

Though I’m pretty sure Eva could still blow past all of that single-handedly.

[Are Cynthia and the others okay?]

[They’re fine. Handling everything that comes their way. We haven't confirmed any of the Demon Race or Pseudos yet. We’re planning to loop around from the North Gate to regroup with Allen and Shari, so I want you to start moving clockwise toward us. Don't let your guard down.]

[Roger that.]

Shari’s Magic Enchantment provided the most absolute defense out of anyone in our group. And as much as it annoyed me, Allen’s Copy ability let him handle basically any situation thrown at him. Cecil’s judgment was spot on.

"We’re moving. We’re going to fly again, so hang on tight."

"I understand. And... I'm sorry for doubting you."

"Don't worry about it. But once this is over, I expect at least a thank you."

"I'll say it as many times as you want!"

"Hah. Look at you, changing your tune already."

I pulled Sophia onto my back and took to the sky once more. I couldn't see Carta anywhere, but I could see the flashes of light from Mana Cannons being fired from the ground.

If our strategy and my predictions held up, knights and mages from Ostrava—who we were already on friendly terms with—should be en route to assist. As long as we could buy enough time, victory was guaranteed.

I turned my gaze toward the Great Full Moon.

There was a specific reason why this day was so significant. The difficulty of Noblesse Oblige was notoriously high, with a ton of RNG. But since it was a game, the player community had eventually crowdsourced the answer. 

On the Day of the Great Full Moon, monsters received a massive boost to their mana capacity. That was the only reason they could even dream of targeting a major power like this. Normally, no matter how strong the Demon Race was, they’d be overwhelmed by sheer numbers. 

I know there are always exceptions to the rule, but I’m certain of this. I’ve cleared Noblesse more times than I can count.

"—There they are."

I spotted Allen and Shari fighting near the Outer Gate, surrounded by a swarm of monsters. They were being pushed; Allen aside, Shari’s magic wasn't really suited for high-mobility combat. They were trying to fight their way toward us, which meant she didn't have the breathing room to set her usual traps.

Fine, I guess I’ll lend them a hand.

"Sophia, we're diving. Grip's about to get tight!"

"Y-Yes!"

"—One-Hit Kill!"

I unleashed a massive slash from the sky, aiming right at the horde surrounding Allen. Sensing my mana, the two of them leaped high into the air to clear the impact zone. Below them, the heads of the monsters they’d been fighting were vaporized instantly.

I touched down on the ground just as they landed.

"Good job," I said, jogging over.

"T-That was dangerous, Weiss! What would you have done if we died?!" Allen barked, looking frantic.

"I figured you two could dodge it. Which you did, didn't you?"

"If I had died just now, I would have haunted your family for generations," Shari hissed, glaring at me.

Okay, maybe I overdid it a little. Allen was flustered and Shari looked ready to stab me, but hey, all’s well that ends well. 

Shari dropped to one knee, and a panicked Allen quickly followed suit.

"Please forgive our lack of decorum, Princess Sophia."

"O-Our sincerest apologies!"

Shari looked every bit the polished noble, while Allen looked like he was vibrating with nervous energy. It was almost funny to watch.

"Please, it’s quite alright," Sophia replied. "More than that, I am grateful. To push forward knowing you could be charged with a great sin... it is a truly honorable thing. Nobless Academy is full of people with wonderful hearts, just as the rumors say."

Shari gave a radiant smile at that, then immediately went back to glaring at me. Her eyes were screaming, How the hell do you know everything that's going on? It was going to be a pain to explain, so I just looked away.

"Allen, what’s the status?"

"Lilith-san already met up with Duke; they’re engaged in combat near the castle. Tura and Olynn-san are helping evacuate the locals."

"I see. We’ve got less than an hour until the Great Full Moon ends. The Demon Race is definitely going to make their move before then. Don't drop your guard."

Right on cue, a massive teleportation circle manifested in the sky. I thought the big boss had finally arrived, but what emerged was a monster that was as nostalgic as it was irritating.

"A dragon..." Allen muttered.

The memories came rushing back. We had been so desperate back then. We’d only managed to kill it by pushing ourselves far beyond our limits. 

But things were different now. I—no, we—had grown stronger.

"Weiss."

"Yeah, I know."

"Shari, buffs on me and Weiss."

"You got it—"

Shari tapped both of our backs, applying Spirit's Blessing. My body felt light as a feather instantly. It was annoying, but the girl had clearly been putting in the work.

"Keep Sophia safe," I commanded.

Allen and I shot into the air. I used Unnatural to create footing while Allen simply flew. We reached the beast at the same moment. The second the dragon spotted us, it began pooling fire in the back of its throat.

Once upon a time, that red flame had been the very color of despair. Now? I could look it right in the eye.

Heh. It’s actually kind of fun, seeing how much I've grown.

My body remembered the rhythm. I knew exactly when it would fire and how much heat it was packing.

"Allen—"

"I’m on it!"

We split left and right simultaneously, tracing the exact patterns of our previous battle. My body moved on instinct. All that grinding hadn't been for nothing. 

We danced around the flames and drove our swords into the dragon's skull at the same time. The beast let out an ear-piercing shriek as it began its final descent. We followed it down. When my eyes met Allen’s, I couldn't help but smirk. He was definitely thinking the same thing.

Back then, we had been frantic. This time, we’d taken it down with room to spare.

"So, Allen. How exactly did you persuade them?" I asked.

He knew exactly who I meant. Eva, Milk, and Coco. He just gave me that same annoying, carefree smile.

"It wasn't easy!"

"Hah. You positive bastard."

But Noblesse Oblige was never one to allow a moment of relief. In that second, I was reminded just how much this game’s difficulty settings hated me. 

Screams erupted from the gates. I strained my eyes and spotted figures possessing massive amounts of mana—Pseudo-Demons. 

Finally. Here we go.

But it didn't stop there. Five more massive teleportation circles opened in the sky, and figures began to descend. 

They were the same ones I’d seen during the first Calamity—three of the Seven Calamity Sins.

Beefa, the handsome blond. Sulus, the brown-haired woman with the ice-cold eyes. And Racom, the massive black-haired man who looked like he was in a state of perpetual rage.

But it was the other two who stopped my heart. Their mana was on an entirely different level. And one of them... she looked exactly like someone I knew.

Allen and Shari had noticed it too. Hell, everyone from the Academy probably had. 

Straight silver hair. Translucent, milky-white skin. A face as refined and beautiful as a Western doll.

"—Eva Avery?" I croaked.

But there, protruding from her head, were the black horns that served as the mark of the Demon Race. 

It wasn't a hallucination, an illusion, or some shapeshifting trick. Every fiber of my being screamed that this was the real deal—a monstrous, high-spec entity with an identical face and off-the-charts mana.

This was a development I’d never seen in the Original Story. 

But then again, this was Noblesse. This was the game I’d fallen in love with. Despair following hot on the heels of more despair... that was exactly why the high of finally clearing it was so unparalleled.

Bring it on. I don't care who I have to face—I'm going to win.
142 The Real Thing

Out of everyone—me, Allen, Cecil, or even Teacher Milk—the person most paralyzed by the demon descending from the sky wasn't who you’d expect. It was Eva Avery.

"…Why? How…? Eva-chan… and… King…?"

Eva usually had this unshakeable, permanent smile plastered on her face, but right now, she looked utterly lost. She was wearing an expression of pure, bone-deep bewilderment.

In that momentary lapse, a monster lunged straight for her face. 

Eva didn’t move. She couldn't move.

Fortunately, a Death Scythe flashed through the air, intercepting the blow just in time. 

"Eva, snap out of it! What are you doing!?" Sierra screamed.

"…………"

"Big sister, look at that…" Eleanor drifted closer, her voice trembling.

"I see it! Eva, that has to be a fake, right!? Why are you so shocked? High-level illusions happen all the time!"

"…No," Eva whispered, her voice devoid of its usual cheer. "That… that is Eva-chan."

The shift in her tone sent a chill down my spine. Sierra and Eleanor looked just as perplexed as I felt. Those two had actually come here because Allen asked them to directly. Apparently, their plan was to hang back in the shadows and leave without even telling me if nothing happened. Real stealthy. 

But with the monster horde surging, they were stuck on the front lines right alongside Eva.

"EVA!!!!"

Sierra’s shout went ignored. Eva remained a statue.

That was when Teacher Milk dropped down from the aerial dogfight. "What is the meaning of this? Why are there two Evas?"

"Teacher Milk, it has to be an illusion!" Eleanor insisted.

"No, that’s impossible. They couldn't have cast a spell on us from that altitude. A transformation is possible, but this feels different. —Eva, talk to me. What’s going on?"

Eva didn’t even blink. She just stared up at the sky, standing there in a total daze while the world burned around her.

"Eva-chan…? Are you okay?" Eleanor asked softly.

"Eleanor, keep an eye on her for a second," Sierra commanded. "Teacher Milk, I’m going to launch an attack on that demon."

"Right. But let’s use Cecil to coordinate our forces first. The knights and mages from the surrounding area are starting to rally, and the battlefield is finally taking shape. Initiative is good, but reading the flow of the war is better."

While Sierra and Milk tried to get a handle on the situation, Eva didn't move a muscle. Then, in a whisper so quiet it was barely a breath, she spoke.

"…So, you’re the fake."

In an instant, the atmosphere curdled. Milk, Sierra, and Eleanor all recoiled as an absolutely monstrous amount of killing intent rolled off Eva. 

She surged with a terrifying amount of mana and launched herself into the air. She moved so fast she was a blur, a literal rocket aimed at the clouds. Milk tried to shout for her to stop, but there was no stopping her now.

Before she even reached the demon, Eva manifested those invisible hands of hers. They spread out behind her like a set of macabre wings. 

Then, every single hand unleashed attribute magic simultaneously. 

If she had fired that at the ground, there wouldn't be a Royal Capital left to defend. That kind of mana was off the charts. It would have vaporized everything, and I’m pretty sure even Teacher Coco’s defense formulas would’ve folded like paper.

"Nell!" the golden-haired demon barked.

"Yeah, I’ve got it."

The man—King—flared his mana through both hands. In response, the other demons deployed their own defense formulas. They were meticulous; magic circles of varying shapes and sizes expanded horizontally and vertically to form a massive shield.

Eva’s barrage slammed into them one after another, the explosions rocking the very air with a continuous, deafening roar.

"—Tch."

King’s face twisted under the pressure, but the girl beside him—Nell—just stepped forward with a faint, eerie smile.

"Honestly, what an interesting child."

A split second later, she manifested the exact same invisible hands from her own back and unleashed a counterattack of equal magnitude. 

The two spells collided and canceled each other out, creating a shockwave that felt like a bomb going off in my eardrums. We were all just standing there, necks craned, watching two monsters trade nukes. It was a clash of mana so violent that the entire country felt like it was one stray shot away from annihilation.

Finally, the two Evas came face-to-face.

The one with the black horns—Nell—was the first to speak.

"It’s been a long time. You’ve grown up to look quite a bit like me, haven't you?"

"…How did you steal my memories?" Eva demanded.

"Oh, you’re overthinking it. But you’re wrong. I am the real thing. Look, you recognize the idiot acting all high and mighty behind me, don't you? Still as arrogant and stupid as ever."

Eva’s eyes flickered toward King. I could see her shivering. Whatever she was seeing, it was clearly overlapping with memories she’d kept buried. Every word out of that demon's mouth seemed to be gouging out her heart.

"What are you talking about? You’re supposed to be dead—"

"We did die. Murdered by those pieces of human trash. But we were reborn as the Demon Race. I know everything, Eva. I know you’ve been looking for me and King all this time."

"…………"

"We don’t have much time to chat. I go by Nell now. You can keep the name Eva; it’s yours. Come with us, Eva. King and I haven't changed since the old days. We still just want to live freely in this garbage world."

Eva didn't respond.

Nell kept twisting the knife. "We’re here for a reason. We have a purpose. I know you’re confused, but this is important."

"…What purpose?"

"—It hasn't changed. For freedom. So that no one has to suffer ever again."

I could see Eva’s chest heaving. Those words, that face… her heart was clearly at a breaking point. To think that the person who had been her only light back in some literal trash heap was standing there, unchanged…

"Come here, Eva. If you join us, my dream will finally come true. Grandma would be so happy."

Nell slowly reached out a hand.

But Eva… stayed right where she was.

"There is no proof that you are real."

"You’ll understand once you come with us. But first, there’s a job we have to finish."

"—You’re going to kill Princess Sophia?"

"Oh, you’re well-informed. Yes, that’s the most important part."

Eva went silent. Then King, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, chimed in.

"Hey, don't rush her. It’s a lot to take in. I’m cool with taking it slow."

"—King, we don't have time," Nell snapped. "Go find the Princess. I’ll handle her."

"Got it. —Eva, I’m always waiting for you."

With that, King and three other demons dived toward the ground. Eva didn’t move to block them. 

Milk, Sierra, and Eleanor immediately launched an attack to intercept the demons, but right then, a massive Transfer Window ripped open. A flood of monsters—larger than anything we’d seen yet—poured out.

"Sierra, Eleanor, focus on the monsters! I’ll stop the demons!" Milk yelled.

"Understood!"

"Ha! Now we’re talking!" King laughed, his hair practically standing on end with excitement. "C'mon then! I, King, will be your opponent!"

King engaged them, and while Eva watched from the periphery, she still didn't join the fight. 

That was when Nell noticed Eva's right hand. Her fist was clenched so tight her knuckles were white.

"The me from a little while ago… she would have followed you," Eva said.

"…What’s that supposed to mean?"

"…I’m a student at Noblesse now. I’m here as a senior. They told me… they told me they wanted me to protect them. I’m living freely now. And I’m going to follow my own will."

Eva unleashed a blast of magic. Nell caught it with a grin.

"—I see. Then maybe I’ll play along and go back to the old days for a bit, too. Back then, strength was everything. If you wanted freedom, you had to fight for it. Fine, Eva! Come at me! If you can actually beat me, I’ll tell you everything you want to know."



"Weiss! Weiss!?"

"Yeah, I hear you! Why the hell are there two Evas!?"

"It might be an illusion! I’ve heard of high-level glamours!" Shari shouted back. "But that strength…"

This is insane.

Two absolute monsters were tearing up the sky. Neither was giving an inch, trading blows with mana levels that shouldn't even exist. It was way too powerful to be some cheap copy of Eva's appearance.

Below them, Teacher Milk, Sierra, and Eleanor were holding the line. Wait, since when were those two here? 

And then there was that gold-haired guy with the permanent rage-face, keeping all three of them at bay while barely breaking a sweat. His movements were incredible. I’d never seen anything like it. Who are these people?

No, focus, Weiss. Protect Sophia. That’s the only thing that matters.

In Noblesse, having your plans go to hell is just another Tuesday.

I spotted a group of civilians near the gate about to be turned into monster chow. Just as I was about to move, a woman stepped in to save them, accompanied by a flurry of ice. 

It was Lilith and Cynthia. Finally, the whole squad was back together.

They sprinted over to us immediately.

"We apologize for the delay," Cynthia said, looking as composed as if we were at a tea party. "Princess Sophia, it is an honor to finally meet you. I am Cynthia of the Violetta Family."

"Weiss-sama, sorry to keep you waiting. —Wait, what is that?"

Lilith was staring at the aerial battle with her jaw dropped. I didn't even have an answer for her.

The Royal Capital’s mages should be arriving any minute, but moving from this spot was suicide. I was trying to calculate our next move when a crushing weight of mana descended from above.

"It seems everyone is finally gathered."

"Princess, do forgive us for the late-night visit."

"Gahaha! Looks like you’ve grown up a bit!"

My blood ran cold. It was the three from the Sword-Magic Cup Calamity. Every one of them had their eyes locked on Sophia.

Last time, I was just a desperate kid trying not to die. 

But things are different now. I’ve been sharpening my fangs for this exact moment.

I leveled my Dual Swords. Lilith, Cynthia, Allen, and Shari all took their stances beside me.

Right then, a massive Mana Cannon blast shrieked through the air, slamming into the demons. The sheer power of it was enough to make even a demon feel the sting. 

I knew that shot. No holding back, maximum output—that was Carta’s Mana Cannon.

I didn't wait for the smoke to clear. I bolted.

"—My, you’re quite fast now, aren't you?"

The demons dodged the cannon blast, but I timed my lunge for the exact moment they regained their footing. I aimed straight for the throat of Beefa—the bastard who’d mocked me for "enjoying my human body" back then.

I was going for a clean decapitation, but the guy actually managed to twitch out of the way at the last millisecond. 

"Can't afford to be careless, I see—wait, what!?"

A thin line of blood sprayed from his neck. Heh. So they bleed the same color as us.

"If you think I’m the same pushover I was back then, you’re dead wrong."

Even though he’d dodged the physical blade, I’d channeled Wind Magic through the tip. If it had been even an inch closer, his head would be rolling on the pavement. 

I knew then. My sword could reach them.

And more importantly, I wasn't alone. I had a team that had bled and trained just as hard as I had.

"Cynthia, Lilith, Allen, Shari! Just like the drills!"

"""""Understood!"""""

—We are definitely winning this.
143: The Fate of the Fight

A massive Mana Cannon blasted continuously from the sky, raining down fire on the demons. 

Whenever a shell struck the ground, the world shook with a roar and a fresh cloud of smoke danced into the air. Carta was likely buying us time, completely ignoring the fact that he was probably draining his mana pool to zero. 

I wasn't about to let that sacrifice go to waste.

"Alright, listen up. It’s time to show the fruits of our training."

"Roger!" the others shouted in unison.

In that instant, wings made of ice sprouted from the backs of Cynthia, Lilith, Shari, Allen, and myself. 

This was Cynthia's magic. To be honest, they were mostly for show, but they helped us visualize the act of flying. Of course, that wasn't the only trick up our sleeves. Shari had imbued the wings with Spirit Magic, doubling the levitation power we each possessed. Finally, Allen used his Mimicry Magic to coat the ice with Coco’s defense formula. This reinforced the structure, ensuring a stray hit wouldn't shatter our wings and send us plummeting.

"Shari, I’m leaving Sophia to you."

The next moment, everyone except Shari took to the sky. I needed her to focus entirely on defense.

We had learned our lesson. During the previous Calamity, we could do nothing but stand there like idiots, staring up at the flying demons. We weren't going to repeat that pathetic blunder.

This was a coordination technique that had never appeared once in the Original Story.

Actually, it’s a move we only managed to pull off because of who we’ve become.

We were all flying now, and it cost us next to no mana.

"Oh? How intriguing," one of the demons remarked.

"I’ll stick to support, so I’m leaving the front lines to you two!"

"Hah! Sulus, you coward. Beefa, are you finally going all out?"

"Well, I’ll play it by ear for now."

The demons still looked annoyingly composed. Fine. Enjoy that smugness while it lasts.

【Eva is fighting up above, but don't let that distract you. Teacher Milk, Sierra, and Senior Eleanor are also engaging the enemy. Reinforcements from the Royal Capital’s court mages and knights, as well as our allies, are arriving one after another. If we buy enough time, we win. Don't do anything reckless.】

Cecil’s voice rang in my head. Her timing was perfect as always, cutting through the tension and keeping us grounded. Honestly, I had no right to complain with so many overachievers around me.

"Weiss!"

"I know!"

Allen and I lunged forward first. Our plan was to operate in tags; Cynthia was paired with Lilith. 

I wasn't exactly thrilled that my partner was the "Protagonist," but this was Cecil’s call based on our success rates during simulated training. As long as I was acting as a pawn in this game, I wasn't going to run my mouth.

Our target was Beefa. Cynthia and Lilith took on Racom—the guy who had previously tried to cook us with a giant fireball. Cecil had also predicted that the woman with the Transfer Windows would hang back for support. 

Allen and I split left and right, banking through the air to sandwich Beefa. Whether he tried to flee up, down, or hide behind a shield, I was going to tear him apart with Time Lapse and Corrosion. 

It pisses me off to admit it, but Allen can do the exact same thing.

"Don't you dare hold back, Allen!"

"I wouldn't dream of it!"

"Splendid. Your movements are surprisingly refined," Beefa said, his voice dripping with calm.

This was the same coordination we had used to take down a dragon, but our techniques had been honed far beyond what they were back then. Die, or show your hand already!

"Ah... I suppose I really will die at this rate."

The moment Beefa spoke, he vanished from my sight. It was just like that time he had suddenly appeared next to me. But this was the second time I'd seen it, and we had prepared for this exact scenario. We had poured most of our mana into analyzing the formula for Time Lapse.

"Allen, what’ve you got?"

"It’s not teleportation... He’s just moving incredibly fast!"

"Yeah, my thoughts exactly."

High above us, Beefa’s eyes widened. Hah! So demons can make stupid faces too.

"You're caught. You got way too cocky," I mocked.

"...Indeed. It seems even the Demon King’s predictions can be wrong on occasion."

"I won't have you speaking ill of the Demon King," Sulus interjected.

"I didn't mean it that way..."

"Besides, he did say it was 'probably' the case," another demon chimed in.

Right beside our dogfight, Cynthia and Lilith were raining a blur of attacks down on Racom. I’d pegged him for a slow power-type because of his size, but he was holding his own in terms of speed.

"This is great! Humans really do get stronger as long as they have time! That’s the one thing that makes you different from us!"

Lilith’s attacks—the ones that had killed Kimberly—and Cynthia’s Glacies were lethal. A single direct hit would be the end of it. Yet, the giant dodged everything, laughing and baring his fangs.

He was right. In the Demon Race, the hierarchy was decided at birth. That was the source of their strength. But we could grow. That was the gap between us.

"Lady Cynthia!"

"I know!"

Cynthia coated the knives Lilith threw with ice, turning them into high-velocity projectiles with terrifying destructive power. Now that we were Intermediate-year Students, we were taking specialized classes on coordination outside of our usual training. In this world, fighting alone was a rarity. We were being trained to find the optimal solution even with a makeshift team. 

Tura, Olynn, and Duke were probably out there somewhere fighting the same way.

"Nngh! This is too much! Flame Armor!"

Racom must have realized he was in trouble because he suddenly wreathed his entire body in fire. The heat wave was so intense I had to look away even from a distance. It had to be brutal for Cynthia, an ice-attribute user. Worse, the move functioned as both offense and defense. He had zero openings.

"Colum, I don't recall giving you permission to use your abilities," Beefa said.

"You were using yours too! This is an emergency!"

"Listen to you two... Honestly, if we don't wrap this up soon, the Demon King is going to kill us," Sulus sighed.

Sulus held up a hand, and a Transfer Window tore open in the sky. High-level monsters poured out—Undead Monsters clad in suits of armor. Seriously, how many of those things can she summon? Even though she was staying in the back, she was clearly the most dangerous one there. 

Suddenly, I heard the snap of Shari’s traps. 

I looked down to see the Undead Monsters being snared. When it came to fighting monsters, Shari was in a league of her own. She had laid countless traps, and every single one was positioned to protect Sophia.

Beefa lunged at us again. Seeing the opening, Colum let flames surge from his hands, targeting Cynthia and Lilith.

"Allen, forget buying time. Let's just kill them."

"Gladly."

The demons seemed to realize this was the climax. Beefa drew a sword he’d been hiding—a Black Sword, a favorite among their kind. It was a nasty piece of work that drained the victim's mana to empower the wielder. For demons, whose mana pools were fixed, it was a literal game-changer.

"Time to hurry this along. Sulus, Colum."

"Roger."

This was it—the real fight. But I could see the cracks; they were getting desperate.

"Debi!"

"Uni!"

Allen and I summoned our familiars into the air. Debi appeared with his usual whip and magic shield. Allen’s Uni was just a white unicorn, but it let out a Lightning of Blessing from its horn, imbuing both Allen and me with a massive boost to our reaction speed.

"Geez, talk about overbearing," I grumbled.

"Hey, winning is all that matters right now, isn't it?"

"Yeah... you're damn right!"

Cynthia and Lilith surged with mana, pushing themselves to the limit. At that exact moment, Carta fired another Mana Cannon. His timing was impeccable—the ultimate assist.

However, Sulus deployed a massive teleportation circle in the sky. The black void swallowed the blast whole and then, to my horror, reappeared directly over Shari and Princess Sophia.

She redirected the attack!?

"Shari!" I screamed.

Far below, Shari desperately chanted a defense formula, shielding the Princess with her own body. But there was no way she could fully block a Mana Cannon blast like that. Had Sulus been saving that trick for this exact moment?

"I won't let you leave," Beefa said, blocking our path.

We tried to break through to help, but Beefa moved with terrifying speed, intercepting Allen, Debi, and me all at once. 

The redirected mana blast shrieked toward Shari—

"Shield!"

"Full Shield!"

The blast was halted by two incredibly cocky brats.

"Leave this to us, Weiss-senpai!"

"Cynthia-senpai, we’ve got your back! Four-Element Defense!"

It was Belk, wearing his usual carefree grin, and Meryl, decked out in a high-level magic robe. They began tearing through the Undead Monsters with movements that were sharper, stronger, and faster than Allen and I had been as lowerclassmen.

I thought Allen had called them, but his surprised face told me otherwise. Well, whatever. As long as they were here.

Realizing that firing the Mana Cannon was now a liability, Carta descended to join the fray. He was moving in for close quarters.

【Duke, Tura, and Olynn are clearing out the monsters and heading toward Fansent. They’ll regroup shortly.】

I let a smirk crawl across my face and leveled my sword at Beefa. The demon's relaxed smile was gone, replaced by a look like he’d just swallowed a handful of bitter insects.

"What’s wrong? You actually look good when you’re miserable," I taunted.

"...You're awfully bold for a mere human."

"Let me teach you something, you monster. This is the part where I tell you it’s 'Game Over.'"
Making the Impossible Possible

Far above in the sky, Eva and Nell were locked in a relentless back-and-forth, neither yielding an inch.

Their expressions, however, couldn't have been more different. Eva looked like she was in agony, while Nell wore a playful, mocking smirk. The weight of her feelings for her former best friend pierced Eva’s heart like a physical blade.

"—Not bad at all. Just how much training have you been doing? You must’ve been pretty lonely after King and I vanished."

Eva didn't offer a word in response. She knew that some answers could only be dragged out through victory.

"So sad. You won’t even talk to an old friend? Well, I suppose this counts as a conversation in its own way. Anyway, it looks like the game is entering the final stage. It’s about time we settled this."

With those words, Nell allowed a truly staggering amount of mana to surge forth. Not to be outdone, Eva forced her own power to double in response.

"—Hehe."

Without saying a word, Eva hurled her mana directly at her opponent.



Meanwhile, Milk was busy trading blows with King.

"Hey, for a stinking human, aren't you a little too strong?"

"What’s this? Are the Demon Race prone to whining?" Milk retorted coolly. "Or is it because you used to be human that you still have those pesky emotions?"

King’s expression shifted instantly at her words.

"Struck a nerve, did I? It’s so much easier to work with when members of the Demon Race are simpletons."

"Y-you...! That’s playing dirty!"

"If this is the caliber of the help, I can't imagine the Demon King amounts to much either."

"I’m going to kill you!"

Milk let out a confident, relaxed smile, but her eyes remained sharp and vigilant as she called out to the two girls nearby.

"Eleanor, Sierra. The monsters have settled down. Get moving and get to Weiss."

"A-Are you going to be okay?"

"Even for you, Teacher Milk, facing one of the Demon Race alone is—"

"I’ll be fine," Milk interrupted. "Actually, I’ve been wanting to get serious for the first time in a while."

"I... I understand. Big sister, let's go!"

"...Please, don't overdo it."

With those parting words, Eleanor and Sierra descended toward the ground. King’s face twisted in a mask of pure rage at the sight of them leaving.

Milk raised her sword into a sharp, lethal stance.

"Come and get me, you half-baked former human. I’ll show you exactly what people are capable of."

Flames began to roar from Teacher Milk’s blade. A thin, shimmering film of water coated her skin—every inch of her was enveloped in high-density mana.

"—Don't you dare think a pathetic human can ever beat the Demon Race!"

"You just threw away your humanity because it was the easy path. Don't flatter yourself."

"Shut your mouth!"



"—One-Hit Kill."

Near the West Gate, Tura was carving her way through a sea of monsters as she pushed toward my location. She was a whirlwind of steel, protecting the civilians without letting her guard drop for a single second.

Beside her, Olynn was currently subjugating ten High-level Monsters. He even had a few flying types under his thumb. He had linked his consciousness to all of them; every sight and sound perceived by the monsters flowed directly into him. His subjugation abilities had clearly reached an awakening level.

"Tura-san, I’ll leave these monsters here to hold the line. Let’s make a break for Weiss-kun!"

"Can you really pull that off?"

"I can. That’s exactly what I’ve been training for."

Even as he moved, he was manually remote-controlling all ten monsters with pinpoint precision. Tura could only stare in wide-eyed shock as Olynn made his declaration.



"Are you okay, Princess Sophia!?"

"Belk, stop trying to score points with her."

"I'm not!"

"You totally are."

"Look, I know you guys are incredibly strong, but please stop bickering!"

"So cool..."

Directly beneath the aerial battlefield where Allen and I were fighting, those reliable little brats—my lowerclassmen—were busy guarding Princess Sophia. Shari looked a bit exasperated by them, but hey, if she has the time to be annoyed, she’s doing fine.

"The Court Soldiers from the Royal Capital are at the West Gate, and the knight mages from our ally, Belfes, are coming in from the east," Shari reported. "Even the adventurers have finished their prep and joined in. Victory is right in front of us!"

"—Alright, you demons. You're cornered. What's the plan? You want to go home and cry to the Demon King—your 'Mama'—or what?"

"Beefa, he’s totally making fun of us~"

"Ugh, you are so noisy."

"Gahaha! This game is tougher than it looks!"

Something about Racom’s response to my taunt felt... off. The intonation reminded me of the world I used to live in. Besides, normally, people only use the word "game" when they're actually playing Battle Universe. To use it as a metaphor for a life-and-death struggle like this...

Suddenly, the Ice Wings on my back let out a sharp, ominous crack.

Crap, they’re at their limit.

Well, I’d done my job. I signaled to everyone and landed on the ground. There was no way these guys were getting through this lineup to kill Princess Sophia. It was impossible.

The Great Full Moon was beginning to fade. Strangely enough, the timing was almost exactly what Cecil had predicted when she said it was "imminent." I guess that’s just how the Noblesse Oblige system works.

"Weiss-senpai! Those wings were so cool! I want to try that too!"

"Maybe next time, Belk. What are you guys even doing here?"

Meryl was the one who answered my question. "I knew you and the other upperclassmen were training in the city after school. I tried to tail you on our days off too, but I lost track of you halfway. It was Meryl’s greatest blunder to arrive so late... Ah, Cynthia-senpai, you are as radiant as ever today!"

"O-Oh, thank you, Meryl-san."

So she’s just a straight-up stalker. Great. I felt a powerful urge to smack her on the head, but I decided to let it slide for today.

Just then, Tura, Olynn, and Duke arrived, with Eleanor and Sierra right behind them. Every single one of them was absolutely drenched in monster blood. Talk about a reliable bunch.

But I couldn't let my guard down yet.

"Sulus, do it."

"The game is entering the final boss battle~"

"Gahaha! Should I add some sound effects? KA-BOOM!"

The next instant, a black circle of teleportation magic erupted beneath Princess Sophia’s feet. She started to sink into it like it was a pitfall. I lunged forward and grabbed her hand, but the suction was incredible. It started dragging me in too.

Before I knew it, we were falling into a rift of pure Darkness.

How... how can they do this?! Where the hell are we going?!

"Weiss!"

Just as the hole was about to snap shut, Allen dived in after us.

My vision went pitch black. It felt like being tossed into a void of nothingness.

"W-What is this...?"

"It’s okay," I said, trying to steady my voice. "We are here. Allen, stay sharp."

"Right."

Suddenly, my vision cleared. We were standing inside a massive cube. All four sides were sealed off in black. Thanks to my Time Lapse skill, I could tell immediately that we were inside a Barrier. Unfortunately, I also knew it wasn't the kind of thing we could just break out of.

However, I could still feel mana signatures nearby. It was Cynthia and the others. Wait, so we didn't actually move? They must have just enclosed us to keep everyone else from interfering.

Then, Sulus, Beefa, and Racom stepped out from the black walls.

"Whew, I’m wiped... Mana’s at zero. I can’t keep this up for more than five minutes, so I’m counting on you guys."

"Assassinating a princess inside a High-level Barrier. It’s simple, but it feels a bit like cheating, doesn't it?"

"Gahaha! But look, we got two bonus prizes along with her!"

I had to protect Sophia inside this cube. But Sulus had made a mistake by telling us his time limit. If he was out of mana, only two of them could actually fight. And with Allen and me at full power, we could definitely hold out for five minutes. Once the barrier dropped, we’d regroup with Cynthia and the others.

Allen reached the same conclusion I did.

"Allen, we just need five minutes. I don’t care if we burn every drop of mana we have. We just have to endure."

"Got it—"

But then, something happened that caught both of us completely off guard. Now I understood why they were so confident about that five-minute window.

"—My, that was quite the struggle. King, you smell like you’ve been singed. You’re a total mess."

"Shut up, Nell! Tsk, I didn't get to finish my fight. Seriously, we’re winning by cheating? Whatever—a win’s a win."

Suddenly, a woman who looked exactly like Eva—the same one who had been fighting in the sky—and a man stepped through the black wall.

Nell? Wait, she’s that girl from back then!

Then I saw the state of the man called King. He was in tatters. That had to be the result of Teacher Milk’s full-power attack. And yet, even after taking a hit like that, he was still standing.

And now, people like that were trapped in this tiny space with us.

"Ah... ah..."

Princess Sophia had clearly realized the sheer gap in mana. She wasn't just a figurehead; she was a mage who had trained hard. She knew exactly how much trouble we were in.

But I was remembering something else. That battle with the dragon. On that day, at that time, we had done it. We had made the impossible possible.

I looked at Allen. He was staring straight ahead, his sword already in a perfect stance. He wasn't trembling. He wasn't afraid. He was simply glaring at the demons.

Nell looked at us and laughed. Up close, she was the spitting image of Eva. Not just in face, either—multiple hands erupted from her back like wings, just like Eva’s. Every single hand was imbued with mana and elemental attributes.

But... as long as I was with him...

"Weiss, we can do this."

"Yeah, you're damn right. Sophia, believe in me—believe in us. I will protect you no matter what. I promised you that, didn't I?"

Sophia fought back her terror and hid behind my back. She wanted to live. And I had an obligation to make that happen.

Making the impossible possible.

That’s the real beauty of Noblesse Oblige.
Who Are You?

Two minutes had ticked by since Allen, Princess Sophia, and I were sealed inside the barrier.

Just outside the wall stood Cynthia, Lilith, Meryl, Belk, Carta, Duke, Olynn, and Tura. They were joined by the frantic arrivals of Teacher Milk, Eva, Eleanor, and Sierra.

Teacher Coco was there too, her eyes squeezed shut as she pressed her palms against the surface of the barrier. 

Cynthia and the others had already unleashed a barrage of attacks, but the wall hadn't so much as flickered. They were pinning their last hopes on Coco, but she simply shook her head in silence.

"This barrier... it exceeds the level of anything humanity can reach."

"N-No... Weiss and the others are in there! Teacher Coco, please, you have to do something!" Cynthia cried out, her usual composure completely shattered. 

Coco could only look back with a gaze full of sorrow. Then, Milk added a cold, hard truth to the situation.

"The man I was fighting, King—he vanished. He is likely inside that thing."

"...Nell, too," Eva added.

Despair washed over the group at their words. However, Coco spoke again, and the expressions of those around her shifted ever so slightly.

"But the collapse has already begun. It can only hold for five minutes. Once that time is up, the wall will crumble. Based on what Cynthia told me, there are three minutes left. The fact that the barrier hasn't been deactivated yet means they’re still alive."

"Three more minutes..." Cynthia whispered.

Duke, his face twisted with rage, began to hammer his fists against the barrier. "Damn it! Damn it! Dammit, dammit, dammit!"

His strikes carried incredible weight, yet the wall didn't even vibrate. Lilith was the one to reach out and stop him.

"If it’s Weiss-sama and Allen-san, I know they’ll be fine. We have to believe in them."



Two minutes had passed inside the barrier, and both Allen and I had already pushed our bodies far beyond their breaking point.

Thanks to the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction, Princess Sophia was currently enveloped in a Shield more powerful than anything I’d ever seen. But the cost was steep. Allen and I were covered in blood, our bones were shattered, and we were using every last drop of our mana just to keep the enemy at bay.

Since I knew the Original Story, I could tell we were putting out power that surpassed even the final boss encounter. My mana wouldn't flow properly, and my lungs screamed in agony every time I tried to draw a breath.

"How impressive. To think you’ve held out for two minutes," Nell said.

"Yeah... incredible," Racom agreed. "Nell, you weren't holding back, were you?"

"I wasn't. But isn't this exactly what the Demon King predicted?"

The Demon Race stood there with looks of pure leisure, watching us struggle. The woman who looked exactly like Eva—Nell—was particularly terrifying. King was the same; their power was simply on another level. Sulus seemed to have exhausted his mana maintaining the barrier, but Beefa and Racom were more than enough to handle us.

Then, as if bored of the game, Nell raised her hands and unleashed a torrent of magic to finish us off.

Allen and I desperately chanted defensive spells, but the attack pierced right through them, shattering Princess Sophia’s Shield into nothingness. We wouldn't be able to stop the next one.

But—

"Allen, remember. That time back then."

"Yeah. If it's us, we can do this."

The light hadn't left our eyes yet. Our friends were right outside. Even if we took the hit, even if we were on the brink of death or lost our limbs, we knew that as long as Coco and Cynthia were there, we’d survive.

"Ufufu, how interesting," Nell chuckled, wearing a smile that was a perfect, twisted mirror of Eva’s.

Allen and I raised our swords with what little strength we had left. But then, Sophia’s voice rang out.

"—I have a request. I will take my own life here and now. In exchange for that spectacle... please, I beg of you, let these two go."

The demons traded looks, seemingly surprised by her proposal. Then Nell spoke.

"What an interesting thing to say. If you truly have that kind of resolve, I suppose I could grant your wish."

I looked back to see Sophia pressing her hand against her own heart.

"Hey, what are you doing?!" I yelled.

The mana protecting her body had dropped to nearly zero. She was focusing every last scrap of it into her hand.

"—Weiss, Allen... thank you, truly. I’m so glad I got to be with you both at the end. I’m sorry... after everything you did for me..."

"Hey, stop it!" 

"She's right! Don't you dare give up yet!" Allen shouted.

But Sophia didn't wait for our answer. She released her mana—

"—W-Wait, what are you doing, Weiss...?"

"...The future can be changed. Don't you dare give up until the very end!!!"

I had thrown myself forward with every ounce of strength I had left. I jammed my Unnatural into the gap, barely managing to block her suicide attempt at the last possible second.

"—Boring."

Nell didn't miss that opening. She unleashed an attack the moment I moved. No, it wasn't just her—every demon there fired at once.

With two minutes left on the clock, we had no way to stop this. Allen tried to jump in front of us, but he wasn't going to make it. I threw myself beside him anyway. If there was even a one-percent chance of Sophia surviving until the end...

"—Weiss, even you..."

"Shut up, protagonist guy. Stop trying to look so cool."

But don't give up. Not yet. Scrape together every bit of mana you have. Until the very, very end—

Right then, my heart gave a heavy, echoing thud.

It was a sensation I’d never felt before, yet it felt hauntingly familiar. At the same time, I heard a voice. A voice I didn't recognize, yet it was undeniably my voice.

—Well, I gotta say, you did a pretty decent job.

You finally decided to show up? I thought back.

—Whoa, talk about a cold shoulder.

You could’ve come out a hell of a lot sooner—

—Hey, I’m here now, aren't I?

If that’s the case, then do something about this... Weiss.

—This is your story, isn't it?

Don’t screw with me. You’re the one who started this whole mess on your own—

—Hah! Well, you’ve certainly been showing me some entertaining things lately.



A thunderous roar and an explosion shook the area.

I, Allen, had prepared myself for death. But I realized almost instantly that I was still alive. Something impossible was happening. My body was covered by a Shield the likes of which I had never seen. It was too perfect—flawless, without a single seam in the mana.

What is this? Who did this? Was it Teacher Coco?

But the person standing in front of me wasn't the teacher. It was Weiss.

"—Yo. It’s been a while. You still have that annoying face, I see."

"...Weiss?"

"No clue what's going on, huh? Well, just watch. But don't tell him about any of this. It’s for the sake of the future."

In a flash, Weiss vanished. 

No, he hadn't disappeared—he was moving at a speed that defied logic. When I looked up, he was already standing right in the middle of the Demon Race. 

How? Why? It made no sense.

"I see some faces I don't recognize. Though, I doubt you’d remember me anyway," Weiss said casually.

"—Kill him!" Nell screamed. 

The demons followed her command and lunged, but Weiss moved with terrifying fluidity. He wove through their attacks, and even when they unleashed high-level magic, he deflected it with defensive spells. He was chanting high-density mana so efficiently that he could cast top-tier spells with the tiny amount of energy he had left.

How was he doing that?

"What’s the matter? You guys are awfully slow."

Weiss began to swing his sword at point-blank range, dancing between them and baiting them into hitting each other. The demons were suddenly the ones desperate to evade and defend. His movements... he was definitely faster and more precise than even Eva-senpai or Teacher Milk.

"He's amazing..." Princess Sophia murmured, her voice filled with awe.

Nell turned her attacks back toward us, but just as I braced myself, Weiss was there. He had crossed the distance in an eye-blink and swatted her magic away with his blade.

"Weiss, how... where did this power come from?" I asked.

"Heh. It’s been a long time since anyone praised me. Now then... let's see if I can still pull this off."

Weiss suddenly enveloped his entire body in a Dark Aura. 

With his right foot, he deployed the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction. Then, with his left, he manifested a magic circle I had never seen before. In an instant, more than thirty sinister, demon-like entities manifested from the four corners of the barrier.

The Demon Race backpedaled in confusion, taking defensive stances.

"Hey, Nell! What the hell is this?!" Beefa barked.

"...This isn't very funny," Nell hissed.

These things weren't like Debi. They looked far more malevolent, and the mana radiating from them was on a different scale entirely.

When did he... when did he perform a Subjugation on things like that?!

"Who... who are you?" I asked, unable to keep the trembling out of my voice.

"Me?" He glanced back, a sharp, dangerous grin on his face. "I'm Weiss Fansent, of course."
146 Weiss Fansent

"Hyaaa... aaahn!!!"

The trigger was a sense of déjà vu.

I had been killed by that shitty Demon King. But the next thing I knew, a woman was crouching right in front of me.
Actually, to be precise, she was tied up in a rather... indecent state.

"Lord Weiss... is something the matter?"

Without turning her body, the woman glanced back at me over her shoulder, her voice laced with concern.
Her eyes sparkled, and her golden hair was soft, fluttering in the breeze. I knew I'd seen her somewhere before...
Wait, it’s Lilith. My maid, Lilith Scarlet.

"What the hell are you doing?" I asked.

"What... do you mean, Master?"

Looking around, I realized this was the mansion I used to live in.
But why? It was supposed to have been demolished.
More importantly, I looked at my hands, my body—How am I still alive?

Did I resurrect? Was it the Demon King’s magic?
No, that didn't make sense. If that were the case, Lilith wouldn't be here.
Wait a minute.

"Lilith, put some clothes on."

"Y-Yes, Master."

"...Is Zebis here?"

"Y-Yes. I believe he’s currently preparing your meal—"

"Kukuku... Hahaha! Ahahaha!"

"L-Lord Weiss?"

After that, I came face-to-face with Zebis.
He looked exactly the same as he always had.
The shitty bastard who would eventually betray me. But he hadn't done it yet. Not now.

"Young Master Weiss... did today’s seasoning particularly suit your palate?"

"Huh?"

I realized I had already polished off the entire meal.
It had been ages since I’d tasted his cooking. It wasn't half bad.

"I suppose so."

"Is that so? I am humbled by your praise."

"Zebis, where’s my father?"

"At work, Master. Do you have business with him?"

"No, never mind."
"More importantly, there’s something I need you to do."

"Command me as you wish."

"Gather every magic book you can find on Transfer, Teleportation, and Time Magic. I don't care how much it costs."

"—Understood. I will see to it immediately."

I didn't really get it. I didn't understand what was happening at all, but ha, this was incredible.
There was no mistaking it. I was getting a second shot at life.



The next day, I woke up to sunlight filtering through the trees outside my window.
I never thought dying once would make me feel so grateful for such trivial things.
That damn Demon King.

...Wait. If this was a reset, did that mean I was destined to be killed the same way again?
Was I going to be looked down on by that shitty Allen all over again?
...I didn't like the sound of that.

From that day on, I scoured every magic book I could get my hands on.

"Lord Weiss, you’ve been working so hard until late at night."

"...Yeah."

Lilith hadn't changed.
Not her face, not her voice.
I considered the possibility that this was all an illusion or a hallucination, but no matter how I looked at it, things were too consistent.
It was hard to believe that every single event I’d experienced once before was playing out exactly the same way.

Then, I found a single piece of literature with a tiny footnote.

"Time Loop...?"

It was a dubious-sounding spell, a "tall tale" magic that claimed to rewind time by only a few seconds.
There was no proof it worked, and it was hard to believe such a thing even existed.
But if it did exist, and if I assumed it was currently affecting me, then this whole phenomenon finally made sense.

However, that still meant I was on a collision course with the Demon King.

—Losing over and over again just isn't in my nature.

I had never put in a day of effort in my life.
But I wasn't about to forgive the bastard who killed me.

From that day, I started doing that thing people call "effort."
I didn't really know what I was doing, but I had Zebis train me in the sword, and I began to learn magic.
It was difficult, but surprisingly, it was also fun.

I met Cynthia at the Ball. She was as beautiful as ever, but she still spat those shitty insults at me.
Well, whatever. I figured I’d never have to see her again anyway.

I passed the entrance test for the Academy without a hitch.
In the end, I still couldn't beat that shitty bastard Allen.
But the real battle was only just beginning.

As expected, it was the same Point System.
Dammit, everyone around me was getting stronger by the second.
What am I missing?

"S-Stop it!"

"Carta, you’re just in the way."

Just like before, Carta was expelled.
Everyone was leaving me in the dust.

Shari died during the field exercise. She was a loud-mouthed brat, but she had a hell of a will.
Well, it couldn't be helped.

Cynthia and Allen seemed as close as ever.
...I hated it.

"Yo, Weiss! You doing good!?"

"Don't touch me, you muscle-head."

Actually, out of all of them, I didn't hate Duke that much.
He was way too friendly, but he was a bright guy, just like before.
I mean, he was still annoying as hell, though.

—I can't win. I can't win.

Why couldn't I win?
I was putting in the effort this time.
Shit... what was wrong with me?

I managed to promote to the Intermediate-year Students, but I was already a bottom-feeder.
Nothing had changed. They just kept getting stronger.

Today, I committed a crime.
My points went up. It couldn't be helped—sometimes you have to do what’s necessary.
Looking at Eleanor and Sierra made me irrationally angry.
They had all that talent, yet they were stuck in Sloth, doing absolutely nothing.

—Duke died.

Same as before. How pathetic. Dying to save your friends—it was just like him, I guess.

—Olynn died.

You too? What was the point of being a shield for your comrades?

—Tura died.

Hah. Did you really love Allen that much?

—Cecil died.

Trying to protect everyone is nothing but a pipe dream.

The Calamity was exactly the same. And I still couldn't do a damn thing.
I just stood there and watched my classmates die one by one.
But what was I supposed to do?
What could I have done?

"Weiss, we can do this! Together!"

With those words, Allen stared straight ahead alongside Cynthia.
You shitty effort-freak.

The S-class Adventurer, Milk Abitus, was fighting desperately too, but a person with talent like hers would never understand how I felt.

In the end, I was alone. The only thing that changed was that Zebis didn't betray me this time.
Well, he still left the mansion, though.
But...

"Lord Weiss, have you been well? You look a little haggard."

"...I'm the same as always."

Lilith was a little kinder.
Kindered than she had been the first time.
Dammit.

—Lilith died.

She fought the Demon Race just to save me.
What was this? It wasn't like this before. Wasn't I supposed to be happier this time?
Shit. Shit, shit, SHIT!

"Isn't it a relief to be so light? —Weiss."

And then, I was killed by that shitty Demon King’s magic again.
I should have been able to do it... I should have done better...



"Lord Weiss... is something the matter?"

"You... are you Lilith?"

"Yes?"

...I didn't understand.
The third loop. That’s what I wrote in my notebook.
Everything after that was a repeat.
Except I managed to beat Allen in the entrance test.
I’d grown a little.
A few more people survived, but others still died.
And then I died too.
I never found out what happened to Allen after that.

—The fourth loop.

Allen was the same stupidly straightforward guy as always.
But in the end, I still died.
Maybe I became a little bit of friends with Cecil that time.
That guy was way too good at Battle Universe, though.

The fifth loop, sixth, seventh, eighth.

I couldn't beat that shitty Demon King.
No matter how hard I tried, the result was the same.
Everything was always the same.

—But I have time.

I didn't understand why this was happening, but I didn't care. I’d challenge him as many times as it took.

The ninth loop.

"Hey, Weiss-kun. Why did you save me that day?"

"It was nothing. I just hated looking at a weakling getting bullied."

"I see... thank you. I'm glad I got to see such a beautiful sky at the end. You've gotten really good at Flight Magic."

"Carta, next time I'll do it better. So... just sleep for now."

"...Heehee. Weiss-kun, you always... say the weirdest things..."

Carta had taken a spell from the Demon King meant for me, and her body was slowly turning to stone.
Carta was the one who taught me how much fun it was to fly. She... she was a good person.
Thanks for everything.

The tenth loop.

I recruited Carta again. I reached the top of the class. I became friends with Allen.
But it still wasn't enough. What am I missing? What is it?!

The forty-fifth loop.

"Hey, Eva. Lend me a hand."

"That's quite a bold way to talk to your senior, Junior-kun."

"If you're there, we can win. Besides, it'll be fun."

"Hmm. Well, if it’s fun, I guess I'm in."

If I saved Shari, Cynthia died.
If I saved Cecil, Duke died. Then Olynn. Then Carta.
Eleanor died. Sierra died. Tura went missing.
Shit, shit, shit, shit!
Why?
Why couldn't I get it right?!
Don't die. Don't die. Don't die!
Please... somebody, just stay alive.

The one hundred twenty-fifth loop.

"Weiss! You're too far forward!"

"Shut up, Sierra! Hey, Eleanor, keep your sister on a shorter leash!"

"If you badmouth my sister again... I’ll kill you."

"Everyone, calm down! I'll take the lead. Just trust me!"

"Allen, don't push yourself too hard."

"Yeah, I'll be fine."

That was the best run yet.
I almost—just almost—reached that bastard.
But it wasn't enough.
I couldn't even save Sierra.
I was pathetic.

—The one thousand two hundred forty-fifth loop.

"...Lilith, why don't we go to the southern sea together?"

"I would be delighted. I'll go anywhere with you, Lord Weiss."

No matter what I did, it was all for nothing.
In the end, I just didn't have the talent.
In a peaceful town where we spent about a year, Lilith died saving a child from a demon.

"Lord Weiss... I'm so sorry."

"No. You didn't do anything wrong. It’s me. It’s all my fault..."

Even if I changed the location, the result stayed the same.
I couldn't change a damn thing. The ending was always the same.
My life had no meaning.
I wasn't the one who could do this.

...Maybe.
Maybe someone else... someone different...
Could they have done it?
Who?
Who could possibly tear that shitty bastard's head off?

...Dammit.

—And so, I resolved to throw myself away.

From that point on, I devoted every waking moment to refining my magic.
I spent over three hundred years building it up.

"—Heteroworld Reincarnation Magic."

That’s what I called it.
A spell to anchor another person’s soul into my own body.
But there was a catch.
There was a very real chance my own consciousness would be completely erased.
This magic was a one-shot deal.
This loop I was stuck in would probably vanish too.
But I poured enough mana into it to kill me. Surely, a guy capable of ending this shitty story would answer the call.

It has to be you.
Save them. My comrades... save them.
I’ve lived long enough.

I chanted the spell.
And once again, I died.



"Hyaaa... aaahn!!!"

I woke up.
But it was the exact same scene as the very first time.
The magic had failed. I couldn't do it.
Wait—why couldn't I speak?

Suddenly, a different voice came out of my mouth.

"Wh-wh-wh-what... is going on...?"

...Who the hell is this guy?
Apparently, the magic had worked after all.
But the guy who showed up was a total coward.
I thought I’d wasted my only chance.

But then, the guy suddenly chanted Recovery Magic.
Next, he sought out Milk Abitus as a master and actually started putting in work.
Hah! What is wrong with you?
Seriously, how are you doing that?

During the practical test, he demolished three wanted criminals.
The guy had more guts than I gave him credit for.
Hah. Not bad.

Then, he somehow made that Cynthia fall for him.
He even figured out how to combine Light and Darkness magic—something I never managed.

"Let's see, Darkness and Light should be—"

He didn't seem to notice I was still here.
I'd catch his thoughts sometimes, but there was no point in me interfering.
I was the failure, after all.

"Carta, if it's you, you should be able to make good use of me."

He brought Carta into the fold. His methods were a lot like mine, though he was way kinder than I ever was.
Eva stayed at the Academy.
Even Cecil became an ally.

—Now this is interesting.

I couldn't do it. I couldn't win.
So, let me see this through to the very end.
My consciousness fades sometimes. My memories are getting blurry.
I'll probably disappear for good eventually.
But Shari is alive. He even saved Olynn.
It's perfect.

Hah, you're a weird one. How do you know the future like that?

On the Day of the Great Full Moon, he was fighting his heart out to protect the princess—the one I had failed to save.
But—

"What a pity. I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to die, Sophia-chan."

This situation was bad. Really bad.
I’d never seen this happen before.
Yeah, the current "you" probably can't handle this.

—Good grief.

This is the only time I'm helping out.
There's no point in me sticking around anyway.
But in exchange, you'd better kill that shitty Demon King.

—First, I'll put Sophia to sleep.

"Hey, Weiss, what are you—"

"Quiet down, you feisty princess."

"—Who... are you?"

That bastard Allen actually noticed me.
The guy who only knows how to charge straight ahead.
That’s so like you, Allen.

Wait, what was "Noblesse Oblige" again?
Eh, whatever. I won't remember it for long anyway.

"Who am I? I'm Weiss Fansent, obviously."

Allen just stood there, gaping. Hah! You're hilarious in every single loop.

"I’ll handle these guys for the time remaining. You keep an eye on that girl."

"...Don't you dare die, Weiss."

"Hah! You think I'm scared of that now?"

I wasn't scared at all. Not of my own death. Not anymore.
147 The Afterglow of Victory

Waking up to an unfamiliar ceiling is a classic cliché in stories.

But what greeted my eyes this time was way beyond just a ceiling.

Glittering decorations, a four-poster canopy bed, high-end paintings on the walls, and a carpet so thick it felt like I was walking on a cloud. Even if I was only a noble in name, I could tell this place was obscibly expensive.

But more than the room itself—

"...What are you two doing?"

To my left and right, Cynthia and Lilith were sleeping soundly.

Lilith, who would usually bolt upright the second I stirred, showed no sign of waking. I slipped out of bed as quietly as possible to avoid disturbing them. Since I was barefoot, the plush texture of the carpet felt amazing against my skin.

I peered out the window and saw a sprawling cityscape. In the very center stood a massive Clock Tower.

Wait, don't tell me...

The second that thought crossed my mind, Cynthia’s voice rang out.

"You’re awake... aren't you!? Weiss, your body! Is your body okay!?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. I mean, what are—"

"Lord Weiss!?"

Lilith jumped up just as frantically and forced me back onto the bed. Cynthia grabbed my arm, checking my pulse with practiced ease. I’d expect this in the modern world, but where on earth did she learn to do that here?

"Everything seems fine. Do you have any pain? Does anything feel off?"

"Nothing. Honestly, I feel pretty refreshed."

Actually, that wasn't entirely true. Something did feel weird. I had a lingering sensation of having spoken to someone, though I couldn't remember who.

No, wait, more importantly—

"What happened to Sophia!?"

I couldn't believe it had taken me this long to remember. It was as if a thick fog had settled over my brain. I, Allen, and Sophia had been trapped inside the barrier, and then—

The door slammed open with a bang.

"Weiss—!? You’re awake!?"

Princess Sophia stood there, looking perfectly healthy and very much alive.

"So you survived, you tomboy," I muttered.

"Who are you calling a tomboy!? Cynthia, Lilith, I’m so sorry for bursting in like that."

"Not at all, Your Highness. If anything, thank you for everything," Cynthia replied.

I was completely lost. I was just about to demand an explanation when Lilith filled me in.

"Lord Weiss, you’ve been asleep this entire time. For three whole days."

"...Huh? Three days?"

"Yes."

"What kind of joke is this?"

"It’s the truth. You really were asleep for three days."

Looking into Cynthia’s serious eyes, I couldn't hide my shock. Three days? No, more importantly, how did we even get out of that mess? Was it Allen? No, that was impossible.

"Sophia, how did we get out of that barrier alive?"

"You certainly have some nerve dropping my title so suddenly."

"I’ll call you 'Lady Sophia' if you just tell me what happened."

"I... I don't really know. I was unconscious. Allen was with us, but he'd only say that he fought."

"I see. Where is Allen now?"

"Weiss, please, calm down. Let me explain the situation," Cynthia urged.

"...Alright."

According to Cynthia, I had collapsed the moment the barrier dissolved. Allen was found cradling Princess Sophia. As for the Demon Race, they had apparently exhausted a massive amount of mana and were covered in wounds.

Furthermore—

"Wait, what?"

"The Demon Race member said, 'This Game is our loss. You can rest easy; we won't lay a finger on Princess Sophia anymore,'" Lilith recounted.

Her words only made me more confused. A Game...?

In the original story, Noblesse Oblige, Sophia is killed on the Day of the Great Full Moon. I knew that, which is why I’d fought so hard to change it. And I’d definitely heard the word 'Game' used before; Racom had even referred to certain sounds as 'sound effects.'

It couldn't be a coincidence.

Does the Demon King know the original plot just like I do? Are they just... playing around with us?

I didn't have an answer.

"But we have no reason to believe them, right?"

"I agree," Cynthia said. "However, the moment the Great Full Moon ended, the monsters withdrew. It felt very deliberate."

The other Eva—the one named Nell. The one Teacher Milk fought—King. They were apparently members of the Seven Calamity Sins. But the most shocking part was that Nell was supposedly Eva’s friend who had died years ago.

I thought back to the Pseudo-Demon. The puzzle pieces were starting to connect, but they didn't quite fit together yet. As the picture became clearer, a sense of dread washed over me. Something terrifying was looming on the horizon.

"And what about... Senior Eva?"

"She went back to Noblesse. She hasn't said a word to us since."

"I've never seen Senior Eva look so sad," Lilith added. "Her final words for you were: 'I’m looking forward to the reward.'"

Eva, the woman who always wore a cool, composed smile. Even in the original game, she barely showed any emotion. For her to be like that...

And what the hell does she mean by 'reward'?

Sophia interrupted my thoughts.

"To be honest, I don't know most of you very well. But I know I’m alive because of all of you. Especially you, Weiss. I’m most grateful to you."

"I didn't really do anything—"

"That’s not true. In that moment, I was ready to... throw my life away. But you saved me. Truly, thank you, Weiss Fancent."

Sophia turned her head, her cheeks flushed a deep crimson.

Well, I guess I should take the win.

For now, I should just be happy everything worked out. In a game, this would be the 'Event Clear' screen. It was only right to soak in the afterglow. I felt like I was forgetting something important, but whatever.

"My, my. Is this some kind of lovers' quarrel?"

"Honestly, you finally decide to wake up?"

Teacher Coco and Teacher Milk appeared in the doorway. Unlike the girls, they didn't seem the type to get all emotional over my recovery.

"Aren't you two supposed to be moved to tears right now?" I asked.

"Excuse me for a second."

Coco ignored my sarcasm and pressed her hand to my forehead. It was a bizarre sensation, like squishy mana was being forced into my brain. It was almost itchy.

"You seem fine. Good work out there."

"Thank you. And... thanks for what you did for me."

"Save your thanks for Allen. And Teacher Milk too."

Following her gaze, I bowed my head toward Teacher Milk.

However—

"If you had trained harder, you wouldn't have been trapped in a barrier or put the Princess in danger. Don't let this go to your head."

"Haha, you're absolutely right."

I couldn't help but grin at her usual harshness. I was always grateful to Teacher Milk for keeping me grounded. It’s hard to get cocky when someone is constantly kicking your ass.

Suddenly, Sophia spoke up with renewed energy.

"Then as planned, I’ll have the preparations made immediately!"

"Preparations?"

"It’s a feast full of all your favorite things, Weiss!" Cynthia cheered.

"Lord Weiss, hee-hee, you're going to love it," Lilith added.

"?"

Cynthia and Lilith grabbed my hands and dragged me through the hallway. They led me to a set of massive double doors. When they swung open, I saw a table groaning under the weight of a massive spread—specifically, my favorite foods.

"Melo-Melon and Banabanana!? Are you serious!?"

"I had the head chef prepare everything. I even had your favorites imported," Sophia explained. "Cynthia and Lilith were so certain you would wake up that I wanted to make sure everything was ready."

"Hah, I guess a Princess really can move mountains with a single command."

"Still as disrespectful as ever, I see. But I suppose I don't hate that about you. Now sit down. I’ll have them keep the food coming."

I was ushered into the seat of honor. Teacher Milk and Teacher Coco sat down too. Oh, I guess they’re joining the party.

Then—

"Weiss! You’re finally awake!?"

"Yo, yo! I heard all about the Demon Race! I worked my butt off too, you know!?"

"Morning, sleepyhead."

Allen, Duke, and Shari burst in, as noisy as ever.

"Did you guys just come here for the free food?"

"You never change..." Duke sighed.

"Duke."

"What?"

"Thanks."

The room went dead silent. The atmosphere turned ice-cold.

Then—

"—Whoa, what was that!? Is it gonna rain demons!? Is the world ending!?"

"Idiot, read the room!" Shari barked.

"Ow! No need to punch me, Shari!"

My plan only succeeded because of Duke. I hadn't seen him once during the chaos, but he’d fought in the most dangerous spot. He’d trusted me and kept a close watch on Sophia. Even a guy like me had to be grateful for that.

And then there was...

"Allen, I have a lot of questions for you."

"For me?"

"Yeah, about that day—"

"Lord Weiss, you're awake!?"

"W-Weiss!"

"I wanted to be the first one to say hi!"

Tura, Carta, and Olynn came running in. Great. The whole gang’s here.

"You guys stayed at the castle too? For three days?"

"Everyone was waiting for you to wake up, Weiss," Cynthia said softly.

I couldn't find a retort for that.

And, of course...

"Fancent, good morning."

"Yeah."

Cecil was there too. She was the MVP every single time. Honestly, nothing would have worked without her. I was always grateful, but I’d have to think of something special to thank her this time.

But the guest list didn't end there.

"Senior Weiss! Good mornin'! You're finally awake, sir!"

"Senior Weiss, Senior Cynthia! Good morning!"

"You guys too? What about school?"

"Missing a few days is no big deal! More importantly, I did a good job, right!?"

"You were alright. Meryl’s footwork was better, though."

"Wait, seriously!?"

Finally—

"Morning, Vai."

"Weiss, good morning."

Sierra and Eleanor walked in.

"You certainly were a sleepy beauty. Well, you can pay me back for the 'reward' later at your leisure."

"So it’s already been decided, then?"

"Of course. Right, Eleanor? We almost died, after all."

"Th-that’s true. But Sister, you shouldn't just say things like that..."

If even Eleanor was saying it, the situation must have been dire. Thinking about all these 'rewards' was going to be a headache, but I’d have to figure it out.

"That's everyone, right?"

"That’s everyone. But, Lilith..."

"Right! Lord Weiss, happy birthday!"

Lilith presented me with a cake. Naturally, it was a Melo-Melon cake.

"Hah... is it my birthday already?"

I’d completely forgotten. I’d been so obsessed with the Great Full Moon that everything else had slipped my mind. Has it really been a year since the loop started? Time flies.

"Thanks."

"Cynthia suggested we have it ready for the moment you woke up."

"I see. Cynthia... thanks for the trouble."

"It’s no trouble at all. It might have been a bit presumptuous of me, but I never doubted you would wake up."

Yeah. I'm okay.

Everyone took turns giving me their best wishes. Good grief... The food I ate that day was the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted in my life.



We stayed at the castle one last night. To be honest, I’d forgotten about the Guard Knights I’d knocked out, but Sophia had apparently smoothed things over with a clever excuse. Normally, attacking them would be a capital offense, so I was grateful for her help.

A carriage back to Noblesse was scheduled for tomorrow morning. Teacher Milk told me to "leave the boring details to the adults." I felt a bit guilty leaving them with the cleanup, but Coco insisted, calling it "a child's privilege."

I’m not great at being pampered, but arguing would have been more of a hassle. I decided to just be quietly grateful.

Late that night, unable to sleep, I left Cynthia and Lilith and went for a walk. I looked up at the sky from the castle balcony. The moon was full, but it wasn't the Great Full Moon.

Because I had cleared it.

The more I thought about it, the more confused I became. But there was one theory that connected the dots.

What if the Demon King knows the original plot just like I do?

If I were in that position, I wouldn't waste time on the Demon Race members destined to lose. I’d recruit different allies, like the current Carta or Cecil. And I’d make the Day of the Great Full Moon an impenetrable fortress. I’d send subordinates everywhere to mass-produce Pseudo-Demons.

It all made sense. But I still didn't understand why they didn't kill Princess Sophia.

...Whatever. No point dwelling on it now.

—Hey, Weiss.

How’s it looking? Am I doing a good job?

...Answer me for once, damn it.

I heard footsteps behind me. I turned around to see a guy wearing his usual familiar smile.

"Hi, Weiss. You can't sleep either?"

"I was just thinking about the Demon Race."

"Isn't that just a fancy way of saying you can't sleep?"

"Shut up."

After a brief silence, I asked him directly.

"Back there... why were we saved?"

"Because you fought like a man possessed. I could only stand there and watch."

"Hah, as if. Is that even possible?"

"It’s the truth, though."

Allen’s eyes were steady. He looked like he was telling the truth.

"I see..."

In the end, I still didn't have a clear answer. I’d been pretty worked up, so I guess it was possible I’d gone into some kind of trance. But the process didn't matter as much as the result. This world is a game. It has to have an ending. To make sure that ending isn't our total destruction, I just have to keep sharpening my fangs and moving forward.

"Weiss, let’s both get stronger. Strong enough that someday... we can take down the Demon Race without breaking a sweat."

"Yeah, I'm with you."

Good grief. He was thinking the exact same thing as me. Damn protagonist.

Suddenly, Allen started fidgeting. He looked like he wanted to say something, scratching his cheek awkwardly.

"What is it?"

"Umm, well..."

"Yeah?"

What was wrong with him? This guy was from a family where every thought in his head came straight out of his mouth. Why was he hesitating now?

"You... you can handle being naked, right?"

"...Huh?"

"Wait, no! It’s not that I want to see you like that!"

"Did you hit your head? Actually, I know you hit it. A lot."

"Let’s just do our best, Weiss. Apparently, it’ll be over quickly."

"What are you talking about? Allen, explain yourself."

"Teacher Milk told me to follow her to Mount Oni. She said she’ll watch us take down a Grushtshka."

"I don't follow. Use your words. Give me some context."

"And Teacher Coco said she wants a chocolate cake from the West Bisque region."

"Wait, did you—"

I had no idea how Allen had convinced the teachers to help us. Had he actually offered them bribes? I mean, a Grushtshka is a legendary bear monster twenty meters tall. And chocolate cake from West Bisque? You have to wait in line for a week just to get a slice. This guy was overdoing it... no, more importantly—

"Allen, what the hell did you mean by 'naked'?"

"I just hope Senior Eva forgets about it... Weiss, it’s going to be rough for both of us, but let’s hang in there."

"Hey! Allen, what do you mean!? Allen!"

That night, Allen didn't look like his usual positive self. He looked like a man staring into the abyss of his own doom.



"The barrier is fading. Allen, don't tell him about this."

"What do you mean? Who... who are you?"

"Hah, you've got that dazed look as always. Well, I've got my reasons. It’s better this way."

"I understand."

"...Still as obedient as ever, I see."

"It’s so we can win, right?"

"Yeah. It’s so we can win against that piece-of-shit Demon King."

"Then... alright."

"Hah. I don't hate that stupidly straightforward side of you. See ya."



Chapter Six: The Great Full Moon Arc — FIN
Intermission: Loop Number XXX

I’d finally made it to the intermediate class, but honestly? I was getting a little sick of seeing the same damn faces every day.

There was Allen, the idiotically straightforward hero type; Cynthia, the girl who refused to leave his side; and Duke, whose brain was made of nothing but pure, unadulterated muscle.

"Allen, you haven't forgotten anything today, have you?"

"Ah... sorry, Cynthia."

"Honestly, please be careful!"

"God damn it! Why don't I have a fiancé!?"

Every single time, they flirted right in front of me without ever getting bored of it. Get a room.

Suddenly, someone slapped me on the back. I didn't even have to look.

"Morning, Weiss!"

"Yeah."

"Still as cold as ever, I see."

"Being sleepy in the morning is a universal right."

"Fufu, maybe so."

Shari was there, wearing her usual grin. 

Saving her had been a complete accident, but I never expected her to get so attached to me. She’s basically a stray cat.

"W-Weiss-kun, good morning."

"Yeah."

Just as I was thinking that, another one appeared: Carta. She was supposed to have dropped out by now. I’d complained to some bullies on a whim, and for some reason, she’d gotten the idea that I was "saving" her. Ever since then, she wouldn't stop talking to me. 

Well, silver lining: she’s the one teaching me Flight Magic.

"The weather’s too nice for school. Maybe I'll ditch today."

"You can't! We have a test today."

"I don't care about that. There's no point in taking it."

"There you go saying that again."

"But Weiss-kun really does get perfect scores every time. It’s amazing."

"Oh, I know the type," Shari chimed in. "He’s the guy who says he didn't study at all but stayed up all night desperately cramming."

They could say whatever they wanted. It wasn't "cramming"—it was basically just cheating. From my perspective, a "pop quiz" was just a "scheduled exam with a funny name." Besides, I already knew there wasn't actually going to be one today.

"Come on, let's go, let's go!"

"Hey, Shari, stop touching me."

We headed up the stairs to the far left. I opened the door to the usual classroom to find Olynn and Tura already inside.

"Olynn, look! I brought Pippin's favorite food!"

"Wait, really!? Ah, it's Allen-kun!"

"Sir Allen! You're looking as dashing as ever today!"

"Thank you. You two are as close as ever, I see."

Tsk. Every single time, they have the exact same conversation.

In the corner, a guy with glasses was fiddling with some game pieces by himself. Cecil Antwerp. That guy never spoke. Seriously, I have no idea what’s going on in that head of his.

"Good morning, class. Regarding the test scheduled for today—it’s been cancelled."

Right on cue, Chloe walked in and dropped the bombshell. Well, a bombshell to everyone else. I already knew the script.

"Last night, the Demon Race launched an attack near the ball in the Ostrava Royal Capital. Princess Sophia... she’s passed away."

On the Day of the Great Full Moon, Princess Sophia dies. I’d tried to save her—God knows how many times—but it never worked.

The classroom erupted into a panicked buzz. The air turned heavy with fear. They were terrified of the Demon Race. 

Idiots. Those guys are just small fry compared to the Demon King. Compared to "Him."

"As a precaution, Noblesse will be closed. Those who wish to may return home, but you must be accompanied by an A-rank or higher Adventurer guard. Classes will resume as soon as we track the movements of the Demon Race, but we expect it to take several days."

With that, class was dismissed. 

Princess Sophia was cruelly slaughtered inside her carriage. No matter what I tried, I couldn't change it. It... it just can't be helped.

I headed out to the courtyard and found the usual pair of slackers.

"Yo, seniors."

"Hm? Oh, Weiss. Are you actually studying for once?"

"Classes are cancelled. Eleanor, they're as huge as always, aren't they?"

"Eh?! W-what are you talking about!?"

"Boobs. We’re talking about boobs," Sierra interjected. "Weiss is such a creep."

"E-Eeee!?"

Good grief, she was as innocent as ever. It was pathetic, really—imagine failing a year because you rushed to help Allen in a pinch. They were strong, but these sisters refused to hone their talent. What a waste.

"Sierra, do you have any idea where Eva went?"

"No clue. She hasn't been in contact with anyone since she withdrew, right?"

"I-I don't know either."

"I see."

If Eva had stayed, things might have been a little different this time. I wanted to find her and make her an ally, but that was looking like a lost cause.

I left them behind and headed for a specific rooftop in City Area B to sleep. This was the one spot that actually felt good. When I finally blinked my eyes open, my head was resting on someone's lap.

"Good morning, Weiss."

"Shari... are you actually a stalker?"

"I mean, you're always right here."

"I guess."

The sky was the same blue as always. It was beautiful, no matter how many times I saw it. I knew what was coming. Someone was going to die. I’d grown stronger than the last loop, but I still didn't know how it would end. Who could I protect? Who would be left alive?

"Hey, Shari."

"Hmm? What is it?"

"Don't die. No matter what."

"...Where is this coming from?"

"Just promise me."

"Yes, yes, I won't die~"

"I only need one 'yes.'"

"Ye—s."

Hmph.

I’m going to win this time. Just you wait, you piece of shit Demon King.

Right then, I heard voices. Allen, Cynthia, and Duke were training despite the chaos. Honestly, those muscle-heads never quit.

"Fuaaa... I guess it’s time for some exercise."

I sat up and looked down at Allen from the edge of the roof.

"Honestly, stop messing with them," Shari teased. "Allen might enjoy the challenge, but Cynthia-san is going to get pissed again."

"Hah, that’s the best part."

I stepped off the ledge. A soft gust of wind caught me, suspending my body in mid-air. 

Every time I fly, I can't help but feel that thrill. It never gets old.

I leveled my hand at Allen, letting my mana surge to the surface.

"Three-on-one seems about fair, don't you think?"

In an instant, I released a wave of energy the size of Carta's Mana Cannon. Allen noticed it just in time and readied his sword, while Cynthia intercepted the blast with an Ice Shield.

"Hey, Weiss! Are you trying to kill us?!" Duke roared, his usual meathead self making a scene.

"Yeah, that was the idea."

The only thing I can do for you is drive you harder.

So, get strong. And—don't die.

This time... this time, I’ll definitely do something about it. Please, just don't die.

"It's a post-nap warm-up," I shouted down. "Don't hold back! Come at me!"
148: Noblesse and the Candy Trip

"The culprit is right here in this room!"

Adjusting her glasses with a sharp click, Cecil slowly stood up and scanned our faces with a piercing gaze.

Duke lay collapsed on the floor. 

Outside, a typhoon was making a direct hit, making it impossible to send out a Messenger Bird for help.

"T-that’s... bananas..." Allen muttered under his breath. 

What are you even talking about, man?

But before I could even process that nonsensical reply, Tura let out a shriek.

"I-I’m no good with horror stuff! I’m going to bed! Alone! I’m sleeping by myself, okay?!"

With that, she bolted back to her room.

I suddenly remembered something. Noblesse was famous for having an absolute mountain of side stories. Among them were some truly bizarre spin-offs that felt like they belonged in a different genre entirely.

Ah, I see. This was definitely it.

"Now then, let the deduction begin!"

It’s the Great Detective Cecil event.

◇　◆　◇　◆

The Large-scale Invasion of the Kingdom of Carlos by the Demon Race had become the talk of the world.

Princess Sophia, whose life had been at stake, was currently being guarded by the elites of the Ostrava Royal Capital—a fellow friendly nation. However, the Demon Race had explicitly stated that they would no longer target her. 

According to the game’s lore, members of the Demon Race were incapable of lying. If that held true, she should be safe, but I couldn't afford to be careless.

Even so, I had successfully altered the timeline and changed the future once again.

Originally, her death would have served as a trigger, causing trust between nations to crumble. Deception would have led to war, and the resulting accumulation of malice would have seen an increase in both villains and Pseudo-Demons.

But now, the opposite was happening. Ostrava and Carlos were expanding their circle of allies, and they intended to keep a close eye on the movements of the Demon Race from here on out. The progression of the main story had undoubtedly slowed to a crawl.

Still, the real work was just beginning.

My power had been effective, sure, but it wasn't overwhelming yet. Plus, there was the emergence of new Demon Race threats like Nell and King. Furthermore, two of the Seven Calamity Sins were still out there. I needed to keep devotions to my training; that much hadn't changed.

I suppose I had finally survived the "stick" of this ordeal.

The "candy"—the reward—was currently underway.

"Weiss, you look quite dashing today as well."

"Ah, thanks."

"I’m so excited! To think Princess Sophia would be generous enough to lend us a mansion on an Uninhabited Island!"

We were currently on a ship, feeling the sea breeze against our skin.

It had all started with a single letter.

[Dear Weiss Fancent,

Thank you so much for everything you’ve done. I have enclosed a small token of my gratitude. Unfortunately, I cannot join you myself, but please take your friends and enjoy yourselves to the fullest.

P.S. I am looking forward to our date.]

"Weiss, what is the meaning of this?" Shari had asked.

"I have no idea," I had replied.

The "token of gratitude" was the use of an entire massive, vacant mansion, reserved exclusively for me and my classmates. Apparently, it had recently been used for a Ball, so it was fully stocked with food and high-end beds. 

There had been an offer to provide a full staff of servants as well, but after some discussion, we ended up declining. The reason being...

"Duke, you’re gonna fall! You’re gonna fall!"

"I’m fine, I tell you! Look, look! There are fish down there!"

"You two are being way too noisy. Seriously, try not to fall overboard."

Allen, Duke, and Shari.

"Man, I want to go swimming already!"

"I’ve got a new swimsuit, so I’m looking forward to it too."

"I wonder what the view looks like from the sky!"

Tura, Olynn, and Carta.

And then...

"Fancent-kun, you actually brought it... Is this really okay?"

"Yeah. Right, Cynthia? Lilith?"

"Exactly, Cecil-san! I’m going to win today!"

"Yes, I am looking forward to it as well."

Cecil was fidgeting, her cheeks flushed a bright pink.

To my surprise, ten of us Intermediate-year Students had ended up coming along. We had reached the conclusion that since we were usually pampered as nobles, it would be more fun to do things like cooking for ourselves for a change. We had even managed to get a special vacation from Noblesse Academy.

"Cecil, I’m not losing to you today."

"Ufufu, I’ll be looking forward to that. ~♪ ~♪"

Cecil was in an incredibly good mood. She probably didn't even realize she was humming. 

The reason for the competitive tension? We were planning to hold a Battle Universe tournament tonight.

"Weiss, I’m sure you’ll like this swimsuit," Cynthia said.

"Fufufu, Cynthia-san, yours is quite bold, isn't it?" Lilith added.

"Oh? Yours was quite something too, Lilith."

By the way, there was a private beach right in front of the mansion. Everyone was in a festive, vacation-ready mood. 

Good grief, they’re still such children.

"Come to think of it, Weiss, those black glasses suit you. What’s the occasion?"

"The sunlight is just a bit bright."

"And those Melo-Melon patterned shorts suit you too!"

"It’s just hot out."

"And those things called sandals look nice and casual on you."

"I just didn't want sand getting in my boots."

Seriously, I hope this trip ends quickly.

—You’re thinking that, aren’t you, Weiss?

◇

Far behind the ship, a tiny rowboat was trailing in our wake.

"Belk, row properly!"

"I am rowing! Don't you start slacking off!"

"I’m not slacking! I’m using magic to move the oars, aren't I?!"

"That’s cheating..."
149 This Mansion is Way Too Big

“It’s massive. Exactly what you’d expect from a royal villa.”

“Duke, that’s actually quite rude. That counts as lèse-majesté, so I’ll have to have you executed.”

“Am I really going to die over a comment like that…?”

“…Incredible.”

After disembarking from the ship, we followed a perfectly manicured path until we stood before the estate.

Duke and Shari, being from high-ranking noble families, didn't look particularly shaken, but Allen—born a commoner—was just standing there, mouth agape in a total daze.

Honestly, I felt the same way.

I might technically be a member of House Fanscent, but deep down in my soul, I still don't really consider myself a noble.

Besides, this mansion was just too damn big. I’d heard there was a ballroom adjacent to the main building, which probably explained the scale. I’d originally thought we wouldn't need any servants for just ten people, but looking at the sheer size of this place, managing it ourselves was going to be a nightmare.

Well, whatever. I guess even the struggle will make for a good memory.

Then, something clicked in my mind.

The game Noblesse Oblige was packed with side stories. I didn't remember every single one of them, obviously, but I was pretty sure there was an event toward the end of the game that involved staying at a mansion.

Wait, wasn't there something hidden on this uninhabited island…?

But looking at the current flow of things, we were definitely in the ‘reward’ phase. We had three days and two nights ahead of us, and the plan was to relax as much as humanly possible. Successfully protecting Sophia must have been a major turning point in the narrative.

Whatever. Overthinking things is a bad habit.

“Weiss, let’s go inside.”

“Lord Weiss, hurry, hurry!”

“You guys are such children,” I teased.

It was a total secret that I was actually struggling to suppress my own excitement.

Duke pushed open the gargantuan front doors with both hands. They probably weren't as heavy as they looked, but the sight triggered a faint memory. 

Eh, it’s probably fine.

The entrance hall was gorgeous. A spiral staircase dominated the space, and a small table nearby held an assortment of welcome fruits. It looked like the servants had stayed until the very last moment to ensure everything was perfect. Apparently, if we sent out a messenger bird, a full staff would arrive within a few hours. This was the literal definition of "lavish hospitality."

“…Cool.”

“What’s up, Cecil? You into this kind of architecture?”

“Yes, I love it. I mean, look… doesn’t this bronze statue look incredibly that?”

It was rare to see Cecil this excited. She rushed over to a statue of some bearded old guy I didn't recognize who was staring stoically into the distance.

“What do you mean by ‘that’?”

“…You know, that. Like… a detective.”

“A detective? Ah, right.”

Noblesse Oblige was a game, after all. It was a hodgepodge of different cultural influences. Now that I thought about it, Cecil’s character profile mentioned she was a fan of mysteries. I guess I shouldn’t be that surprised.

Still, now that everyone was away from school and the threat of combat, they were looking much more lively. It felt like we were actually just students for once. I decided I might as well enjoy the privilege of seeing this "unreleased content" myself.

“Lord Weiss, I realized I haven't properly thanked you yet.”

“For what?”

Tura had approached me. She was still wearing her hakama. Wait, are her casual clothes just another hakama? No, that can’t be right.

“For the Unnatural wall. I tried using it in our last battle, and it was exceptionally effective.”

“Oh, that. It’s not really worth a thank you.”

In exchange for my help, my progress in learning Wind Magic was skyrocketing thanks to her. Not only was it effective against the Demon Race, but when combined with my Time Lapse, I’d figured out how to dispel magic circles from long range. 

The timing couldn't have been better.

Now, I was already looking toward the next step.

Fire, Water, or Earth. I need to pick one.

Eventually, I’d have to master all of them to take down the Demon King. That was the bare minimum requirement for survival. Now, how should I—

“Weiss-kun, I found some melo-melon.”

“Ah, thanks, Carta.”

“You had that serious look on your face again. Come on, let’s just have some fun, okay?”

“Heh. Yeah, you’re right.”

I’d let my bad habit slip again, and Carta had called me on it. Good grief, the guy is way too good at reading people.

“I want to get into my swimsuit already~!” Olynn muttered.

…Wait, which version am I going to see?

“Weiss, shall we go bring our luggage to the room?”

“A-Ah, yeah. Good idea.”

Okay, stop thinking. Just stop.

We headed upstairs to our respective rooms to drop off our gear and take a quick breather. When I sat down on the bed, I had a perfect view of the ocean through the window. It was glorious.

In the corner of the room, Cynthia was already organizing her things. Then, without a word, she started sliding her jacket off.

Her translucent, milky-white skin was breathtaking, and the line of her nape was incredibly elegant. Every time her silky blonde hair swayed, I found myself struck by the same thought.

Is this incredible woman really my fiancé?

Lilith was right there next to her, also peeling off her top—

“…Wait, what are you two doing?!”

“Huh? Lord Weiss, aren't you going to change too?”

“…Right. I forgot. That was the plan.”

It had completely slipped my mind. We were on a schedule. Apparently, the girls had held a meeting I wasn't invited to and decided the most "efficient" way to have fun was to stick to a strict itinerary. I glanced at the handmade guidebook they’d given me—it was covered in adorable illustrations.

Give me a break.

“Weiss, let’s get changed, shall we?”

“Lord Weiss, come on, come on!”

Cynthia was wearing black lingerie that created a stunning contrast against her pale skin. It was adorned with cute ribbons and was far more intricately designed than anything that should exist in this world. Her black bra was doing its best, but it couldn't quite contain her soft fullness.

…Not bad at all.

Lilith was more slender, but her body was toned and firm. Looking at the curve of her waist made me want to reach out and touch her. She was wearing pure white underwear that looked very feminine on her.

Alright. Fine.

In the blink of an eye, the two of them had me changed.

Into my swimsuit.

“Well… it’s a hassle, but I guess it’s time for the beach.”

“Weiss, those black sunglasses really suit you.”

“Lord Weiss, your new swimsuit is so stylish!”

Just like my usual casual clothes, this melo-melon patterned swimsuit was a custom piece I’d had Zebis track down for me.

As expected, I’m definitely the hottest guy here.

Just then, Shari’s voice screeched through the hallway.

“Allen! I told you I’m still changing—!!”

“I-I’m sorry! I didn't mean to!”

Good grief, those two are as lovey-dovey as ever.

Now then, it was time to go find out which kind of swimsuit Olynn had brought.



“Belk, where the hell are we?!”

“I don’t know… All I can see is ocean in every direction!”

“Ugh, letting you handle the navigation was a huge mistake.”

“This is your fault, Meryl! You slept the whole time!”

“I was the one using magic to row the boat! The course was your job!”



Afterword

The slice-of-life chapters will continue for a little bit longer! Please enjoy the slow pace! (^^)/

I’ve also started posting a new modern fantasy series about streaming. I’ll be updating it daily until I run out of the backlog. Please follow or give it a three-star rating if you can! Or just read it!

[The Cursed Arts Master who Saved a Super Popular Dungeon Streamer and Went Viral: After Accidentally Revealing His Cursed Arts, He Seems to Be Too Powerful and Becomes a Hot Topic]
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150: A Sight Never Seen Before

The reason Noblesse Oblige was so popular was the existence of countless events that made absolutely no sense.

Battles, tears, friendship, Victory, defeat, and hardship.

And then, there was this.

"Hyo—! Looking good, looking good! As I thought, summer is all about the sea!"

"Duke... aren't your muscles even more massive than before?"

"Hah! That’s because I train every single day!"

"...Hmph."

Muscles. Everywhere I looked, there were well-trained abs, pectorals, lats, deltoids, and biceps.

Allen and I had been pushing our bodies to the absolute limit, too. We’d been utilizing the latest Noblesse facilities, eating meals with a perfect nutritional Balance, and undergoing rigorous mana training. 

Even so, Duke was a size—no, two sizes—beefier than us. Standing there against the backdrop of the summer sun, the sea, and the sand, his physique was undeniably beautiful.

Dammit. I really don't want to admit defeat here.

"Well, your grades are still lower than mine, though," I shot back.

"What was that, you bastard Weiss!?"

"Haha, well, he’s got a point there," Allen added.

...Good. That should do it. 

Physical maintenance is one thing, but mental care is even more important. 

Right, Weiss? You agree with me, don't you?

"Sorry to keep you waiting—!"

At that moment, a bright voice that seemed like it could carry across the entire ocean echoed from behind us. I didn't even need to turn around to know who it was: Shari Elias.

Swimming in the sea is a hassle, but food always tastes better when your body is exhausted. That was the only reason I came. It definitely wasn't because I wanted to see everyone in their swimsuits.

...Well, as a fan of the Original Story, I was a little curious.

I turned around languidly, only to find the girls lined up side-by-side like a classic fan-service scene from a game.

Shari wore a pure white frilled swimsuit. Her waist looked elegant, and combined with her radiant smile, her skin seemed firm and healthy.

"Weiss? Are you mesmerized?"

"Ehehe! It’s a new one, Lord Weiss!"

Cynthia was in a black one-piece. While it covered more of her body than the others, her bountiful proportions made a very clear statement.

Lilith wore a Bruno One-shoulder Bikini. One shoulder was exposed, and the effect was... well, it was quite something.

"Sir Weiss, look at ours as well!"

"Tu-Tura-san!? Wh-What are you doing!?"

"My, Carta is such a shy one."

Tura was wearing a "monokini." From the front, it looked like a one-piece, but from the back, it looked like a bikini. I didn't know much about the specifics, but the "soft fullness" of the look was incredible.

Carta was, predictably, in a school swimsuit. I have no idea why she always sticks to that style. I wasn't going to mention it, but her... assets... looked like they were about to spill out. Wait, were they already spilling?

Cecil was wearing a surprisingly orthodox pink bikini. Since her proportions were so good, her legs looked incredibly long. It provided a nice contrast to her intellectual glasses.

I didn't actually know that much about swimsuits, so being presented with all this at once was honestly a bit overwhelming...

"H-How do I look?"

Then, a voice came from a total blind spot—completely outside my expectations. 

It was Olynn.

Weiss, Duke, and Allen all jerked our heads toward him simultaneously. The question Which one is it?! almost burst out of my throat.

However, just like before, Olynn was wearing a Rash Guard over his suit. Even so, I could see that his thighs were pale and soft, looking like they didn't have a lick of muscle on them.

Wait, why did he come out later than the others? Where was he even changing?

"Weiss, what are you staring at?"

"It’s just your imagination. —Well, I guess everyone looks... fine?"

For some reason, my blunt comment made everyone there break into cheers. Good grief, they were really letting the vacation get to their heads.

"Allen... what do you think?"

"I think... it looks good on you."

Nearby, Shari and Allen were having a "moment." 

I felt a sudden surge of annoyance, so I prepared to hurl the ball I was holding (which I had brought for training purposes, definitely not for play) at Allen—but someone beat me to the punch.

"Ow!? Duke, what was that for!?"

"Shut up! Be grateful I'm stopping at just that!"

"W-What does that even mean!?"

Seriously, what a dense, over-positive protagonist.

"Come on, Weiss, let's go!"

"Lord Weiss, hurry, hurry!"

"...Fine."

Well, water is good for relaxing the muscles. I might as well enjoy myself a little.

After that, we spent our time training with the ball, splashing each other to cool off, and doing drills to ensure we didn't lose to the sun's UV rays. 

At one point, Olynn started fluttering his Rash Guard, muttering, "Man, it’s hot. Maybe I should take this off..." while casting sidelong glances our way. It’s a secret that I accidentally stared a little too long.

By the time the sun began to set, we left the beach, as we were supposed to prepare our own dinner. I let Debi stretch its wings for a bit, too.

I have to admit, it was actually pretty fun.

However, as we headed back, Duke looked up at the darkening sky. "Looks like it might rain," he noted.

He was right; it was getting quite cloudy. We could still contact the servants via Messenger Bird for now, but that would become impossible in a heavy storm. It felt like an omen of things to come.



"Wow! It’s so big!"

"Hoh, they have a fine selection of cooking utensils here."

After returning to the mansion and changing, we gathered in the kitchen. The plan for tonight was to make Noblesse Curry. 

Apparently, curry is a travel staple because it tastes good even if your measurements are a bit off, and simmering it reduces the risk of food poisoning. When I opened the magic refrigerator, I found it stocked to the brim. As expected of Sophia’s villa; every ingredient was top-shelf.

"Hoh, these are some quality potatoes."

"What’s this, Weiss? You actually know how to cook?"

"Of course I do. Who do you think I am?"

"I’m actually quite fond of cooking myself," Allen added.

"Then it’s a contest. Let’s see who can make the best curry."

"You really have a habit of turning everything into a competition, Duke..."

"What, you running away, Duke?"

"Wh-at?! If you’re gonna go that far, then I’ll show you the Billian Family Special Curry!"

"I guess I'll make an original one, too!"

And so, we began our curry battle. Handling blades—whether swords or kitchen knives—is a requirement for any gentleman. To my surprise, both of them were actually quite efficient.

"It’s wonderful, isn't it? So peaceful," Shari remarked.

"It really is, Cynthia-san!"

"Hmm, Weiss is surprisingly handy in the kitchen. Interesting."

"Sir Weiss, are you using magic for that?"

"I-I’m really looking forward to everyone’s cooking!"

"I love taste-testing different dishes!"

"Shall we make the side dishes, then?"

Beside us, the girls were chatting harmoniously. 

If this unreleased footage were turned into a fan disk, the sales would be astronomical. 

No, stay calm. That doesn't matter right now.

"Carrots—One-Hit Kill!"

"Hey, Weiss, that’s cheating!"

"I see! That’s a great idea!"

Allen immediately started mimicking my technique. This copycat bastard.

Once the food was ready, we moved to the grand dining hall and plated our creations. There were three types of curry to compare: mine was a standard recipe from my old world, Duke’s was a "manly" curry packed with meat, and Allen’s was loaded with vegetables. You could really see the difference between a knightly household and a mountain upbringing.

Once everyone was seated, we gave the signal to eat.

"Mmm! Weiss, this is delicious. It’s the first time I’ve had your home cooking."

"Lord Weiss, this is amazing!"

"Naturally."

"Allen, Duke, not bad! These are both great!"

"Hah! Of course they are!"

"It’s been a while, but curry really hits the spot."

"Indeed, it’s hard to pick a winner!"

"It’s so good. You can really taste everyone’s personality in these."

"I like all of them!"

"They all have such distinct, wonderful flavors."

In the end, it just turned into a session for sharing impressions, and the "competition" was forgotten. But seeing everyone’s smiles, I realized it didn't really matter.

To me, knowing the Original Story as I did, this group of people felt like nothing short of a miracle. 

Shari, who was supposed to be dead. Carta, who should have been expelled. Cecil, who shouldn't have trusted anyone at this point. Olynn, who was supposed to be in a different class. Lilith shouldn't even have been at the Noblesse villa, and Tura—while she would have come to the Academy—wasn't supposed to have an interest in anyone but Allen.

Above all, the fact that Cynthia was sitting right next to me was the biggest surprise of all.

"Weiss, you have a bit of curry on your cheek. Wipe-wipe."

"Cynthia-san, you’re saying your sound effects out loud again."

"Sorry, Cynthia."

"No, no, it’s quite alright."

My "thank you" in that moment was probably directed at everything that had led us here.

Later that night, before we could start our Battle Universe tournament, we decided to head to the baths.

"This is bad. That typhoon is massive."

Just then, the storm hit with full force. It was a direct hit; the weather had turned so violent that the Messenger Birds couldn't fly at all.

Granted, the mansion was huge and sturdy, so there shouldn't have been a problem. 

There shouldn't have been... and yet, it felt like a precursor to something.



"Meryl, it’s a typhoon! Meryl, wake up!"

"Eh? Eeeeeeek?! Wh-What are we going to do!?"

"D-Dammit! I’ll cut through the waves! You cover us with magic!"

"Wait, wha— Waaaah!?"

"Move it or we're dead! Give it everything you've got!"

"I-I get it!"
151: Detective Cecil

"...I lost."

"Fufu. You’ve certainly grown stronger, Fansent-kun."

"Hah! Look who’s talking. Anyway—and, bow."

The moment the match ended, cheers erupted from the spectators.

"Whoaaa, for real?! Even Weiss can lose... As expected of Cecil!"

"Amazing. This might be the first time I've ever seen Weiss get beaten like that."

"Weiss, you’re weak."

"Shut up. If you're part of the trio that couldn't even touch me, keep your mouths shut."

We were gathered around a massive play area—well, really just a long table. There, we were holding a Battle Universe tournament. Cecil was her usual self, boasting a level of skill that was practically peerless. I had managed to scrap my way through Allen and Lilith to reach the semi-finals, but that was where my run ended.

Then came the final match.

"Cecil-dono, I shall not be defeated!"

"Oh my. Please, go easy on me."

...Wait, what?

"Tura... why are you so good at this?"

"What do you mean?"

"No, nothing in particular, but..."

"I will win! Weiss-dono, watch me! And if I win, you must give me a reward!"

"I can feel a distinct chill in the air, so please, don't say another word."

Tura was a lady. Unlike Allen or Duke, she didn't spit out insults, but I’d always pegged her as being on our side—the "muscle-brain" side. 

And yet, her strategy was unexpectedly sharp. No, it made sense. To suppress magic with a sword, you actually need a functioning brain. You can't do that on instinct alone. Was she actually the logical type?

"Weiss-kun, you didn't know?"

"Know what, Carta?"

"Tura-san's academic scores are actually about the same as Cecil-san's."

Are you kidding me?

That was a shocker. In the Original Story, the specific details of classroom grades were never shown. I knew she’d been improving rapidly, but I’d only ever looked at the total point tallies. This was a hidden talent. Still, making new discoveries like this was part of the fun. 

I watched the match closely. Tura put up a hell of a fight, but—

"I... I lost!"

"Thank you very much. Tura-san, you were wonderful. I don't mean to sound condescending, but would you mind playing with me again sometime?"

"Of course! Ha-ha! That was truly enjoyable!"

I felt a tiny pang in my chest, like my Cecil was being stolen away.

"Weiss, what are you thinking about?"

"Nothing at all, Cynthia."

We spent the rest of the evening snacking and chatting—just doing the kinds of things normal students do. I wasn't exactly making a conscious effort to "savor my youth," but Teacher Milk’s warning about not having regrets later stuck in my mind. 

Well, I suppose this counts as training in its own way.

"Weiss-sama looks like he’s having such a good time."

"Yes. It’s been so hectic lately; I’m just relieved to see him smiling."

Was it my imagination, or were Lilith and Cynthia watching me? Must have been a fluke.

Before bed, I headed back to my room to grab my bath kit. Hair cream, hair oil, face towel, all-in-one gel, and my Bohemian Sauna Hat (just in case). 

Perfect. The Way of the Bath begins with preparation, after all.

I’d heard this mansion was particularly obsessive about its hot springs. I was just beginning to get excited when a deep, gravelly voice—one belonging to someone whose brain had likely been replaced by pure muscle—echoed through the hall.

I rushed to the entrance to find Duke collapsed on the floor.

"Duke! Duke!"

Allen was frantically calling out to him, but Duke didn't budge.

Don't tell me... the Demon Race?

The others gathered one by one. Cynthia hurried forward to check his pulse. And then...

"He is... sleeping."

"...Huh?"

"It’s Sleeping Grass. At this rate, he might not wake up until tomorrow morning."

"Y-You’ve got to be kidding me... You mean this guy is going to wake up tomorrow still sticky from the salt water and drenched in his own sweat without taking a bath?"

"I'm afraid so. Unless someone provides... bedside care for his bath."

Every single pair of eyes in the room swiveled toward Allen. Allen, being Allen, immediately looked the other way. 

Yeah, I get it. That sounds like a nightmare.

No, wait. What was with this vibe? This atmosphere? What was going on? Sleeping Grass was a "sound sleeper" item used for exhaustion. It was a support item meant to restore spirit. But it wasn't something you'd ever want to take during a fun vacation. If you took it, you’d sleep through the best parts—the late-night snacks and the pillow fights. It was unthinkable, yet here we were.

"Nobody move."

Cecil spoke. Her voice was different than usual. She pushed up her glasses with a sharp clack and peered at Duke’s mouth.

"...This is a crime."

"What are you talking about?"

"Duke-kun is a muscle-head to his very core. And people of the muscle-bound variety have a natural aptitude for deep sleep. There is no way he would ingest Sleeping Grass by mistake. Therefore, there is a high probability that this was a calculated move by someone who wanted to shut Duke-kun up."

"Seriously, what are you even saying?"

Cecil ignored my retort entirely. 

Carta was the next to cry out. "I-It wasn't me! Sure, I think Duke-kun can be a bit over-energetic and loud sometimes, but I like that about him!"

"...Hey, Allen, do you know anything?"

At Shari’s question, Allen wore a faint, fearless smirk. 

"...It wasn't me. I'll admit there are nights where I wish for a little peace and quiet, but I’d never go that far."

What the hell is happening?

Then, it clicked. Right. I remembered now. There was a side story exactly like this. But even so, everyone was playing their parts way too well.

This was the coercive force of the Noblesse world. This was one of those events that wouldn't end until the culprit was identified. Usually, Allen played the detective, but Cecil must have been too much of a mystery fan to pass this up.

This is another one of my plot alterations. I guess I have to play along until the end...

"I-It wasn't me! I don't know anything! I'm... I'm going to go take a bath by myself!"

Tura suddenly shrieked and bolted.

"Hey, Tura! Wait, don't go!"

I shouted after her, trying to stop the blatant cliché, but she didn't listen. A few seconds after she disappeared from sight, we heard another scream. We rushed over to find Tura fast asleep, sucking her thumb.

Cecil looked down at her.

"Mumu... I want a teddy bear..."

"...This is grave. We need to find a stuffed bear and carry her to bed. Lilith-san, could you help me?"

"Of course."

"Hey, wait a minute."

I have no choice. I have to see this through.

After we hauled Tura and Duke to their beds, Cecil started pacing around the room for no apparent reason. It was that classic detective trope—pacing back and forth while "deducing."

"Sleeping Grass takes time to manifest its effects. Based on the timeline... the curry is the most likely delivery method. And the culprit is someone in this room!"

DUN-DUN-DUN-DUNNN!

"What was that sound effect?!"

Carta: !?
Cynthia: !?
Lilith: !?
Olynn: !?
Shari: !?
Allen: !?

Did everyone’s faces just zoom in for a split second? Must be my imagination.

Whatever. I just wanted to clear this and get to the bath.

"Duke-kun’s special curry was meat-based, but the one who prepared the vegetable-heavy batch was... Allen-kun, right?"

"I-It wasn't me! I can tell the difference between a vegetable and a medicinal herb!"

"But it’s true that Allen always complained about how noisy Duke is," Shari added. "He said he wanted to sleep in peace for once."

"Shari! Why would you say that?!"

"Then Allen’s our guy. Just confess already so you can go give Duke his sponge bath."

"I told you, it wasn't me!"

Cecil shook her head at my suggestion. 

Stop with the dramatic pacing. Just get on with it.

"Allen-san is close with Duke-kun and knows his way around a mountain. He wouldn't make a mistake with herbs. Therefore, he is excluded. Carta-san, you stepped out while we were eating curry, didn't you?"

"Ehh?! M-Me?!"

"Where did you go?"

"I... I was worried about the storm! I went to check the windows!"

"And do you have evidence to support this?"

"Ah, actually, I saw Carta-san looking out the window while I was on my way to the restroom," Olynn chimed in.

"S-See?!"

"I see. Then Carta-san and Olynn-san are also excluded. The Sleeping Grass had to be added before the curry was finished for it to dissolve properly."

That left Cynthia, Lilith, Shari, and me.

I have a really bad feeling about this.

"I was with Tura-san the entire time," Cynthia stated.

"As was I," Lilith added.

"Cynthia and Lilith... I see. That leaves Fansent-kun and Shari-san."

Everyone’s gaze landed on us. Shari immediately raised her hand.

"I have no motive to target Duke or Tura-san. Duke is loud, but his room is far from mine. And Tura-san shares a room with Carta."

"True. By process of elimination, that leaves Fansent-kun..."

"Hold on a second! I didn't do it! Yeah, the muscle-brain is loud and I value my sleep, but I’m not the culprit. I was surprised Tura was so good at Battle Universe, but I’m not jealous! Okay, maybe I was a little annoyed, but that’s it!"

"Weiss, it’s okay to have moments like that," Cynthia said softly.

"Weiss-sama, this isn't cowardice. It’s just stress," Lilith added.

"Hey! Cynthia, Lilith! What is wrong with you two? You’re supposed to be on my side!"

Dammit, if I don't end this event now, my reputation is going to be in the gutter.

I remembered there was a "Game Over" condition for this side story. This was getting dangerous.

"...Wait. Isn't Cecil acting suspicious too? You’re pointing the finger at everyone else while staying in the 'safe zone' yourself."

"W-What are you saying?! That’s impossible!"

"Oh yeah? Why is it impossible?"

"B-Because... because I wanted to play Battle Universe with everyone until morning! I’d never put someone to sleep on purpose—and I’d never make a mistake like that!"

Cecil’s face turned beet red as she spoke, looking like she wanted to hide. Everyone burst out laughing. It was a pretty convincing argument.

But if it wasn't her... then I remembered.

"Debi."

"Debibibi!?"

"Go wake those two up."

"Debi!"

I dispatched Debi immediately. I’d completely forgotten the little guy was an expert at sleep-dispelling magic. A few moments later, a groggy Duke and Tura stumbled back into the room, rubbing their eyes.

"Huaaaa... Is it morning already?"

"Hey, Duke. Did you eat any weird grass?"

"Grass?"

"Yeah. Some strange-looking weed."

"Hmm... Oh, now that you mention it, some stuff got in my mouth while I was swimming in the ocean."

"N-Now that you mention it, me too!"

Silence fell over the room. Everyone turned to look at Cecil.

"Well then! I suppose it’s time for a bath. The timing is quite perfect, actually!"

"Indeed. All's well that ends well."

"Cynthia-san, let's go!"

Unable to handle the collective stare, Cecil beat a hasty retreat. At that moment, I swear I heard a triumphant Fan-fa-fa-fa-fannnn! melody echoing in the air. 

What was that? Did I just clear the event? 

I didn't actually hear it with my ears, but I felt it in my soul.

"Yo! Let's hit the tubs! Weiss, Allen! ...And Olynn too, right?"

"Wait! Why did you hesitate before saying my name?!"

"It's not that, it's just... make sure you keep your clothes on, okay?"

"W-Why?!"

Please, I’m begging you. No more incidents tonight.



"...Fuga! Ah, the mansion! It’s the mansion, Meryl!"

"I’m dying... My throat is like a desert... I need water..."

"Meryl, wake up! We made it!"

"I want something sweet... I want a bath..."

"You might get to take a bath with Cynthia-san!"

"Eh?! Why didn't you say so?! Hurry!"
152 The Ball

It was the final morning of our trip.

I was out for a run along the coast. Pounding the sand to the sound of the ripples under the bright sun wasn't a bad way to build up some lower-body strength.

Last night had been a total ordeal. Honestly, it was a miracle I’d managed to get any sleep at all. Granted, spending the night with Synthia and Lilith meant I was still a bit sleep-deprived, but that’s a different kind of problem.

Just then, I spotted something emerging from the surf.

An illusion? Am I finally hallucinating?

No, those were definitely those two brats from the lower classes...

...You’ve got to be kidding me.

"W-we made it, Meryl..." Belk wheezed.

"Belk, I thought I was actually going to die..." Meryl gasped.

"Ugh, I just want to get in a bath—Weiss-senpai?! What are you doing here?! Wait, are you training this early in the morning?! Gah, that’s so cool!"

Give me a break. I finally managed to find a moment of peace and quiet. Please, don't ruin this for me...

◇

"This curry is incredible! Wait, did Weiss-senpai and the others actually make this themselves?! That's insane!"

"Synthia-senpai, you are as radiant as ever today!"

Meryl and Belk were practically inhaling the curry. Synthia maintained her gentle smile, but I could have sworn I saw a bead of sweat on her temple.

I see. Even her saintly patience has its limits.

Good grief, I should probably set them straight.

"Alright, you two, knock it off," I snapped.

"Huh?"

"Wait, what!?"

"Look, I appreciate you helping us out before, but we deserve some privacy. Besides, how did you two even survive that typhoon?"

"We just... toughed it out," Belk mumbled.

"We used Magic Resistance to scrape by..." Meryl added.

The two of them looked utterly dejected. Honestly, these geniuses. That said, they were still just brats. I’d just have to tell them so they understood.

Sigh.

"From now on, if you want to come along, ask properly. If it’s not a good time, I’ll tell you, but stop following us on your own."

"I-I understand! I'm sorry!"

"We're sorry..."

Seeing that, Synthia reached out and touched Meryl’s shoulder.

"It can't be helped. Let's just be more careful next time, shall we?"

"Yes, Synthia-senpai... I'm sorry. I was talking with Belk, saying that if something happened again, we might really regret not being there."

"I see. But both Weiss and I are truly grateful. We were worried, you know? If one thing had gone wrong, you two could have been the ones in danger."

""We're really sorry...""

Good grief. I can't tell if they're obedient or just stubborn.

Well, they probably didn't have many people to talk to. It was the same as before; when someone is too much of a genius, a wall naturally forms between them and everyone else.

"As long as you're here, you might as well participate."

"Eh?"

"Wait, really?"

Tens of minutes later, we were standing along the coast, wielding soft practice sticks. We’d changed back into our swimwear. Belk was in trunks, and Meryl was in a frilly pink swimsuit. These kids... they’re totally in the mood to play, aren't they?

"Coming through!"

Belk suddenly lunged, spinning through the air and swinging his stick. I caught it with one hand—and damn, it was heavy.

"Amazing! As expected of Senpai!"

"Hah! You’re just a damn monkey."

"Lilith, come at me."

"Yes—Synthia-san!"

"Allen, today's the day I finally win!"

"I won't lose either!"

In the end, since we’d all gathered anyway, we spent the time training. Even though we’d achieved Victory against the Demon Race, it had been a desperate struggle. We couldn't afford to waste a single second. In this regard, they really did feel like the Noblesse.

After I finished pulverizing Belk, Olynn stepped up to face me.

"It’s been a while since we sparred like this," I noted.

"I guess so! Hey—is it okay if I go all out?"

"Yeah. Bring it."

Just as Pippin took flight from the top of his head, Olynn launched an attack with the sun at his back. As expected, he doesn't pull his punches.

I reflexively averted my eyes from the glare, but since I was tracking the flow of his mana, I managed to parry Pippin’s strike with my stick.

—Hmph. He’s gotten considerably stronger.

A Subjugation monster inherits the abilities of its master. Apparently, during that last battle with the Demon Race, he’d been manipulating ten High-level Monsters before he even reached me. That was absurd. Just how many people’s worth of work was he doing?

But then—

"—Hah! Olynn, when did you...?"

"Ehehe. I’m going to work even harder. So I can protect everyone."

The low-level monsters from the island had suddenly pounced all at once—there must have been at least twenty of them. The damage from their attacks was negligible, but the talent required to coordinate them was staggering.

Hmph. Olynn... out of everyone, you might be the one with the most terrifying growth rate.

At first glance, he was just a cute kid, but underneath that exterior, he was overflowing with a sense of justice that rivaled Allen's.

"—But you’re still not strong enough to beat me."

I blew all the monsters back in one go. Instead of being surprised, Olynn just laughed.

In a weird way, you might be the person most similar to me.

Once Belk and Meryl joined in, the air was—frustratingly—filled with even more laughter. Well, that bottomless energy certainly suited the Noblesse.



"Weiss, I’m coming in."

"Yeah. —It looks good on you, Synthia."

"Ufufu, thank you."

Night fell. Once I’d finished getting ready, I opened the door at Synthia's call. She was wearing the same pure white dress she had on when we first met. She looked so breathtakingly beautiful that I found myself staring, completely captivated.

I slowly walked up to her and dropped to one knee. Then, I kissed the back of her hand.

"Shall we go, Synthia?"

"Yes, Weiss."

"Weiss-sama! Synthia-san! Everyone's already gathered!"

As I stood up, Lilith grabbed my hand and pulled. She was also wearing a beautiful dress, much like Synthia's.

"Lilith, it suits you."

"Ehehe! It’s my first time ever wearing a dress!"

We crossed several corridors until we finally reached the ballroom. Well, "ballroom" was a strong word, and there wasn't even any music. But we had the space, so we’d decided to enjoy it to our heart's content.

"Yo, Weiss! Looking sharp," Duke called out.

"True, but don't you think we look pretty good too?" Allen chimed in.

Hmph. Talk about "fine feathers make fine birds."

Allen and Duke were both in black tailcoats, and they actually looked the part, damn them. Shari was in a crisp white dress that looked elegant and expensive. As expected of a high noble, she looked perfectly at home. Tura was unexpectedly wearing a black dress, and her bearing was impressively dignified.

"W-Weiss-kun, please, have a drink."

"Thanks, Carta. That color looks good on you."

"Eh?! Ehehe... that makes me happy."

Carta was in a red dress with a nice bit of translucency to it.

Soon, Synthia started dancing with Lilith. This wasn't a formal social event, so there was no need to worry about the distinction between men and women.

Cecil was dancing with Allen. Hah. It’s like a scene from the final stages of the Original Story. Not bad.

Duke was with Shari. Huh, they actually make a pretty good pair.

And then...

"Carta, I'm not very good at this, but would you like to dance?"

"E-eh?! Is it... is it really okay!?"

Carta looked shocked, her cheeks flushing deep red as she cast a nervous glance toward Synthia. I reached out and took her hand firmly.

"Don't worry about it. She wouldn't get angry over something like this."

"Wa, wawa!?"

As we moved, I leaned in to speak to her.

"Thanks, Carta."

"Eh?"

"Thanks to you, I've been saved in more ways than one."

"...Me too."

Everything had started with Carta. Without her, I wouldn't have been able to fight on equal footing with Eva, nor could I have defeated the dragon. I was growing, sure, but I knew I couldn't clear this "game" with my strength alone. I didn't intend to engage in useless fraternizing, but I had to keep that reality in mind.

"Olynn-san, watch your footing! You've still got a long way to go."

"Whoa! W-waah!"

Beside us, I could hear Olynn and Cecil's voices. But I didn't turn to look. Whether Olynn was wearing a dress or a tailcoat... if I saw it, it would be "confirmed." It was like Schrödinger's cat. Better to let it remain a mystery.

"Belk. You're stepping on my toes."

"Wait, gah! Sorry!?"

"—But you have gotten better."

"Really? Thanks!"

"The way you said that was a little condescending, though."

"W-why?! How!?"

If those two lowerclassmen could just end up together, that would be one less thing for me to worry about.

Well, the "candy" portion of this trip was coming to an end. Once exams started, things were going to get incredibly busy again. I needed to decide which attribute I was going to master next.

"Weiss, your hand."

"Yeah."

And finally, of course, I danced with Synthia. For some reason, Duke started singing, and Allen joined in. Then Shari joined the chorus too.

Good grief. What a ridiculous trio.

"Synthia, I will protect you. So, please... keep staying by my side."

"Yes, anywhere. If it is for your sake, I will go to the ends of the earth."

Good grief. I guess I don't really hate the "rewards" that come with this Noblesse Oblige life after all.
153: Partner Selection

"...Good grief, talk about overkill."

Having surpassed the required point threshold, I had officially been promoted to B-class. 

My new room was several times larger than the previous one. It even came equipped with a water server—a luxury unheard of in this era. The bed had been upgraded from a Queen to a King, and a small mountain of pillows was lined up across the headboard.

In line with the school’s "Carrot and Stick" philosophy, lower-ranked students were technically forbidden from entering higher-ranked dorms, though the rules were so lax they were practically non-existent. Still, if I made a habit of flaunting it, I’d probably get a lecture.

Inside the mini-fridge sat a Melo-Melon I had "acquired" (read: stolen) during our trip. I planned to eat it piece by piece as a nightly reward for myself. It’s these little daily rituals that build the man I’ll become in the future.

I’d certainly enjoyed my time off, but it was time to get back to work. Just then, the sound of the shower caught my ear. 

I hurried over and threw the door open, only to find—

"Debi-debi-bi♪ Debi!?"

"Scrub all you want, you’re not going to turn white just because you're clean."

"Debi-bi..."

It was Debi. He’d finally graduated to taking actual showers. When I’d given him a single Melo-Melon the other day, he apparently found it so delicious that he’d spent the rest of the day zooming around the sky in a sugar-fueled frenzy. Apparently, we share the same palate. Well, I suppose he’s cute in his own way.

"We’re going to be busy starting today. Get your warm-ups in."

"Debi-bi!"

Thinking back on the classes and exams from our time as lowerclassmen, everything had been a brutal slog. The first year was about building a foundation; the second year was where you sublimated those abilities. I knew the drill from the Original Story, and today was the first step.

From here on out, more and more people would be left in the dust. Even if it was someone I knew personally, I couldn't afford to let sentimentality cloud my judgment. The life of a Noblesse isn't that soft.

But first, priorities.

"I think I’ll have just one slice of Melo-Melon before I head out."

"Debi-bi!?"

Ugh, sharp-eyed little devil.



While I was waiting in the courtyard, something truly shocking happened. In the Original Story, only Chloe was supposed to be here, but Teacher Milk, Darius, and Teacher Coco all showed up as well.

Even I was stunned. The rest of the students erupted into a noisy chatter.

"Silence! As previously announced, today we will determine your pairs. Choose wisely. These people may become your most important partners for the year—or perhaps for the rest of your lives."

"Composite Magic is the most vital skill taught at Noblesse," Teacher Milk added, following Chloe’s sharp command. "It is the school's most guarded secret. Bear that in mind."

The courtyard became deathly quiet—so quiet that Darius felt the need to play peacemaker.

"Now, now. It’s exactly as the other teachers said, but don't forget that compatibility matters too. Right, Teacher Coco?"

"Is that so? I’d think they should just focus on whoever provides the most mutual benefit," she replied.

"……"

Darius’s attempt at a "nice pass" fell completely flat. Teacher Coco let out a little "fufu" giggle and stepped forward.

"I’m joking. Of course ability matters, but whether or not you actually click is even more important. Some of you have shared life-and-death experiences already—though there’s plenty I still don't know about you all. I'm sure there’s some sentimentality involved. However, on the battlefield, feelings are just a hindrance. You need to ask yourself: whose ability benefits me most? That should be your primary concern. Wait… did I just go back to talking about benefits?"

The students laughed. These kids had already lived through a much harsher reality than the characters in the Original Story. My very presence was likely a massive headache for them, yet they were still clawing their way up. Everyone’s baseline had been raised; even the nameless "mob" characters weren't to be trifled with anymore.

I shifted my gaze toward Cynthia. She was looking straight ahead, listening intently.

Composite Magic was similar to the way she had attached Ice Wings to me before. Once they hit their intermediate year, Noblesse students spent a year revealing their abilities to one another, making fine adjustments to master the art of combining them. It was almost impossible to acquire new attributes naturally, but by understanding the principles and elements of another person’s power, you could fundamentally change your own magic. 

If it went well, you could end up with something as rare and powerful as Cynthia’s ice.

Furthermore, these pairs often stayed together after graduation. In the case of mixed-gender pairs, many ended up getting married. 

Then came the next surprise.

"This is a technique I mastered and refined during my own time here at Noblesse."

Teacher Milk stepped forward, her right-hand sword erupting in flames while a thin membrane of water coated her body. In the Original Story, this was practically an ultimate technique. To think she was showing it off now...

"It boosts my attack power, obviously, but the water also repels any incoming strikes. There’s more to it than that, but you’ll see. For the next month, I want you to cycle through various partners. Fight. Reveal everything. Measure each other’s worth."

"Just like Milk said," Darius added. "Don't be afraid to keep it casual at first. But mark my words: when you find someone you're truly compatible with, you won't even have to think about it. You'll just know."

"My, Darius. How poetic of you."

"Teacher Coco, please don't tease me now..."

Despite the friendly banter between the teachers, the weight of the lecture was clear. From that day on, the partner-selection period officially began.

"Weiss, may we?" Cynthia asked.

"Yeah, of course."

It was the obvious choice given our history. Other pairs started forming as well; Allen, for instance, was paired with Lilith. The classes were simple enough—standard tag matches and flag-capture games.

"Winners: Weiss and Cynthia!"

"We did it, Weiss!"

"Yeah. It was perfect."

The next day, I paired up with Lilith. We took first place, naturally. I cycled through a few others over the next week and maintained high scores across the board. But as the days bled into a week, everyone began to realize the truth. 

Some people just didn't fit.

It wasn't just a matter of "compatibility" in the abstract; it was a fundamental clash of innate abilities. Personality played a role too. Someone who wanted to charge forward to win might be held back by a partner who wanted to retreat to secure the victory. Some people believed probability should be ignored on the battlefield, and they weren't necessarily wrong.

On the night before the final deadline, I sat in my room with Cynthia.

"Weiss... it’s finally tomorrow."

"Yeah."

We drifted from idle chatter into nostalgia. We talked about the day we met, the dinner parties—it all felt like a lifetime ago. 

But then...

"Weiss, I love you. That will never change. However—"

"I know, Cynthia. I have no intention of leaving your side, but pairing up now wouldn't be for either of our benefits. You’re the only lifelong partner for me."

"—And you are mine. I love you."

That night, we decided not to become official partners.

The next morning, the Partner Applications began in earnest. While it was possible to change later, the students had spent a month of intensive training together. Most had made up their minds.

I watched as Cynthia stepped forward with Allen.

"I request a Partner Application with Allen."

"I, Allen, request a Partner Application with Cynthia Violetta."

In the Original Story, Allen and Cynthia were a pair. Their compatibility was, quite literally, the best in the world. Her ice was perfectly suited for the protagonist, and even with Allen’s new Copy ability, that fundamental truth remained. From a world-building perspective, it made perfect sense. She was the heroine, after all.

Honestly, I felt proud of her. She’d made the strategic choice without letting her feelings get in the way.

"Duke, shall we?"

"Yeah, Lilith. Let's do this."

It was fascinating to see how the other pairs differed from the Original Story. Lilith and Duke? High-speed movement combined with his raw power… that was a terrifying prospect.

"Cecil, let's give it our all!"

"Of course, Tura."

Tura and Cecil were the biggest surprise. But considering Cecil now used Construction Formula to supplement her swordsmanship, adding Tura’s "reckless charge" energy to her tactical brain was going to be a nightmare for their opponents.

"Carta! Looking forward to it!"

"Same here! Let's take first place in everything!"

And then there was Carta and Olynn. Currently, I considered them the biggest threat. Olynn still needed a staff, but he’d mastered flight. Their range of movement was absurd. Controlling Subjugation monsters from a safe distance while raining down massive Mana Cannon blasts from the sky? That was just cheating.

Heh. This is getting interesting.

Finally, it was my turn.

"Shari, let's go."

"A-Are you sure? You really want me?"

"Yeah. It has to be you."

"……I understand."

"But if you don't want to—"

"That’s not it! There isn't a single person in Noblesse who would say no to you, Weiss."

Shari’s eyes were filled with a fierce, unwavering determination. She commanded Spirits—a rare talent that no one else could learn. Because her power was so unique, it didn't mesh well with others, making her a "bad" partner by standard school metrics. And Noblesse wasn't the kind of place that made exceptions for "difficult" students.

But I was different.

I already had the Four Great Elements, plus Light and Darkness. I was already planning to incorporate Enhancement Attributes. If I wanted to master everything, pairing with Shari was a non-negotiable requirement. In the Original Story, Shari died, and Allen inherited her Spirits.

As someone who understood the true logic of Noblesse Oblige, this was the only logical path. But even beyond strategy, I knew just how much talent she actually had.

"I, Weiss Fancent, request a Partner Application with Shari Elias."

"And I, Shari Elias, request an application with Weiss Fancent."

The real battle starts now. I will win. I'll beat the monsters, the Demon Race, and the Demon King himself.

Isn't that right, Weiss?
Chapter 154: Changes

Once the partners were officially decided, everyone was overflowing with motivation. Training, idle chatter, and even eating meals together became a much more common sight.

The reason for the sudden hustle was simple: there was an exam with a massive amount of points on the line looming ahead. Simply pairing up wasn't enough; aiming for a solid goal was the only way to see real results.

In the Original Story, you could choose your own partner. Back then, Cynthia was the one with the best compatibility. To me, the player, it had all seemed like a bit of fun; I didn't have much in the way of personal feelings about it.

Well, in the fanfiction world, there were plenty of same-sex pairings lined up as well. I’m pretty sure "Duke x Allen" or "Allen x Duke" used to trend quite a bit. Ugh, I really don’t want to picture that.

A new atmosphere permeated the cafeteria. It was like we were all Lowerclassmen eating together for the first time again—a messy whirlwind of conflicting emotions. These were the kinds of precious experiences you could never truly appreciate in the Original Story.

But we—meaning us—were in the same boat. It wasn't Cynthia who sat down across from me; it was Shari.

"Weiss, do you ever eat anything else?"

"Yeah, well, this is my favorite."

"And you’re one to talk. You only ever eat that one thing."

"Because it’s yummy!"

I was having my usual small-bowl set meal with fruit, while Shari was tackling a plate of pasta-like noodles. A short distance away, Cynthia and Allen were talking. I probably could’ve heard them if I focused, but I had no intention of doing that. Shari, however, was staring right at them.

"If you’re that worried about them, why don’t you just go over there?"

"Huh?! N-No! It’s nothing like that!"

"...I’m not saying I don’t understand how you feel. But if you’re the type to lose the exam over something like this, I won't forgive you."

"I wouldn’t—"

"What exactly is your goal here?"

I was probably being harsh, but I’m the type of guy who says what needs to be said. After hearing that, Shari fell silent and started eating her pasta—actually, she started devouring it—without letting her gaze wander once.

"Hmph. Good."

"I—I know, okay?!"

Good grief. I don’t exactly hate how quickly she can flip that switch.

"After school, we’re training in the city area. I know you’re tired, but—"

"Of course! I’ll be there!"

"Heh."

Later, after school, I dragged my exhausted body toward City Area B, only to find Shari already deep into magic training. Watching her, I couldn't help but think how beautiful she looked. While Meryl handled the Four Great Elements with great dexterity, Shari had the power of a Spirit imbued into her spells, making her look even more radiant.

The effect was staggering. If Shari spent 1 point of Mana, she got the output of about 10. That’s why her traps packed such a ridiculous punch. Since the Demon Race invasion, she had grown even stronger, and she was only going to keep growing.

"You’re late."

Shari’s voice came from behind me. I looked forward and saw another Shari standing there. No—she was using magic.

"...Mimicry Magic? No, it’s a composite with Illusion Magic, isn't it?"

"Well, nobody's going to fall for it if I just stand there like a statue forever, right?"

"Heh. You're a genius. ...What? Why the surprised look?"

"I mean... that might actually be the first time you’ve ever praised me, Weiss."

"I acknowledge your talent more than anyone. If I didn't, I wouldn’t have asked you to be my partner."

In the Original Story, Shari dies. I don't even know how far her growth will go now. But the magic she’s using is clearly an anomaly. I only know that because I know the Original Story. Shari is definitely going to be the one to punch a hole through the Demon Race.

"What’s wrong? Are you running a fever?"

Shari’s face was bright red. I reached out and pressed my hand against her forehead.

"Managing your health is important. ...You don't seem to have a temperature, though."

"Wha—wha—"

"Wha-wha-what?"

"It's nothing!"

Shari looked down, hiding her face. Hmm. I don't really get it, but mana usage is tied to the psyche. Maybe it just takes that much concentration.

"Shari, tell me more about Spirits today. I want to deepen my understanding."

"Okay. Actually, there's something I want to try. Is that cool?"

"Yeah, what is it?"

"I was thinking that if we combined your magic with my traps, we could do something really interesting."

"Heh. Sounds good. Let's get to it."

From then on, we went through constant trial and error. We didn't just practice; we discussed Magic Formulas and put every one of our ideas into words. Magic is imagery; a Magic Formula is knowledge. But to actually manifest it, something beyond logic has to take over—an inexplicable power. That is magic. You can't master everything just by having high Mana. That’s what makes it so... profound.

"Hey, Weiss... did you used to like me?"

"Where did that come from?"

"I mean, we used to fight so much, but then you risked your life to save me."

"Don't get the wrong idea. It's because you're useful."

"Hmph. You know, sometimes you act like... like you know the future or something."

"Who knows. Though that would be pretty great."

"Hey, Weiss, I have a request. Next time we have a day off, do you want to go out?"

"Go where?"

"Hehe, it's a secret."

"I don't have time to play around—"

Shari cut me off by pressing her index finger against my lips.

"I know that. It's not for play."

"Good grief. Then just say so from the start."

"Ehehe."
155 The Spirit Forest

"...Incredible. It isn’t mana, but I can feel… something. A power."

Shari and I were standing in the middle of the West Forest.

To be clear, it wasn't a place where monsters usually spawned. According to my knowledge of the Original Story, there weren't supposed to be any special events here, either.

The only reason I was here was because she’d asked me to come. 

I guess I really am a softie, I thought, sighing at my own willingness to be dragged along.

"I knew it. You really are amazing, Weiss."

"What is? What are you talking about?"

Shari clasped her hands behind her back and strolled a few paces into the woods before spinning around to face me.

"This place is teeming with spirits. I brought Allen and Duke here once, but they both said they couldn't feel a thing."

"I see. Well, for me, it’s just a vague sensation. I can’t tell if it’s an actual sixth sense or if my mind is just playing tricks on me."

"The fact that you 'feel' it is what matters. You really do have the aptitude, Weiss."

This was the place Shari had mentioned wanting to take me the other day. Apparently, she used to come here whenever something went wrong during her childhood. 

Hearing her open up like that made me feel a little bit happy, even if it felt slightly intrusive to be peering into her past. It meant I was getting to know a side of Shari Elias that hadn't been written in the game.

"So, what’s the plan? Magic practice? Or are you going to let me in on some secret method to form a contract with a spirit?"

"Nope. We aren't doing anything. I just wanted to be here."

"...Huh? You dragged me all the way out here for that?"

"Exactly. If I’d told you the real reason from the start, you would’ve just complained about it being a 'pain,' right? Besides, I can’t exactly bring the current Allen along for this."

"Hmph. You’re as shrewd as ever."

"Ehehe. But come on, let’s just take a walk. I don't think this is a total waste of time. Since it's you, something might actually happen. I didn't tell you what to expect because I wanted to see if you could sense it on your own."

She really knew how to push my buttons. She was playing on my competitive nature, and it was working perfectly. 

Good grief. This girl might actually be the one who understands me best in this entire world.

"Fine, fine."

"You’re only supposed to say 'fine' once, remember?"

"Who are you even imitating?" I muttered.

"Okay, let’s go! Keep up!"

"Give me a break..."

For a while after that, Shari and I really did just wander through the woods. 

We took in the nature, drank fresh water from a spring, admired the trees, and occasionally scaled some rather precarious-looking cliffs. Suddenly, her pace quickened.

"This way! Over here!"

"What now?"

We broke through the dense treeline, and a staggering view opened up before us. It was a sea of vibrant green, the air filled with the rhythmic splashing of water against stone and a breeze that felt like a physical caress.

"Whoa... this is incredible."

It was the kind of vista that made me regret it hadn't been included in the Original Story. Wait—did she bring me here specifically to see this?

"Beautiful, isn't it? You know, I have this habit of getting too wrapped up in things—of overthinking. I know it’s a bad habit. Watching you lately, Weiss... I felt like you were doing the same thing."

...She had a point.

Seeing Allen, Cynthia, and everyone else around me getting so serious had made me push myself harder than usual. If you lose your cool, your judgment dulls. Getting too heated in a fight usually ends in a disaster.

Still, did she really have to drag me all the way out here to tell me that? She seemed simple enough on the surface, but I could never quite tell what was going on in that head of hers.

"Look, over there and—ah!"

In that heartbeat, Shari slipped. She began to tumble off the edge of the cliff. 

My heart skipped a beat. I lunged forward, hand outstretched, panic surging through me—

"Just kidding!"

Shari used a tiny burst of Flight Magic to right herself in mid-air. 

You brat! To someone who knows the plot of this world, that kind of joke is absolutely not funny!

"Do that again and I’m going home," I growled.

"Ahaha, sorry, sorry! But... I really am grateful. Somehow, I feel like I actually died on that day. So... thank you."

"How many times are you going to thank me for that?"

"Honestly, Weiss, you’re so dishonest with yourself."

"I’m the most honest guy I know."

"Ufufu, maybe so. Well, shall we get going?"

"So we really just came here to look at the view..."

On the way back, I let Debi out of its summon. There wasn't a specific reason for it, but since we were surrounded by nature and away from prying eyes, I figured why not? 

Is this what parental instinct feels like?

"Debibi!"

"Don't wander too far."

"You know, it’s strange," Shari said, watching the little creature. "I feel like Debi-chan is actually quite close to a spirit."

"You think so?"

"I heard it from Olynn-san too, but isn't it rare for a creature's appearance to change just from Subjugation? Looking at it that way, Debi-chan is a complete anomaly."

"Well, you’ve got a point there."

Suddenly, Debi let out a sharp cry. I turned, wondering what was wrong, only to find it vibrating with excitement in front of a massive, ancient tree.

"Debi-debibi!"

"Pipe down, you're being noisy."

"Debi..."

"Weiss, you're so cold. Wait—it might have sensed the incredible power coming from this tree."

"So it is a spirit?" I asked.

"Most likely. I can see it—the flow of nature and its power."

Shari reached out and placed her hand on the trunk. 

I followed suit, touching the wood on a whim. In that instant, an image seared itself into my brain—the sensation of rushing, flowing water. It was incredibly dark, yet at the end of that darkness, there was a pinprick of light.

"...Weiss, did you just...?"

"What?"

"Did you see it? The water?"

"Huh?"

To my surprise, that moment turned out to be the catalyst.

From that day on, I began to sense a new kind of power. Shari claimed she’d had a similar experience before. So, every night leading up to the exam, we began training to read the power of spirits.

Of course, the "training" mostly consisted of us holding hands to share our mental images.

"Does this actually do anything?" I asked one night.

"It does," she insisted.

Then, on the very eve of the exam, I finally found it. I couldn't put it into words, but I felt it—something certain. A new ability had taken root.

"Weiss, this is incredible. Honestly, this is on a level that would turn the Magic World upside down. I knew it... Darkness really is special. I've never seen anything like this."

"...Heh. You can say that again."

I couldn't blame Shari for being shocked. I had obtained a power that would overturn the very foundation of a Noblesse—something that had never appeared, even once, in the Original Story.

Is this my power? No, it feels more like Debi and I have finally synchronized our hearts.

Seriously, the internal structure of a Noblesse was a total mystery. But unlike me, Debi was pure. Maybe that purity was the key.

"But those eyes... they're a little scary."

"Why? It’s got a cool Chunibyo vibe, doesn't it?"

"Chunibyo?"

"Never mind."

My right eye had turned pitch black, and within that void, my pupil glowed a piercing red.
Chapter 156: The Day of the Partner Exam

"Shari, let’s go."

"Yeah—oh, wait, hold on a second!"

On the day of the exam, I was waiting in front of the dormitory when Shari came sprinting toward me, already a few minutes behind schedule. She started rummaging through her pockets with a frantic rustle before pulling something out.

It was a cloth bracelet woven from a peculiar type of thread.

"Is that a magic tool?" I asked, eyeing it suspiciously. "You know anything not pre-approved is strictly prohibited."

"It’s just a good luck charm. I made it so we can take first place today."

"Listen... if you had enough free time to make jewelry, you should have spent it—"

"Yes, yes, excuse me! Coming through!"

Cutting me off mid-lecture, Shari slid the bracelet onto my wrist with practiced ease. This kind of pushiness was just so... her. 

Good grief. I really can't keep up with this girl.

"It’ll be fine," she said, her voice turning uncharacteristically firm. "We’re absolutely winning today. After all... I can’t exactly let you be a loser, can I?"

"Hmph. At least you’ve got your priorities straight."

We had grown strong. We’d unlocked new abilities and practiced our coordination techniques until we were practically dying on our feet. But we weren't the only ones who had improved. This wasn't the Original Story anymore; there were team combinations here that never should have existed.

Heh. This might actually be fun.



The exam venue was an ancient forest owned by Noblesse, centered around a village that had long since been abandoned. It was a rugged landscape filled with cliffs, caves, and plenty of places to hide.

In the Original Story, this scene was usually skipped over, so I hadn't realized we’d be traveling by ship again. Seriously, another boat?

Once we arrived, we were gathered together to wait with our respective partners. I caught sight of Allen and Cynthia; they seemed to be getting along much better than before. If I said I wasn't a little jealous, I’d be lying, but more than that, I found it fascinating how the "protagonist pull" was working just like in the Original Story.

"Why are you grinning like that?" Shari whispered, leaning in. "Is this some kind of weird hobby of yours?"

"Shut up, Shari."

"Yes, yes, understood."

Good lord, she really knows how to throw me off my game.

As usual, Chloe stepped forward to address the crowd. She held a small box in her hands.

"We will now begin the exam. A representative from each pair, please step forward. Inside this box are name tags. You are to check your own tag privately. Under no circumstances are you to show it to anyone else."

That was a rule I didn't recognize. Then again, Noblesse was nothing if not unpredictable; the exams were designed by the faculty, and since Teacher Milk and Coco had joined the staff, things had clearly shifted.

I stepped up as our representative, drew a tag, and walked back to Shari. I shielded it from view and showed it to her.

Written on the tag were two names: Allen and Cynthia.

Once everyone had their tags, the explanation continued.

"The names you have just drawn are your targets. Now, please look at your chests."

A murmur of surprise rippled through the students as everyone looked down. On our standard training uniforms, our own names had begun to glow.

"When you defeat a target, their name will be recorded beneath yours," Chloe explained. "For example, if my target were Teacher Milk and I defeated her, her name would be added to my tag. Each target is worth three points. Since this is a Tag Match, defeating both members of your target pair is worth six points. To pass the exam, you must collect a total of twelve points."

A student chimed in, confused. "Wait, wouldn't that only be six points?"

"No. Your own name tag is also worth three points. Combined with your partner’s, that provides a base of six. To reach the required twelve, you must secure another six from your targets. Any other students you defeat who are not your designated targets will be worth one point each."

I see. So, if we take down Allen and Cynthia, we hit the clear condition immediately. Alternatively, we could hunt down three "unrelated" pairs for one point per person to hit twelve. But something felt off. I’d heard this exam was supposed to last three days.

"Furthermore, you must maintain those twelve points until the final day," Chloe added. "This time, even if you are defeated, you are allowed to return to the field once. However, all your accumulated points will be transferred to the person who defeated you, meaning you will restart with zero. If you lose your target or choose to hunt non-targets, you would need to defeat at least twelve people to clear the exam. Regardless, as this is a Tag Match, the final score is calculated as a combined total between partners."

Another student raised their hand. "What if we defeat someone who is already carrying a massive amount of points?"

"Then the victor claims them all. And as per tradition, the Magic Bird will be providing live announcements. Everyone will know exactly who holds the most points at any given time."

In other words, if we manage to beat Allen and Cynthia, the entire forest is going to find out. The more we won, the bigger the bullseye on our backs would become. And the fact that people could respawn once? That was going to be a massive pain in the neck.

"Is it possible for targets to be asymmetrical? Like, my target is hunting someone else entirely?" Shari asked.

"Of course," Chloe replied.

"Weiss... this is going to be a nightmare," Shari whispered.

"Yeah."

There was a high probability that Allen and Cynthia weren't even looking for us. That meant we had to balance being the hunters and the hunted simultaneously. If we played too well, we'd become the "high-value targets" that everyone else would swarm to for a massive point payout.

Ideally, you’d want a weak target. But no, I had to pull the protagonist and the ice queen.

"Clearing the exam requires twelve points, but any points beyond that will be added to your final grade as a bonus," Chloe continued, her voice dropping an octave. "However—and this is vital—no matter how many points you hold, if both partners are forced to retire due to mana leakage, you will be treated as having zero points, even if there is only one second left on the clock. Your score will be decimated."

"What happens if you're defeated once, hit zero, and then get defeated again?"

"You will receive a negative score and face immediate expulsion. However, since your name tag disappears after the first defeat, you can use that to signal your surrender. Whether your opponent chooses to finish you off anyway... well, that depends on their mercy."

The crowd erupted into a nervous frenzy. One mistake and you were on the brink of ruin. You could play it safe at zero points, but your grade would tank. It was a brutal gamble of risk versus reward.

Heh. Now this is what I’m talking about. This was the harshest, most stressful exam yet—and I loved it.

"Shari, you heard her. Even if our targets are those two..."

"I won't hold back," she said, her eyes narrowing. "I’m a student of Noblesse, too."

"Good."

We were going to take down Allen and Cynthia. And anyone else who dared to cross our path.

"One last thing," Chloe said, silencing the crowd. "There is a reason we did not allow you to bring your own weapons."

Right. We’d been told beforehand that personal gear was banned. I didn't have my magic tools, and even Lilith hadn't been allowed to bring her knives.

"Hidden throughout this island are magic tools, food, water, bedding, and weapons. Magic is permitted, but bringing any outside equipment is strictly forbidden."

The panic reached a fever pitch. At Noblesse, a warrior's own weapon—the one they had bonded with and poured their mana into—was their lifeblood. Staves, swords, even specialized armor... all of it was gone.

Even Carta was without his staff. However, Cynthia’s Glass Sword was a product of her magic. Allen had his Copy ability. Those two essentially had a free pass on the weapon ban.

Seriously, Noblesse loves making things as difficult as humanly possible.

But it wasn't all bad news. The fact that everything was hidden meant this was now a game of exploration and survival. And in that arena? Shari’s traps and scouting were going to be god-tier.

Watch out, world. I’m taking first place again.
157: Unexpected

The teleportation was business as usual. 

The duration this time was only three days—shorter than the last exam—but that was still far too long to go without food or water. And since this was a Tag Match, communication was going to be our lifeline.

Just like in the Forest of Demons, this place was crawling with monsters. I had no idea if we’d even get a wink of sleep.

"Shari, what are you doing?"

She was hunched over a map. It was a crude, simplified thing, but the scale was daunting—this was the most vast play area we’d ever been thrown into. Come to think of it, she had perfectly pinpointed the final safe zone during the last exam, too. 

Even in the Original Story, the spawns and zones were supposed to be random. How does she do it?

"This is a secret, okay?" she whispered.

"What is?"

"Look."

Shari beckoned me over with a small wave of her hand. We had been warped into a dense thicket of trees; so far, I couldn't sense any monsters or other students nearby. I leaned in to look, and Shari used her magic to mark the map with tiny, glowing arrows.

"I think we were dropped somewhere in the north. Based on the timing, we were probably in the middle of the pack to be teleported."

"Okay, and? What does that tell us?"

"Teacher Chloe wouldn't drop anyone directly onto a monster right at the start. If you assume she’s filling the map starting from the south, that would put us right here."

"...I see."

"Most people are going to gravitate toward this settlement in the center. Teacher Chloe mentioned there would be 'something' hidden there, after all. But instead of looking for loot... let’s hunt the people searching for it."

I stared at her, genuinely impressed. Maybe I’d spent too much time around Duke and Allen and had lost my perspective on her. She wasn't just a combatant; she was analyzing the terrain, the emotions of the other students, and even Chloe’s hidden intentions.

I guess her predicting the zone last time wasn't a coincidence after all. She really is a professional when it comes to setting traps.

"Weiss?"

"Ah, sorry. Yeah, that’s a solid plan. Let’s go with that."

"...Are you sure? Your grades are always higher than mine—"

"A good proposal is a good proposal, regardless of who makes it. I’m not too proud to follow a smart strategy. Let's move."

"Hehe... As I thought, you really are strange, Weiss."

"What? What's that supposed to mean?"

"Nothing! Let's hurry."



Inside the settlement, two Intermediate-year Students had already claimed a dilapidated house. They were searching the rooms, their eyes darting around warily.

"—How's it looking?"

"Seems clear. But don't drop your guard."

After a slow, methodical search of the ruins, they found something tucked inside a wooden basket. Their voices rose with excitement.

"Oh! Man, is this food—?"

"Wait, it's a trap!"

At that exact moment, Shari unleashed her magic. It started with a simple Magic Thread, which snared them instantly, tangling around their limbs.

I lunged from the shadows. I didn't have a proper weapon yet, so I was swinging a sturdy-looking wooden stick I'd found on the way.

"Crap! It’s Weiss and Shari!"

"I've got this—!"

One of the boys surged his mana, firing a blast directly at me. I reflexively used the wooden stick as a shield, but it shattered into splinters instantly.

Tch. Seriously? Talk about flimsy.

"D-Dammit!"

"Well, I guess a little close-quarters combat won't kill me."

Taking advantage of the fact that he was still tangled in the threads, I drove a kick into his side before slamming a palm strike into his jaw. I was about to deliver an axe kick to finish the job when the guy next to him managed to dispel the magic.

Hoh, he’s actually decent.

The partner slammed a spell into the ground, kicking up a massive cloud of dust to cover their retreat. Their forms began to vanish into the haze, but I lunged forward and snagged a passing ankle.

"You're not going anywhere."

[Eripol Todel: First elimination via Mana Leakage. Nameplate transferred to Weiss Fancent.]

The other student managed to slip away into the trees. Shari had fired a Mana Cannon to intercept him, but she’d dialed back the power so the blast wouldn't broadcast our location to the entire forest. Pursuing him would be too dangerous.

Still, we had secured our first point.

"He got away," Shari noted.

"Nothing we could do. They got here before us, after all. At least we secured their food. Though, I have to say... this exam is looking a lot tougher than I expected."

"Yes, I'm surprised too."

If I surge mana into a sharp blade, it works great. But because I have too much power, that wooden stick just couldn't take the strain and crumbled. If I had my Dual Swords, that would've been a one-hit KO. Instead, I’m stuck playing survivalist. 

Then again, this was as "practical" as combat gets. You can't always choose your tools.

Heh. Typical Noblesse. This is actually getting interesting.

If I can overcome this, I'll definitely be stronger. I'm going to win. No matter what.

Wait, but first things first.

"Shari, what was the food they found?"

Please, let it be a Melo-Melon. Give me one Melo-Melon and I can fight for seventy-two hours straight.

But what Shari pulled out was... a small pouch.

"What is that?"

"Strawberry jam! With this, we can make anything taste delicious."

"...Great. Now we just have to find some bread."

I had intended to target Allen and Cynthia, but I was starting to realize that the most dangerous pair on the field might be someone else entirely.



At the western edge of the forest, Duke's nose was twitching.

"Oh! Lilith! Look, it's bread! And it’s actually piping hot!"

"It really is! Wow, it’s so warm!"

They tore off chunks of the bread and stuffed their faces, grinning happily. Lilith watched Duke with a soft, adoring smile.

"Duke-san... let's definitely win this."

"Yeah. This time... we're taking it all the way."

They didn't notice the pair watching them from the shadows of the trees. The hidden duo watched the scene, manifesting their Dual Swords in their hands.

"Cynthia-san, let's go."

"Right, Allen-san. I won't be holding back."

Twenty minutes later...

[Allen, Cynthia Violetta: First elimination via Mana Leakage. Nameplates transferred to Duke Billian and Lilith Scarlet.]

Hearing the announcement, Weiss and Shari stared at each other in shock.

"Weiss..."

"Yeah. The points went to the most troublesome people on the map."

Before the match, Shari and I had run through countermeasures for every student. Out of everyone, we had flagged Duke and Lilith as the biggest threats because their combat effectiveness didn't depend on found equipment. 

If Allen and Cynthia respawned, they'd likely just go right back after them. We were looking at a total quagmire.

If things go south—wait, what is that? It’s sweet.

"...What are you doing?"

"Testing the jam for poison. It's Teacher Chloe; I thought it was possible."

Shari had just shoved a finger full of the strawberry jam into my mouth. I chewed reflexively. Yup. That's definitely strawberry.

"Seems safe enough," she chirped.

"You... seriously?"

"We've got three days, Weiss. We have to take it easy. Now, let's get moving."

"Good grief..."
Conviction

It was one hour before Shari and I heard the announcement that Allen’s team had been eliminated.

Having finally tracked down Lilith and Duke, Allen and Cynthia quietly let their mana swell. While Allen could have manifested his Glacies ice sword, he’d judged the risk too high for the first day of the exam and was currently holding back. He didn't even have a standard weapon yet.

The duo opted for a high-powered Magic Cannon, launched from outside their opponents’ field of vision.

"—Lilith, move!" Duke’s roar echoed through the clearing.

"!?"

Duke reacted instantly, grabbing Lilith and leaping into the air to evade the blast. However, Allen had already factored in a dodge; he had imbued the spell with Homing Magic. The Mana Cannon banked sharply, screaming upward toward Duke as he ascended into the sky.

"Hah! You’ll need more than that to take me down!"

Duke performed a mid-air stamp, pouring mana into his legs to kick off the very atmosphere, forcibly diverting the spell’s trajectory. Seeing their opening vanish, Allen and Cynthia prepared a follow-up, but Lilith had already circled behind them. 

She infused an improvised, sharpened stone with mana, aiming it directly at their vitals. Allen barely managed to twist away, only to find Duke waiting for him right where he moved.

"Sorry, Allen! I didn't spend all that time training just for show!"

"—Kugh!"

Duke drove a heavy blow into Allen with everything he had. Allen managed to throw up his right arm to block, but a sickening, dull crack echoed as a section of his Training Uniform shattered.

In that instant, Allen’s right arm went limp. The combat uniforms were designed to instantly simulate the physiological effects of assumed damage. In a real fight, Allen’s arm would have been reduced to splinters.

"...Duke!"

"Don't take it personally, Allen. But this time, I'm the protagonist."

Beside them, Cynthia faced off against Lilith, her eyes sharp and focused.

"It feels like it’s been ages since we last traded blows," Cynthia remarked.

"It has, Cynthia-san," Lilith replied. "But I’m going to show you that I’ve finally caught up."

◇

[Allen and Cynthia Violetta have been eliminated due to mana depletion. Ownership of their plates has been transferred to Duke Billian. Re-deployment will occur in one hour.]

The moment the Magic Bird’s announcement echoed through the trees, Shari and I looked at each other in grim silence.

"Well... that complicates things," I muttered.

"Yeah. The plates are on the move."

Still, we needed a plan if we wanted to win. The goal was simple: pick off the easier pairs first, then take down Duke and Lilith to claim the plates we actually needed. Or at least, that was the plan until—

"Shari, duck!"

"—!?"

I felt a massive surge of mana from outside the walls. Shari and I hit the dirt just as a blade of pressurized wind shrieked overhead, missing our scalps by a hair. The dilapidated house we’d been using for cover was sliced clean in two, the roof collapsing with a deafening rattle.

I grabbed Shari and scrambled toward a small window to escape the wreckage, but the universe clearly had a grudge against me. An Unnatural—a magically constructed trap wall—had been rigged right outside. It was imbued with a Construction Formula that acted like a spring; the moment we touched it, the recoil sent us soaring helplessly into the sky.

A second strike followed without a moment's hesitation—a jagged blade of wind hurtling toward us in mid-air.

"Shield!" we both yelled in unison.

Our Defense Formulas deployed just in time. We managed to block the hit and plummet back to earth, but the moment my boots touched the soil, the ground turned into a muddy mire, dragging us down. A third strike was already coming, and Shari was completely off-balance.

I threw myself in front of her, gritting my teeth.

"Inviolable Domain!"

The Barrier held, but my mana was taking a hit. Defense spells drain energy based on the force they stop, and that last volley had been heavy. This level of coordination—the relentless chain of attacks combined with a genius-level use of traps—and that unmistakable, overwhelming destructive power...

I couldn't see them yet, but I knew exactly who it was. 

Fighting them right now is a terrible idea. They’re only worth one point each, and I don't even have a real weapon. The risk-to-reward ratio is a disaster.

But they weren't giving me a choice.

"Destructive Impulse of the Healing Grace."

I deployed the magic circle. This didn't just strip away an opponent's resistance and convert it into my own power; it had a secondary function. It let me "sense" the life force of anything nearby.

I locked onto two mana signatures hiding behind a cluster of boulders.

One-Hit Kill.

I launched my counter-attack instantly, and Shari followed my lead, imbuing the strike with her Spirit Mana. The combination of pure wind and spirits created a terrifyingly destructive force. It tore through the clearing, shattering the rocks and flushing out our attackers.

As the dust settled, my suspicions were confirmed: Cecil and Tura. 

Tura’s right arm was slightly scraped where my attack had grazed her, but she didn't look bothered. What bothered me was the wooden sword in her hand. Meanwhile, I was standing there holding a literal stick I'd picked up off the ground.

She shifted into a high-guard stance, her eyes narrowing.

"Forgive us, Lord Weiss. It seems luck is on our side today."

"You two are certainly more exciting than our first opponents," Cecil added with a sharp smile.

I tightened my grip on my twig. A master doesn't blame his tools, right? Fine. Let's see if that proverb holds up when I'm fighting a sword genius with a piece of kindling.

"Sorry, but I’m a 'master who doesn't choose his brush.' I’ll show you what that looks like in practice."

I wasn't going to hold back. Not against them.

"Is that so?" Tura’s lips curved into a thrill-seeking smile. "I look forward to it!"

She lunged. 

I immediately activated Dark Eye, followed by Time Lapse. Usually, this was where I hit my limit—the point where my brain and body could barely keep up with the processed information.

But today felt different. Entirely different.

Tura feinted an overhead strike before snapping into a horizontal sweep. She knew the difference in our weapon quality; if I tried to block that with my stick, her sword would shear right through it, leaving me defenseless for her follow-up.

She was a certified prodigy. Under normal circumstances, just surviving a melee with her was a tall order, especially since she was a magic-combat specialist.

The thing was... I could see it. Not just her movement, but the very intent behind the blade.

"—Wha!?" 

"My bad."

I didn't even bother looking at her sword's trajectory. I simply flowed beneath the arc of her swing, my body moving with a precision I’d never felt before. Before she could recover, I drove the end of my stick into her flank with a sickening thud.

Tura gasped, coughing up a spray of blood as she was sent reeling backward.

"Wh-what... what was that movement?" she wheezed, clutching her side as she stared at me in horror. "And Lord Weiss... your eyes..."

"Heh. Sorry, Tura. You just happened to be experiment number one."

I could feel it then. My right eye was glowing with a cold, piercing black light.
159 The Magic Eye, Opened

"Come and get me, Tura. You're officially my first test subject."

I figured my provocation would piss her off. In the Original Story, she was an emotional type, just like Allen. And let’s be real—fury doesn't exactly help in a fight. It makes you sloppy and your attacks predictable. It was a cheap move, sure, but I had the inside info.

However—

"I won't fall for that trick," Tura said.

She quietly backed away, putting distance between us again as she readied her wooden sword. Wow, that was fast. Way too fast for Cecil to have coached her. I guess they aren't partners just for show. She actually learned how to control her temper. Great.

Just then, Shari called out to me.

"Weiss, I'm ready! But... our weapons are at such a disadvantage."

"Yeah, I know. For now, let's just see how she moves."

Honestly, even for me, the durability gap between a literal stick and a proper wooden sword was terrifying. This was Tura, the strongest in Duran. I could probably blast her with magic, but I really wanted to save my mana until I actually found a decent weapon.

She must have been spooked by my weird eyes, though. I figured I'd wait and see—wait, nope, she has no intention of waiting at all!

"—Shari, jump!"

Exactly one second later, Tura unleashed her one-hit kill technique. I dropped into a crouch to dodge while Shari launched herself into the sky. Cecil, catching on to that tiny nuance, started screaming.

"Fancent! Predicting the future? That is so cheating!"

Hah, naturally. I should've known she'd catch on after just one exchange.

Just as Cecil said, I had evolved my Flash—my Time Lapse. Call it a [Magic Eye], if you will. I’d sublimated my Dark Attribute to the point where I had an ability that could rival a Spirit's. I could see approximately one second into the future. There was a cooldown, but it was inconsistent—probably some annoying calculation between my skill level and my mana capacity. Plus, it drained me like crazy. Even I’d get exhausted if I kept using it. It had taken forever to get the hang of after I first unlocked it, so this was the maiden voyage.

But man, was it convenient.

Ah, I can still get stronger.

But—

"Good grief, I can't even get close like this..."

Tura was trying to wipe us out from a distance. Maintaining a Defense Formula eats through mana, and this stupid wooden stick definitely wouldn't survive another Time Lapse. It was time to show them what having a partner actually meant.

"Shari, show 'em what you've got."

"—Right!"

Shari dropped low and pressed her hand to the ground. In that instant, she triggered her [Blessing of Healing]. Power surged through my body immediately. At the same time, I activated my own ability while charging forward.

As Tura and Cecil’s mana and physical stats were funneled into me, a massive blessing rained down. I was faster, stronger—exponentially so!

"Tura, that dinky wooden sword isn't gonna cut it!"

"—Guh!"

I slammed my stick into her wooden sword and shattered it. Thank God for Shari. Honestly, that ability suited her way better than it ever would’ve suited me. She’d probably only gained it because we were partners. It was the result of literal blood, sweat, and tears—a technique mastered through pure, stubborn obsession.

"We hasn't just been sitting around either!"

To my horror, Cecil, who was right next to her, leveled her index finger at me. Her thumb was cocked back like a hammer—she was holding her hand like a gun. That concept shouldn't even exist in Noblesse Oblige! But there was no other way to describe it. I threw myself into an evasive roll just as a thin, razor-sharp Mana Cannon shrieked past the tip of my nose. The density of that shot was insane.

Hah—she really thought this through.

The secret to Tura’s one-hit kill relied on her scabbard—maximizing her Iai speed to boost mana and power. Cecil must have mimicked that, compressing her meager mana into a tiny, concentrated point. Like putting your thumb over the end of a garden hose to make the water blast out. She'd managed to take a small mana pool and create a massive, instantaneous explosion of power. It was a technique that spat in the face of conventional magic logic. She definitely got the idea from Tura. If I didn't already know what a gun was, that would have definitely hit me.

Hah, this is why the Noblesse are so interesting!

"Hate to break it to you, but I'm more than just a swordsman. Bad luck for you—you're facing me."

I triggered my [Magic Eye] again. Tura lunged right; Cecil scrambled back to the left. A solid split-second decision on their part, but... totally useless.

"—Mana Cannon (Wind)!"

It was a basic spell, but with Shari's blessing, the power was doubled. Plus, my Impulse of Destruction was already melting their mental resistance. At this range, I couldn't miss. I leveled both hands at them.

And then—.

[Tura Enizi. Cecil Antwerp. First elimination due to mana leakage. Nameplates transferred to Weiss Fancent.]

Just like that, the two were forced to teleport. Tura and Cecil's names appeared under mine. Including Shari's, that put us at nine points.

"We did it, Weiss!"

"Yeah, you did great too."

I tried to pick up Tura's fallen wooden sword. However, the second I took it in my hand, it shattered. Guess I can't even have that, huh? 

Just then, a scream echoed from the mountain. My weapon was still nothing but a wooden stick. I looked at Shari.

"Ready?"

"Obviously."

Hah, she's starting to get more and more like me.

The next moment, we were sprinting.
160: Carta & Olynn

"Olynn-san, are you okay?"

"I-I think so!? B-but we’re so high up!"

Carta-san and I were currently hovering in the sky, looking down at the forest below.

We were much higher than usual; the sheer technical skill and mana consumption required were on a whole different level. To my surprise, Carta-san had applied a magic formula to a massive tree branch, turning it into a makeshift staff. 

She really is amazing. I can't believe she pulled that off.

More importantly, being able to witness that recent battle was a massive harvest for us.

"As I thought, Weiss-kun and Shari-san make an incredible team."

"They do. But... I think we can take them."

Just moments ago, Cecil-san and Tura-san had been eliminated. Now, the targets for Carta-san and me were Weiss Fancent and Shari Elias. 

Honestly, most people would just give up.

It would certainly be easier to target other students and scrape together single points here and there. But—

"We’re going to win. No matter what."

Carta-san felt exactly the same way I did. We had trained relentlessly since becoming partners. If we could just show the results of that effort, we shouldn't lose. Still, I wouldn't let my guard down for a second. We would find a window of opportunity, and then we would strike.

"Should we head down?"

"Yeah. Let's approach from a bit further away."

Carta-san and I shared one major advantage: we were more accustomed to the forest than anyone else. The sky wasn't our only battlefield. 

We touched down on the forest floor and erased our presence.

"Night is falling. It looks like those two are going to sleep in that house. Why don't we take turns napping?"

"I’m fine. You should sleep, Carta-san."

"Fufufu, I can't do that. I want to win too much to sleep."

"—Then I guess we’re pulling an all-nighter."

The interesting thing about this exam was that you could die once. That was the most important rule of all—.



"Phew... this exam is even more brutal than I imagined."

While Shari napped beside me, I ran the numbers. After the previous fight, I’d managed to hunt down a mob and snatch one more point. We were sitting at ten.

The ones who had taken out Allen and Cynthia were Duke and Lilith. If we could find them, we could rake in points all at once. However, I had plenty of concerns. This exam relied heavily on luck. Furthermore, Duke and Lilith didn't rely on weapons; their physical stats were overwhelming, and they possessed individual combat skills that kept everyone else at arm's length. Unlike teams that relied on complex magical combinations, those two had reached the peak through raw power faster than anyone else.

Could Shari and I actually win against them? 

It wasn't that I was being timid. Cecil had taught me that calculating your current win rate was essential. I had to read the war situation without delusion and always make the optimal move. Sometimes, that meant keeping a retreat in mind. This wasn't just a brawl; it was an exam.

Then there were Olynn and Carta. An attack from the sky would be a massive pain to deal with.

Right then, Shari’s trap tripped. It was a spell specialized purely for [Mana Sense]—it dealt no damage. Because of that, it wouldn't give the enemy any unnecessary information about our defenses.

I quietly began to circulate my mana. To my surprise, I felt one, two, three presences stepping into range.

Wait. This is...

"Shari, get up!"

The next instant, the world outside the window turned white.

The moment I realized a [Mana Cannon] had been fired, the wall vanished. The room was engulfed in a brilliant flash as if we’d been caught in the heart of an explosion. The wall shattered, turning into a storm of stone fragments. I reflexively deployed a [Defense Formula] to shield Shari.

When the dust cleared, the house was practically gutted—there was a hole so large I could see the night sky. Immediately, monsters began pouring in from all directions. Goblins and Orcs. And their mana signatures were far stronger than normal specimens.

"—I'm okay."

Shari reacted instantly. Her [Magic Thread] lashed out, ensnaring the goblins. To my shock, there were nearly twenty monsters out there. 

There’s only one person who could pull this off.

But then, a second magical blast rained down from the sky.

"We’re taking this to the air!"

I conjured an [Unnatural Wall] beneath Shari’s feet to act as a platform, and the two of us soared into the sky. Even from this height, I couldn't spot them. Then, another [Mana Cannon] shot down from above. 

Did they fly even higher to mask their position?

"—Interesting."

It seemed their coordination had been polished quite a bit. Just before Shari entered a free fall, she tapped me on the back.

"I'll leave the air to you, Weiss. I'm going after Olynn-san."

"Got it."

Borrowing the power of the spirits, I activated [Flight Magic]. There was a time limit, but it felt far easier to maintain than usual. I activated [Time Lapse], though I held off on the [Magic Eye] for now.

In my hand, I gripped a dagger. I wasn't particularly used to short blades, but it was a lucky find. Its durability was leagues above a wooden stick.

"—Too bad for you!"

I slashed directly into Carta’s massive mana beam, splitting the spell apart and neutralizing it. Looking up, I finally spotted her. She must have repositioned into the clouds immediately after the ground-level distraction. She likely figured that if the ambush worked, she’d win—and if it failed, she’d at least separate Shari and me.

Heh. Working exactly as you planned, huh? Except for one thing...

I closed the distance to Carta at high speed, but a swarm of bat-like monsters appeared, flanking me. Olynn was likely micromanaging them from a distance. They were a nuisance, but they weren't enough to stop me. I cut through them without hesitation, climbing higher and higher.

At that moment, Carta leveled her hand at me. A spell shot out, branching into a dozen projectiles that circled around to hem me in from every direction. Homing magic. Even if I tried to swat them down, the remaining monsters would close in. If I messed up the evasion and my mana flow was disrupted, I’d lose my flight and plummet.

The old me would have given up, slowed down, and fallen. But I wasn't that guy anymore. I had the [Magic Eye].

"[Magic Eye: One Second into the Future]."

Everything became clear. The attacks, the monsters—it was as if I were reading a script of their movements. I ducked and wove through the homing spells by a hair’s breadth. I predicted the monsters' flight paths and simply held my dagger where they were about to be. Carta unleashed wave after wave of attacks, but I saw every single one coming.

"H-how—!?"

"Sorry, Carta. I’m just on a different level."

[Carta Wiore has been eliminated (1/2). Nameplate transferred to Weiss Fancent.]

I let myself enter a free fall. Switching to [Dark Eye], I scanned the forest below. Shari was currently engaged with Olynn. There were still ten subjugated monsters left. To think Olynn was managing all that while still trying to hinder me...

"Heh. He's got more depth than I thought."

Olynn was getting stronger with every fight. Even Carta had barely been able to use homing magic before today. 

Man, this is fun.

"But Olynn... I can see your every move."



[Olin Pastel has been eliminated (1/2). Nameplate transferred to Shari Elias.]

Shari was the one who delivered the finishing blow. I had pinned his movements, but her trap was what actually brought him down. Her traps used to be mere nuisances meant for stalling, but now they packed enough punch to deal fatal damage. Eventually, she’d probably be able to wipe out an army without moving a single inch.

"Good work, Weiss."

The [Magic Eye], the flight that took down Carta, the traps... none of it would have been possible without her. The old me would have been stuck on the ground, fruitlessly staring up at the sky. 

But things were different now.

"It's thanks to you, Shari."

"Eh? ...Fufufu. You’re actually being quite cute, Weiss."

"Hah?"

"Nothing. You take the next nap. Thank you."

"Good grief. Just make sure you keep a proper watch."

"Yes, yes. Do you want a lullaby?"

"Shut up."

Seriously... she’s the only person who dares to talk to me like that. 

But, strangely enough, I didn't hate it.
161 The Moment of Truth

"Shari, it’s headed your way!" I yelled.

"—[Big Wave]!"

The next morning, we didn't waste a second. We were already down by the beach, currently locked in a messy skirmish against two separate pairs. That’s right—four people were gunning for us at once.

Thanks to the periodic announcements, the fact that I held the most plates was public knowledge. Everyone knew I was the man to beat.

Naturally, that meant people were forming makeshift alliances just to take me down. Of course, the moment one of those "targets" looks vulnerable, those alliances tend to crumble into a chaotic backstabbing spree. Keeping up with a battlefield that changes by the second is the single most important part of this exam.

Then there was the gear issue. I was stuck with a single dagger, and Shari was completely empty-handed. Meanwhile, the guys we were fending off were already decked out with bows, longswords, and magic staves.

I’d wager most of them were specialists in detection magic. Since the Original Story of Noblesse was a game, the protagonist’s circle was packed with combat monsters. To avoid redundancy, it seemed like the other students had focused their builds on support roles.

It couldn't be helped, but in a place like this, better gear translated directly into higher combat potential. It’s not exactly fair, but hey, that’s a battlefield for you.

Not that I was looking down on them. I didn't think for a second that they were weak. These guys had been honing their craft just as hard as I had. The least I could do was face them with everything I had!

"—[Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction]!"

A massive magic circle rippled across the sand. But I wasn't the only one moving.

"—[Defense Formula Barrier]!"

Shari timed her move perfectly, erecting a wall in sync with my activation. Usually, you’d use a barrier to keep the bad guys out. Shari, however, did the exact opposite.

She used it to make sure they couldn’t get away.

"Guh! [Magic Shield]!"

"[Fire Shield]!"

The two students scrambled to deploy their defenses while leveling their weapons. One held a bow, the other a longsword. They were a well-balanced duo; I was actually having a hell of a time trying to dodge their synchronized strikes. The archer was particularly gifted—their fire rate was no joke.

But here’s where things get fun.

"[Shadow Smoke]."

Shari chanted the spell while touching my back. In an instant, the world went black. 

Her spirit magic allowed her to grant buffs to others, but it worked both ways. By maintaining physical contact with me, she could channel my [Darkness]. With my own power boosting the spell, it wasn't just a physical cloud; it completely jammed their [Mana Sense]. They were blind, deaf, and totally lost.

I, however, was perfectly fine.

I activated [Dark Eye].

Between the magic circle highlighting their positions and my enhanced vision, I could see their every move. In a pitch-black void where no one knows which way is up, it doesn't matter how shiny your sword is.

"I—I can't see anything!"

"Stay sharp! Weiss is coming!"

"Too late."



The smoke eventually cleared, revealing the two defeated students. Their plates shimmered and vanished, reappearing on my own nameplate.

That brought my total to sixteen points. Not bad, all things considered.

But the "one-and-done" rule was still in effect—one loss and I'd be back to zero. Plus, with the announcements painting a giant target on my back, the pressure was only going to ramp up. I couldn't afford a single moment of complacency.

"Guess this is a bust too," I muttered, nudging a bow that lay on the sand. The moment I tried to pick it up, it crumbled into dust.

Apparently, once a weapon was "authenticated" to a user, it became useless to anyone else. Talk about a well-designed system. The devs really didn't want us looting our way to victory.

"They’re really focusing all their heat on you, Weiss," Shari noted.

"It’s a pain when only one of us accumulates all the points."

Since the points from nameplates couldn't be split evenly, the distribution was getting incredibly lopsided. That meant I was getting targeted way more than Shari, and we were seeing a lot more "divide and conquer" magic aimed our way.

Just then, a new announcement blared for Duke and Lilith. They’d just wiped out three pairs at once—six people in one go. There had been another announcement for them earlier this morning, too. Even without the bonus points from the "targets," they were sitting at sixteen. It was safe to assume they were currently tied for first.

"Moving on. Let's hurry, Shari."

"Right. Oh! Wait!"

"What is—"

I followed her gaze toward the shoreline. A barrel was bobbing in the surf. I focused mana into my eyes, and through the haze, I could make out the words "Fruit" written in [Nobless Script] on the side.

Food! Actual food!

I scrambled toward it like a starving monkey, completely ignoring the fact that I was soaking my boots in seawater. 

"W-Weiss?!"

I pried the lid open with frantic energy, only to find a single slip of paper inside. It read: Don’t be such a glutton.

This was Milk-sensei's doing. I know it. Only she could be this cruel.

"...Let's just keep going," Shari said, patting my shoulder with a look of pure pity. Her words of comfort had never stung so much.

◇

To the south, Duke Billian was in the thick of it. He had left the rear guard to Lilith and was currently dismantling the opposition solo.

"[Fire Magic: Endless Waltz]!"

A spiral of flames roared toward him. Duke didn't even flinch, bobbing and weaving with a series of tight ducks. Even with his high [Magic Resistance] and defensive stats, a direct hit from a spell that powerful would have left a mark, but he didn't let it slow him down. He closed the gap using the shortest path possible.

The moment he reached his target, he delivered a brutal blow to their ribs.

"Gah... hhh...!"

The sound of ribs snapping echoed through the student’s training uniform.

"Sorry about that. Don't worry, Coco-sensei will have you fixed up in no time."

[Waaria: First Elimination. Plates transferred to Duke Billian.]

[Rossialia: First Elimination. Plates transferred to Duke Billian.]

"Phew. That puts me at sixteen. I can't believe Weiss and Shari actually took out Olynn and Carta."

"Indeed," Lilith replied. "It seems we are destined to clash with them eventually, just as we planned."

"Yeah. But Lilith, if it comes to that—"

"Duke-san," Lilith interrupted, her face wearing a radiant, terrifying smile. "I have no intention of going easy on you. I wasn't soft on Cynthia-san, was I?"

"...Right. My bad for asking." Duke scratched his cheek sheepishly.

Suddenly, a surge of intense mana radiated from the sky. The two shared a brief look before moving into a synchronized stance, hands raised toward the clouds. They layered their [Defense Formulas] just as a massive [Mana Cannon] blast hammered down on them.

"Urgh...!"

"This... this is Carta-san!"

They barely managed to deflect the blast, but there was no time to breathe. Four [Demon Wolves] lunged at them from all sides with blistering speed. Just as Lilith began funneling mana into the focus stone in her hand and Duke braced for impact, one of the wolves was suddenly sliced clean in half.

Whatever had cut it was now hurtling straight for Duke.

"Ha! Now this is more like it! Lilith!"

"On it!"

The two dropped low to the ground. The "thing" whistled over their heads, slammed into the [Demon Wolf] behind them, and sheared it in two before vanishing into the brush. Duke and Lilith didn't miss a beat, finishing off the remaining two wolves with a single strike each.

Sensing yet another pulse of mana from above, the two looked at each other and nodded.

"Two teams at once, huh? Lilith, let’s do this our way."

"Yes!"

Carta watched from the sky, while Olynn prowled the forest floor. And hidden behind the treeline, Tura and Cecil were already locking onto their targets.
162 Conviction and Resolve

The enemies were Olynn and Carta, plus Tura and Cecil.

Both pairs had already been thrashed by Weiss and the others once before. However, since then, I’d heard the announcements—they’d been out hunting, and they had the points to prove it.

Even if we beat them, they wouldn't be expelled from the academy. They probably had a decent idea of what our score was, too. That was exactly why all four of them were ganging up on us at once.

Well, they aren't exactly short on talent! But I... I have to win. I’m definitely going to win!

"Lilith! We’re splitting up!" I shouted.

"Yes!"

The one thing Lilith and I had over the other pairs was our ability to function solo. We were partners, sure, but we both excelled in individual combat. I was going to make the most of that.

"I won't let you get away," a voice called out.

Tura was the one who came after me. But I could feel a presence looming above. Carta was probably circling in the sky, looking for a clean shot. I also doubted Cecil would try to take Lilith on by herself. That meant she had to be hiding nearby, waiting to pounce.

One-Hit Kill.

I deliberately baited Tura’s attack. An invisible blade came stretching toward me, closing the distance in an instant. I didn't have fancy "cheat" eyes like Weiss or Allen, but I did have one thing I was confident in: my ears.

"Ha! You missed!" I barked.

Even if I couldn't see the blade, it couldn't hide the sound of slicing wind. I managed to dodge at the very last second, though a thin line of red blood still sprayed across my cheek. Ouch. Okay, that stung, but it’s just a scratch. Don't panic!

Right on cue, Carta fired another Mana Cannon from the sky.

I’ve been waiting for that.

"Sorry about this," I muttered.

I sprinted right up to Tura, grabbed him, and used every ounce of strength I had to hurl him toward the clouds. Tura instantly activated a Defense Formula. But he wasn't the only one; Cecil had reacted, too. She was holding her hand out from the cover of the forest.

Found you!

Carta’s Mana Cannon wasn't weak enough for Tura to tank on his own—I knew that much, even if he was missing his wand. I charged toward Cecil’s position. Suddenly, my balance gave way. The ground beneath my feet turned into a muddy slush, making me stumble.

"Ha! Now that's interesting!"

But a little mud wasn't going to stop me. I thrust my right fist forward and unleashed a Shockwave. Since I didn't have my usual magic tools, the power was lacking, but Cecil was busy pouring all her Mana into her defense. If she took this head-on, it was going to hurt.

"I’m not going to let that hit me!" Cecil cried, barely managing to scramble out of the way.

But that was just the diversion. The second arrow was already in flight.

"Cecil-san, you remember this is a Partner Exam, right?"

"Wha—?"

[Cecil Antwerp: Second elimination. The plate will be transferred to Duke Billian.]

Unlike the other pairs, Lilith and I weren't exactly powerhouses when it came to long-range magic. However, we both had high physical stats and the ability to snatch up even the smallest openings. Plus, because we were both acting independently, our opponents couldn't read our movements.

"How dare you... Cecil!"

Tura used an Unnatural as a stepping stone to close the gap from the air. I had to give him credit—he had guts, challenging me to close-quarters combat instead of sticking to range. He was swinging a longsword. It probably wasn't his primary weapon, but its sharp edge made it easy to channel Mana through.

At that exact moment, I heard a Demon Wolf howl from behind me.

Olynn. Of course. He never misses a chance to kick a man while he’s down.

I knew Lilith wouldn't be coming to help me. She was busy taking advantage of the chaos to target Carta while he was distracted.

"I will not lose a second time!" Tura roared.

"Ha! Too bad for you!"

Tura’s melee pressure was incredible. There was no way I could dodge everything. Fine, let’s go with "flesh for bone."

I twisted just enough to avoid a fatal wound, then intentionally thrust my left arm out as a sacrifice to catch his blade. Tura’s eyes widened in shock. While he was stunned, I threw my head back and slammed it into the Demon Wolf pouncing from behind.

Ha! You think a little puppy like you can take me down? You're a hundred years too early!

I drove my fist into Tura’s stomach. I put everything into it, feeling the impact sink deep.

"Ha... what... what kind of power is this...?" he gasped.

"Great, isn't it?"

My punch shattered his Defense Formula and knocked him out cold in a single hit. If Tura had been using his favorite sword, I might have actually been in trouble. But that tiny difference in gear was what decided the fight.

I strained my ears again. I caught the sound of Olynn’s breathing high up in the forest canopy and took off. Over ten Subjugations lunged at me from the brush, but I managed to dance past all of them.

"Hyaaa!?"

"Yeah, yeah. I know you're there."

The moment I spotted him, Pippin tried to headbutt me from below. Look, I know I’m an idiot, but I wasn't falling for the same trick twice. To my surprise, Olynn went soaring into the air without even using a wand. I guess his partnership with Carta wasn't just for show.

But he’s still a work in progress. He just picked the wrong opponent today.

"Sorry, Olynn. You're in my range now."

I unleashed a Shockwave and sent him crashing down. Almost simultaneously, I felt a massive collision of Mana up in the sky. An announcement rang out a moment later—Lilith had taken down Carta.

When I made it back to our meeting spot, Lilith rushed over to me immediately. She started healing the mess Tura had made of my left arm.

"That was amazing, Duke-san!"

"You too. How'd you manage to knock Carta out of the sky?"

"Oh, I just threw a rock into the air and hopped on it to climb up! It was my first time trying it, but it worked out somehow! It was a bit of a gamble, though!"

She said it so casually, like it wasn't the most insane thing I'd ever heard. Good grief. I guess spending so much time around Weiss has finally rubbed off on her.

"Duke-san. I really want you to win this time. Let’s do our best."

"Yeah."

She's right. I’m going to win this time. I have to win.

I have to do it... if only to overcome the man I used to be.
A Grudge Over Fruit is a Terrifying Thing

Shari and I spent the entirety of the second night on the move.

The goal was to clean up the remaining small fry, of course, but more importantly, it was to ensure no one would be left to get in our way on the final day.

「Solish Arilas: First Elimination. Nameplate transferred to Weiss Fancent.」

I let out a heavy sigh and took a moment to steady the flow of my mana.

"We’re likely trailing in points. But come the final day, we’ll track down Duke and Lilith, then Allen and Cynthia, and take them all out. That’s how we win."

"Understood," Shari replied. "Duke seems like he’s actually taking things seriously this time, doesn't he?"

"Yeah. But I’m looking forward to it."

I have almost no memory of ever fighting that guy properly. Even back during the Battle Royale, I was occupied with Allen while Shari was the one who went up against Duke.

Duke and Lilith had absolutely crushed a team of four opponents.

When I think about the 'awakened' Lilith, her pure combat prowess might actually exceed my own. Not that I have any intention of losing, of course.

The morning sun began to crest over the horizon, and we finally allowed ourselves to sit down among the tangled roots of a massive forest tree.

"Get some sleep, Shari. I'll keep watch."

"Huh? But Weiss, you haven't slept a wink—"

"I’ve spent my life training for this. I’m not like you. Now shut up and sleep."

"…Fine, fine. I’ll gratefully take you up on that, then."

With those words, Shari scooted over next to me and rested her head on my shoulder with a soft thud.

"What are you doing?" I grunted.

"This way it’s easier to move if something happens, right? Don't go getting any funny ideas."

"As if I would ever—"

"Goodnight."

…Sheesh. This girl is something else.



The Final Day—Morning.

"Mm… Wei…ss…"

"Are you awake? It’s time to move."

"Nn… okay, I’ll take over the watch—wait, you didn’t sleep?"

"I’m still fine."

"Seriously, you push yourself way too hard."

Shari rubbed her bleary eyes and gave me a small smile. At the start of all this, she’d detested the very sight of me, but we’d managed to reach a point where we worked together with a decent sense of distance.

Whenever I look at her, I can’t help but think back to the 'Original Story.' On one hand, I’m proud of myself for changing the future, but on the other, the thought that there might be irresistible fates—like what happened with Tucker—constantly flickers in the back of my mind.

"…Wait, what is that?"

Just as we were about to set off, Shari pulled something incredible out of her bag.

It was a Melo-Melon.

It was tucked into a small, partitioned box, and the sweet, heavenly scent of its juice was already wafting through the air.

"W-Where did you get that!?" I stammered.

"Hehehe. I found it earlier and secretly tucked it away. I figured something like this would be a better energy boost on the final day. Honestly, I wanted it to be a surprise for when you woke up, but since you didn't sleep…"

"…This is… this is the best thing ever."

I couldn't suppress the surge of excitement; my heart hammered against my ribs. To my exhausted body, this was the ultimate reward. 

We didn't have forks. We didn't have aprons. It might be an insult to the dignity of the Melo-Melon, but I’ll just have to eat it with my bare hands.

But right then—

「Urias Bold: First Elimination. Nameplate transferred to Allen.」

…….

A moment later, I heard the distinct sound of an explosion. It wasn't far away. It was the unmistakable crackle of mana bursting.

Shit. That protagonist bastard.

"Weiss, hurry up and eat it!" Shari urged.

"…No. That would be disrespectful to the Melo-Melon. Shari, hide it over there. We’ll make it our victory prize after I’ve crushed every single one of them."

"Eh? But we could just eat it real quick—"

"We’re going. But listen: apply Concealment Magic to it. Then, put a ward on it so monsters don't eat it. I want you to meticulously layer a Defense Formula over it, too. And finally, set an alarm and commit the location to memory so we don't forget it!"

"What am I, your mother?"

With my insides boiling more violently than they ever had in my entire life, I set off to track Allen.

I’ll tear him limb from limb with my own bare hands.

"W-Weiss, you’re actually scary right now…"
164 The Final Day

"—Found them. Shari, I’m counting on you to scan the perimeter."

"On it. All clear for now. But you know the drill, right?"

"Yeah."

After cutting through the thick of the forest, we finally emerged into a clearing and spotted Allen and Cynthia. They were already locked in combat with another pair.

Interestingly enough, Allen was wielding a shield. Cynthia, on the other hand, was empty-handed. Not that it mattered; she never used weapons anyway, so it wasn't like she was at a disadvantage.

Out of the remaining participants, the only ones worth worrying about were Duke and Lilith. The rest were likely shivering in some hole, terrified of being expelled for a second time. They probably didn't have any points worth stealing, so there was no point in hunting them down.

"What’s the move? Do we jump in?" Shari asked.

"No, we wait and see."

My blood was still boiling over that fruit fiasco from earlier, but I knew charging in now wasn't the smart play. 

Shari was better at detection than I was, but even so, Duke and Lilith were masters of erasing their presence and Mana. Ever since Lilith’s "awakening," she had become practically invisible to our sensors. A muscle-bound freak and a girl capable of high-speed movement appearing out of thin air... yeah, that was a headache I didn't need.

Besides, I doubted they’d be able to drop Allen and Cynthia right away.

『Al Iria: First Dropout. Plate transferred to Cynthia Violetta.』

I glanced at Shari. She didn't look hesitant at all.

"I'll set some traps around here, just in case," she whispered.

"Good idea."

It was the obvious move. Of course, things might have been different if this were a fight where Allen was actually at risk of expulsion, but for now, we had the luxury of caution.

Shari placed her hands on the ground. Her Mimicry Magic had improved so much it was terrifying; seeing through her decoys was borderline impossible now. It was a shame we didn't have any Mana-boosting items, but even without them, she was more than capable.

Still, I was glad we’d managed to secure our "weapon" before the final showdown.

Not moving, huh?

After taking down one more opponent, Allen and Cynthia just stood their ground, waiting. They were likely conserving Mana while they waited for the next announcement. By standing out in the open, they were clearly signaling that they were on guard against us and Duke's team. Now that Carta and Olynn had been knocked out, they didn't have to worry about long-range snipers anymore.

"Alright, Shari. This is going to be a long one. We wait here so we don't get third-partied."

"Third... partied? What’s that?"

"It’s a gaming staple. Come on."

"?" Shari gave me a look. "Weiss, you say the weirdest things sometimes."

"Maybe I do."

————

——

—

With about two hours left on the clock, the announcements finally started picking up. It was probably the stragglers and hiders finally being forced into a meat grinder. The broadcast mentioned several expulsions; this exam really didn't believe in mercy.

Finally, Allen and Cynthia began to move. They weren't looking to defend this spot anymore; they were going out to harvest more points.

"Let’s go, Shari."

"Got it."

We trailed them, keeping our distance. It would have been a pain if they’d taken to the sky, but they seemed intent on saving their Mana. Shari and I were among the top performers in the Tracking Exam, so I wasn't worried about them spotting us.

Eventually, Allen and Cynthia stopped and threw themselves into an ongoing skirmish. They were planning to rack up points in one fell swoop.

—But.

"Now’s the time. Let’s go!"

It was the perfect opportunity. Or so I thought, until I felt a presence directly behind us. 

The hunter and the hunted. Chloe’s words echoed in my skull.

"Goodbye, Shari-san."

Lilith appeared out of thin air, driving a knife straight into Shari’s neck.

But "Shari" simply dissolved into a puddle of slushy water.

"What!?" Lilith gasped.

"Now! Shari!"

The real Shari, positioned high in the sky, unleashed a Mana Cannon with everything she had. It was a full-power strike, bolstered by a Spirit's enchantment.

We were never targeting Allen and Cynthia. I knew Duke and Lilith were out there somewhere, and I’d operated under the assumption that they were already watching us. I didn't underestimate them for a second. In fact, because they were so good at masking their presence, I gave them the respect they deserved as enemies. 

I’d bet on them targeting us the moment we moved, so I’d had Shari spend the afternoon creating a humanoid decoy with Mimicry Magic. It took until evening to make it perfect, but the payoff was worth it.

In a flash, Duke stepped forward, deploying a Defense Formula to shield Lilith.

But I’d predicted that too. And more importantly—I could see it.

"—Sorry, Duke."

I lunged with my Rapier. It was a fragile weapon, but its speed was unmatched. I aimed to pierce Lilith’s heart in a single, blurring thrust.

The blade extended rapidly, but Lilith’s reaction speed was nothing short of monstrous. She brought both palms together in front of her chest, attempting to catch the blade. My attack wasn't something you could just catch, but the friction was enough to slow the momentum.

In that Narrow Margin, Duke managed to shove Lilith’s body aside.

Damn!

Lilith was incredible. She shouldn't have had a millisecond to think, yet her reflexes had covered her vitals perfectly. She must have realized exactly where I was aiming the moment I moved. Normally, a person would try to dodge, but she didn't; she’d put her entire life in Duke’s hands.

My Magic Eye allowed me to see one second into the future, but it had only shown me Lilith raising her hands. Maybe I should have targeted Duke instead.

Their coordination was insane. They’d clearly been training like hell together. Still, it wasn't like I hadn't planned for my initial strike to fail.

"—Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction!"

"—Blessing of Healing!"

We chanted in sync, and I felt my power explode. I pushed my Power Up to its absolute limit.

That wasn't all. Shari’s traps began erupting from the ground beneath their feet. Mana Cannons infused with fire, water, wind, and Earth surged upward, locked on by Homing Magic. Individually, they weren't lethal, but they carried elemental debuffs. Trying to dodge me while defending against those? Impossible.

"Debibi!"

High above, my familiar Debi added to the chaos, firing a Dark Wave Cannon.

I wasn't letting them go. Not a chance. I hadn't underestimated their physical prowess for a second. The moment they showed themselves, I was going to bury them. 

I pushed my Magic Eye to the brink, determined to shatter any defense they threw up. But to my horror, Duke’s movements were perfectly accounting for every variable. Residual images blurred together as the future branched into a dozen different paths.

I kept swinging my Rapier at Duke with every ounce of speed I possessed. 

Right hand, right leg, left hand, left leg. 

I was landing hits—dealing massive damage—but he was successfully parrying every single fatal blow.

"RAAAAAUGH!!!!!"

Duke wouldn't go down. He slammed his fist into the earth, blending his Mana into the rising dust to create a smokescreen. My Magic Eye was useless if I couldn't see him. Did he know that? No, he couldn't have. It was pure instinct.

A fist lunged out of the dust cloud. I crossed my arms to block, but the sheer force of the impact sent me reeling. I realized I couldn't win a contest of pure strength, so I used the momentum to leap backward, putting distance between us.

I skidded back nearly forty meters before Shari slid in behind me, using an enchantment to steady my footing.

I stared ahead at Duke and Lilith. They were both battered and clearly bleeding Mana. By all rights, they should have been unconscious. And yet, they stood.

"—Weiss. This time, I’m the one who wins."

That look in his eyes... that voice... it wasn't the Duke I knew. A total stranger was staring back at me.

Suddenly, Allen and Cynthia charged in from the flank, aiming for the wounded pair. But to my shock, Duke and Lilith swatted them aside like they were nothing. Allen and Cynthia were sent flying.

Just what kind of training did these two do?

Interesting. This is getting very, very interesting.

"Shari, this is it. The final round. We’re going all out."

"Ready when you are."

They were more than worthy opponents. I was going to beat the living hell out of them and take that top spot again.
Duke’s Resolve and Lilith’s Feelings

「…Do you even realize what you’re saying?」

「I do. However, I won’t take it back.」

「…Why? Why has it come to this?」

「I can’t tell you the reason. Only that I’ve committed an act utterly unbecoming of a knight.」

He was clearly devastated by my words. 

He let out a heavy sigh and fixed me with a quiet, piercing stare.

「You used to say you wanted to protect the weak. Was that a lie?」

「No. That feeling hasn’t changed, even now. It’s just… the one I need to protect has finally become clear to me.」

「…Sending you to Noblesse was a mistake.」

「No, I’m glad I went. ——I’m sorry for disappointing you. Please, excuse me.」

I turned around to leave the room, but his voice stopped me at the door.

「In all the long history of the Billian Family… you were truly something special. It is a damn shame. But if your mind is made up, then don’t you dare look back. Keep moving forward.」

「Thank you… Father.」

◇

「Wh-Whaaaaaaaaaat?! You quit being a Knight Candidate?! Why on earth would you do that?!」

Lilith shrieked, her face twisting into a shocked expression I’d never seen before. It was just a casual mention, but she took it like I’d just confessed to a murder.

「A knight has to serve the country and discard personal desires. I broke that rule. Simple as that.」

「B-But, quitting…」

Once the Large-scale Invasion of the Demon Race ended, I walked away from the path of the knight. Knights are supposed to be symbols of absolute loyalty to the crown. I knew I couldn’t do that anymore. When I put my friends on one side of the scale and the country on the other, I already knew which way it would tip.

And that makes me a failure as a knight.

I don’t usually talk about this stuff with others. I hate sympathy, I hate pity, and I honestly don't even like being praised. But Lilith is a strange one; she has this weird way of slipping past my defenses. She has this warmth that just melts you.

So, I ended up telling her.

「Don’t tell Allen or Shari. They’d just get all worked up about it. And definitely don’t tell Weiss.」

「Y-Yes. ——Duke-san, you’re always so kind. You’re always worrying about everyone else.」

「That’s not true. I’m just prioritizing my own feelings.」

She’s got me all wrong. Enrolling in Noblesse, quitting the candidacy—I did it all for myself. I have a personality that’s more self-centered than anyone.

「No, Duke-san is a wonderful person.」

「Hah. Thanks.」

「See? That face you make when you're trying to hide how embarrassed you are… you’re just like Weiss-sama.」

「Am I?」

I could never be like him. And I could never be like Allen, either.

So who the hell am I?

That’s a question I’ve been asking myself a lot lately.

Training with Lilith was a wake-up call. I’d thought she was just a natural genius, but behind the scenes, she works harder than anyone I know. I don’t mind breaking a sweat myself, but ever since that day, my heart just hasn't been in the game.

I’m a total piece of trash.

◇

Ever since I partnered up with Duke-san, I’ve realized just how delicate and warm-hearted he really is. The path of a knight is a wonderful thing—the ultimate goal for almost everyone in this world. And yet, he walked away.

He treasures his friends. He cares about us. That alone made me so incredibly happy.

And he’s such a hard worker, too. He claims he just "eats and sleeps well," but I know better—he’s pushing his body to the limit all day, every day.

「HRAAAH!」

「——Kh.」

His fighting style is similar to mine, but his raw power is on another level. In a proper, head-on fight, he’s probably the strongest person in all of Noblesse.

But sometimes, I could see the pain in his eyes. Just like Weiss-sama, it felt like he was hiding something. Something heavy.

「Duke-san, do you have a minute?」

「Hm? What’s up?」

This was just a regular class, not the Partner Exam. But I saw it. I couldn't un-see it.

「You’re holding back, aren’t you? Against everyone.」

「Holding back? What are you talking about?」

「…It started on that day. The day the Demon Race attacked us. You’ve been different ever since.」

The day Beltony came for us. The day we all prepared to die. Although we won in the end, I noticed Duke-san’s attitude was gradually changing. Especially toward Cecil-san. 

He hardly meets her eyes, and while he isn't slacking off in our tests, his heart just isn't there.

Duke-san tried to brush it off, but I couldn't let it go.

After class ended, I asked him to meet me on the roof of the City Area B Training Center where no one would disturb us. I tried to pry, but he wouldn't budge.

「I'm telling you, it's nothing. You're overthinking it, Lilith.」

「We’re partners, aren’t we?」

「Well, yeah, but what does that have to—」

「Aren't we supposed to trust each other?! I noticed because I care about you! I'm asking because it's you, Duke-san! Is it right to just shut me out like this?!」

My voice was trembling with intensity. Finally, something seemed to click. Duke-san slumped over, sliding down to sit on the ground right there. He stared at his feet with an expression I'd never seen.

I waited. I waited for what felt like an eternity for him to find the words.

And finally, he spoke.

「That day… I abandoned Cecil. It’s been stuck in my heart ever since. I still see it in my dreams.」

——So that’s what it was. The realization hit me like a physical blow. I gasped.

When Cecil-san realized she couldn’t move, she’d begged Duke-san to take the others and run. He’d followed her orders. He’d grabbed Allen-san and Cynthia-san and tried to get them to safety.

Objectively, he hadn't done anything wrong.

But it had been eating him alive this whole time.

「Duke-san, it wasn't your fault.」

「Lilith, you were incredible. You stood your ground and took that monster down.」

「I was just frantic! I was desperate and lucky! But you… you had to make a cold, rational decision in the middle of a nightmare. My success was just a fluke; there's nothing 'amazing' about what I did.」

「You’re wrong. I left a comrade behind. I chose to let someone die. No one else did that. I was the one who made that decision.」

I’m such an idiot.

I hadn’t seen it. I was by his side every day, and I never realized how much he was hurting. He was drowning under the weight of it all, trying to carry the pressure alone.

「Cecil-san doesn't blame you. She’s grateful. She knew the situation better than anyone.」

「No, I’m… I’m weak. You know it, don’t you? I’m not even second-best. I’m not even third. No matter how hard I work, I’ll never catch up to Weiss or Allen. What I did was wrong because I wasn't strong enough.」

Looking at his face made my heart ache. I couldn't help myself—I reached out and gently pulled him into a hug.

Words weren't enough. I couldn't say everything I felt.

I was just so grateful. Duke-san, just like Weiss-sama, is a truly kind-hearted person. He claims to be self-centered, but it's a total lie.

「Lilith, what are you—」

「I don't care what anyone says. I will never blame you, Duke-san.」

「…But still.」

「No ‘buts’! I see the truth. And everyone else does, too!」

Suddenly, Duke-san let out a bark of laughter.

「Ahahaha! Kuku.」

「W-Why are you laughing?!」

「No… I’m just… happy. Thanks, Lilith.」

He offered me a quiet, sincere thanks. I don’t know if I truly reached him, but I think the message was delivered.

Still, words are just words.

Forgive me, Weiss-sama.

But for this exam, I want Duke-san to win.

I want him to take first place.

My feelings for Weiss-sama haven't changed—they never will. But right now… I just want to see this man smile again.

Looking at his face, I could see a spark returning.

「Duke-san. Let’s win this next exam. No matter what. Let’s win and prove to the world that you weren’t wrong.」

「……Thanks. ——I’m going to give it everything I’ve got. By the way… that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you drop the polite speech.」

「Huh? Did I?」

「Yeah. But… it really fired me up.」

The exam parameters were in our favor. We can do this. With this, we can surpass them.

Duke-san looked at me, and his eyes were different. The shadows were gone.

「Lilith. By winning this exam, I want to finally be able to forgive myself. ……Will you help me do that?」

I knew he was speaking from the bottom of his heart.

I smiled back at him.

「Yes. Let’s definitely win.」

——I am absolutely not going to lose.
166 The Final Blow

“Shari, don’t leave my side. If you’re alone, Lilith will definitely come for you.”

“Understood. But what’s the plan?”

Shari shifted her gaze toward my rapier. Yeah, I know. Its durability is a disaster waiting to happen. But to win, I’d use anything at my disposal—even people.

I could have summoned Debi, but that would’ve chewed through way too much Mana. Plus, considering Duke and Lilith’s current speed, wasting Mana on a summon felt like a losing gamble.

“I have a plan. There’s no time to explain, so just do exactly what I said earlier—”

In that instant, I felt Duke and Lilith moving through the forest. My eyes could barely track them. Activating my Magic Eye now would probably be pointless. They must have sensed it instinctively—they knew I’d gained some new, troublesome ability.

And they had already devised a countermeasure: high-speed feints.

I could see roughly one second into the future, but by layering multiple feints, they made it impossible to tell if a move was a mere distraction or a full-power swing.

Hah, that bastard Duke. Was he actually raised by wolves in the wild or something?

“—They’re coming!”

“Haa!”

“Here I gooo!”

Lilith and Duke launched a pincer attack at close range. I didn’t activate the Magic Eye yet. I didn't need to. I’d already read their opening moves.

“Shari, now!”

“—Bound!”

I had already laid down an Unnatural wall on the ground, and Shari had been busy reinforcing it. The massive, transparent wall suddenly surged upward via her Spirit, acting exactly like a high-tension trampoline.

“What the hell is this?!”

“—!!?”

Funny, right? 

Without missing a beat, I kicked the two of them with everything I had and fired a Mana Cannon. Their trajectory was set perfectly toward Allen and Cynthia.

I’d just heard the announcement. It was time to smash my two sets of rivals together and turn this into a chaotic free-for-all. My original plan was to take them out immediately, but as long as they ended up crushed, I wasn't going to be picky about the process.

As the two went sailing through the air, Ice Lances streaked toward them like counter-missiles. Cynthia’s long-range precision was as terrifying as ever; she had clearly evolved during her time partnered with Allen.

Duke tried to shift his posture mid-air, but with no ground beneath him, he was a sitting duck. Against that kind of power, a Defense Formula would be about as useful as a paper shield.

Now—what are you going to do?

“—Duke-san!”

“Sorry! I don’t swing that way, but forgive me!”

To my utter shock, Lilith held out her palms. Using her hands as a makeshift platform, Duke kicked off her with all his might. Both of them managed to spiral away from the incoming lances. 

Interesting. I guess you guys aren't going to make this easy for me.

“Let’s go.”

I barked the order to Shari, and we tore through the forest. When we broke into the clearing, Allen was already in the thick of it. He held his shield forward, reinforced by a Defense Formula, parrying Duke’s heavy blows rather than trying to take them head-on. Beside them, Lilith and Cynthia were locked in a tense standoff.

A second later, countless ice arrows materialized and rained down on Lilith. She didn't even flinch, charging straight through the barrage. That girl had a level of grit that was freaky even by Noblesse standards. It was like watching someone sprint into a wall of needles without blinking. Even if your brain knows you have to do it, the body usually screams in protest.

She’s incredible. But for me, this is the perfect setup.

“I’ll take you all down at once!”

Shari and I deployed the massive magic circle we’d perfected during the Partner Exam. Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction—and that was just the base. We layered on a Spirit enchantment that fused our Mana together.

A deep darkness began to swallow the area. This was it—Gravity manipulation.

“What?!”

“—The hell?!”

The four of them slowed to a crawl before their knees buckled under the sudden atmospheric weight. They were barely hanging on, but the pressure had to be agonizing. Gravity exists in this world too, obviously; I just manipulated the magnetic field while Shari pumped it full of power. It was a feat I could never have pulled off alone. Thanks to the Blessing of Healing, we were the only ones unaffected by the crushing force.

I sprinted forward. My first targets were the heavy hitters: Allen and Duke. I wasn't going to be careless, though. These guys were monsters.

I activated my Magic Eye. Sure enough, I saw the paths they were taking to resist the gravity.

[Allen: Applying all attributes to shield. Using Flight Magic to retreat.]
[Duke: Using arms to shield vitals—neck, heart.]

In that case—you’re first, Allen.

“—Kuh!”

“Sorry, but you’re the most annoying one to leave on the board!”

I reached out and touched Allen’s shield. I didn't attack it; I deactivated the magic holding it together. Because I knew exactly what he was doing a second before he did it, I didn't waste a single movement.

An instant later, I lunged, my rapier driving toward Allen’s heart. It was a speed only possible through the foresight of the Magic Eye. In any other circumstance, it would have been an impossible strike.

Is seeing the future really this much of a cheat code?

However, Allen threw his shield aside and grabbed my blade with his bare hands. Blood sprayed, but he didn't let go. My rapier began to freeze over instantly.

Ice Mimicry? A Copy?

“—I’ve... got you.”

I tried to yank the blade back, but the ice was already climbing toward my grip. Seeing the opening, Duke lunged for my throat. Allen had realized he couldn't escape, so he’d chosen to sacrifice himself to pin me down, entrusting the rest to Cynthia.

To think you’d actually trust someone else to finish the job instead of doing it yourself. You’ve changed, Allen.

“But you know... I’m not alone either!”

“—Weiss!!!”

Shari appeared from my flank and intentionally shattered my frozen rapier. Duke’s fist, deprived of its original target, slammed into Shari instead. Her Defense Formula was perfect, but she couldn't negate the physical Bound. She was sent flying in my stead.

Allen collapsed, his Mana reserves utterly drained from the Ice Mimicry. It was a desperate, uncharacteristic blunder. But just before he vanished—

[Announcement: Allen, second elimination. Nameplate transfers to Weiss Fancent.]

That little... he deactivated our gravity magic on his way out! Did he copy the deactivation spell I just used on his shield?

I clicked my tongue. Showing him that trick might have been a mistake. There was no announcement for Shari, so she was still in the game, but she wasn't coming to help me yet. She knew her role.

Duke stood before me once more. We were both down to our bare hands now.

“Yo, Weiss. I think this is the first time we’ve ever really thrown down like this.”

“Maybe it is.”

Duke grinned at my provocation and charged. No tricks, no magic—just a straight-up brawl.

For a second, my vision blurred. I’d been redlining the Magic Eye for three days straight. Between the Mana consumption, the mental strain, and the back-to-back high-tier spells, I was running on fumes.

But I’m not about to start whining now!

“—Oraa!”

“Hah! Is that all you’ve got?!”

He threw a haymaker with everything he had. I ducked at the last possible millisecond, the wind pressure stinging my cheek like a blade. I countered, aiming for his chin, but Duke snapped his head back to dodge.

The guy was a freak of nature. His reflexes weren't even Mana-boosted; his eyes and ears were just that sharp. As expected of a top-tier character from the original story!

We traded blows, neither of us gaining an inch. Then—

[Announcement: Cynthia Violetta, second elimination. Nameplate transfers to Lilith Scarlet.]

I was stunned. Lilith had done it. She’d actually overcome the strongest heroine of the Original Story, even though Cynthia had Glacies at her disposal. 

But Shari wasn't the type to let an opening like that slide.

[Announcement: Lilith Scarlet, first elimination. Nameplate transfers to Shari Elias.]

The notifications came back-to-back. We’d anticipated this scenario, though we’d expected Lilith to be the one eliminated second. Shari must have poured every last drop of her Mana into crushing Lilith. With the girls out of the picture, no one else was coming.

It was just me and Duke.

“—Lilith.”

Duke whispered her name, and then he exploded forward with terrifying speed and Mana.

“What—?!”

I pushed my Magic Eye and Time Lapse to the limit, but I could barely keep up.

[Future: Fists approaching from every direction simultaneously.]

The future was flickering. It was uncertain. Why? How?

“Kuh!”

I threw up my right arm to block. The impact was massive, a numbing throb of a Bound racing through my bones. Duke was reacting to my movements in real-time. His reaction speed was so high that he was literally changing the future as I was seeing it.

What kind of monster is this guy?

Duke unleashed a Shockwave from a distance, using the distraction to close the gap and strike again. Speed, power—even with my eyes, the future refused to settle.

“You—why go this far?!”

“Because I can’t afford to lose! Not today!”

...I know. 

I knew Duke had resigned his candidacy. I’d pulled strings to make sure he wouldn't be blamed for the Sophia incident, but he’d quit anyway. No one knew why. 

The Duke from the Original Story was a straight-laced guy who couldn't stand dishonesty. Yet, he’d believed my crazy story and followed my lead. He probably couldn't forgive himself for what happened. He was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders, all alone, without saying a word.

I had people to rely on. I had Cynthia, Lilith, Shari. But Duke? He was just one guy, struggling and fighting in the dark. Allen’s Copy, Lilith’s awakening, Cynthia’s Glass Sword—those were all irregularities. And yet, Duke didn't envy them. He just kept moving forward.

You really are something, Duke. I acknowledge you more than anyone else in this world.

But I’m still not giving you this win.

I reactivated the Magic Eye, pouring every last scrap of my will into it. I used Scale Up to force my reflexes to match his, refusing to let the future remain uncertain. The flickering afterimages vanished one by one until only a single path remained.

“This is it!”

I gathered dark Mana in my palm. It wasn't as dense as a Glacies blade, but it was more than enough.

“I’m going to—Weiss, I’m going to beat you!”

“Duke... you did good.”

I slipped past his strike by a hair’s breadth. Even knowing it was coming, it was terrifyingly close. I slammed my palm against his chest, right over his heart.

Then, I let it all out.

A Mana Cannon point-blank, powerful enough to punch through a fortress wall.

“Kuaaaaghhhh—!”

Duke screamed as his Mana was forcibly snuffed out. If I hadn't had the Magic Eye, he would have taken my head off. I’d won, but it was by the narrowest of margins.

Sorry, Duke...

But just as I thought it was over, Duke’s fist kept coming. It was a straight line toward my face—clean, sharp, and beautiful.

Clang!

It slammed into my Inviolable Area. A thunderous roar echoed through the forest, followed by the final announcement.

[Announcement: Duke Billian, first elimination. Nameplate transfers to Weiss Fancent.]

The fist didn't drop. Duke was standing there, his hand pressed against my barrier, completely unconscious. He’d passed out on his feet, but the sheer force of his final, unpowered strike was actually spider-webbing my barrier.

“No way...”

His Mana was gone. He was running on nothing but pure, unadulterated grit. What a guy. Seriously, what a guy.

The teleportation effect began to swirl around him. In a few seconds, he’d be whisked away to the recovery area. I drew a breath and used Time Lapse to slash through the teleportation light.

I deactivated my barrier, and Duke’s limp body fell forward against me.

“............”

Unlike me, this guy lived for self-improvement. He was kind, he loved his friends, and he worked harder than anyone. If he’d been in my shoes, he probably would’ve done a better job. He probably would’ve already found a way to kill the Demon King. That’s how much I respected him.

Shari hobbled toward me, looking like she’d gone ten rounds with a hurricane. Lilith must have really put her through the wringer at the end.

“Good work, Shari.”

The final buzzer sounded, signaling the end of the exam.

“You actually did it, Weiss. You really won. But... why did you stop his teleportation?”

“...Because I didn't want him to leave like that.”

Shari blinked, looking confused.

“He worked harder than anyone. Leaving like a loser... it doesn't suit him.”

“...Pfft. He’d be so happy if he heard you say that.”

“Hah. Shari, I’m going to carry him out. Give me a weight-reduction enchantment?”

“With pleasure.”

“Let’s go, Shari.”

“I’ll catch up. You’re forgetting the Melo-Melon, aren't you?”

“...Are you a genius?”

“Try being a bit more grateful!”

I gave her a quick nod of thanks and used flight magic to float into the air, Duke slung over my shoulder. Halfway back, the guy finally groaned and opened his eyes. Fast recovery. Figures.

“...Nn. Where...?”

“The sky.”

“Hah... I lost, didn't I?”

“Yeah. You never had a chance against me.”

“Haha... yeah. I guess you’re right.”

“But,” I added, looking straight ahead, “that final blow was magnificent.”

“...I didn't think you were the type to actually give people credit.”

“What, are you blushing?”

“Maybe. So... why am I up here?”

“It’s a reward. I was thinking about dropping you.”

“Wait—what?! Hey, stop it! Don't!”

“Relax, I’m joking. Stop squirming.”

“Don't do that to someone who just woke up... But man... I didn't reach you. I tried... I really tried...”

I didn't answer him. There’s nothing a winner can say to a loser that doesn't sound like condescension. In a world where the tables can turn in an instant, there’s no point in getting hung up on it.

“Weiss.”

“What?”

“Next time... I’m the one who wins.”

“Yeah, keep dreaming. It's not happening.”

“Good grief... well, it was fun, I guess.”

“...Yeah. Me too.”

[Intermediate-year Students, Partner Exam.]
[Winners: Weiss Fancent & Shari Elias.]
[Total Nameplate Score: 45 points.]
[—All-time record—Updated.]
167 Statice

"Uwaaaaah! Meat, meat, meat! Hey, Allen, can I have some of that?"

"The exam is over, yet some things never change. And no, you can't have it."

"You two really haven't changed a bit, have you?"

With the Partner Exam finally behind us, the cafeteria was as loud and lively as ever, filled with the usual suspects. Of course, for some of us, our bonds had only grown stronger through the ordeal.

In total, there were six dropouts—expelled.

Those who suffered defeat saw their points plummet; no doubt they’d be desperately grinding for the next exam. I’d managed to grasp Victory myself, though only by the skin of my teeth. I couldn't afford to get complacent. To ensure I won the next round without fail, I had to keep honing my skills.

"Weiss-sama, this is delicious!"

Sitting across from me was Lilith, stuffing her face with chicken nanban and getting sauce all over her mouth. She’d been my rock for as long as I could remember, and lately, she had grown into a first-class warrior—not just in spirit, but on the battlefield too.

"Yeah, the new menu items are great. Come to think of it... has Cynthia still not returned?"

"It seems so. Have you heard anything from her?"

"Just once, but nothing since."

Cynthia’s usual spot remained a lonely, empty seat. As soon as the exam ended, she had taken a leave of absence. I didn't even know the reason; one moment she was there, and the next, she had vanished. I’d received a single message via Magic Bird, but that was it. It was a brief note that essentially said, I’ll be back soon, so please don't worry.

In the Original Story, she and Allen are supposed to grow even closer after this Partner Exam.

The thought nagged at me. Had she experienced some kind of change of heart?

Lilith must have noticed the shadow crossing my face, because she spoke up.

"Weiss-sama, you really do love Cynthia-san, don't you?"

"Ah... yeah. I guess I do."

Having it blurted out like that made me realize just how true it was. The "trigger" for love doesn't actually matter. What matters is how much you’ve nurtured those feelings. Cynthia and I—and Lilith too—had overcome so much together. Normally, I wouldn't be this insecure.

But precisely because I knew the plot of the Original Story—

"Weiss-sama! I brought some fruit!"

"...Thanks. You want some?"

"Yes!"

No, stop overthinking it.

A few more days trickled by before Cynthia finally reappeared. Early one morning, I found a note tucked into my door before I’d even realized she was back.

—I have something important to tell you.

Part of me was filled with dread, while another part felt a sense of resignation. Some things were just destined to happen. But even if the world tried to force us apart, my feelings wouldn't change. I knew what I had to do. I just had to keep charging forward with everything I had.

The meeting place was a private room that required a reservation. I gave the door a light ton-ton knock and stepped inside. The room was empty, but the tables were piled high with an assortment of fruits, sweets, and flowers.

"Weiss!"

"Cynthia."

"I'm sorry I'm late. It took a little longer than I expected."

"Longer?"

Suddenly, Cynthia lunged forward and threw her arms around me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lilith watching us with a satisfied smile. Then I noticed the exotic, unfamiliar fruits arranged on the table and it clicked.

She went and bought all of this for me...

"Thank you. I'm really happy."

"Weiss... I love you. I didn't want to just say it; I wanted to show you the sincerity of my heart. And so... Weiss, I—"

"Cynthia, I love you too. My feelings for you will never change. Not ever."

"......I'm so glad."

The look of lingering sadness on Cynthia’s face hit me like a physical blow. God, I’m such an idiot. I wasn't the only one who had been feeling anxious; she had been too. How did I not see that?

Good grief. This world might have started as a game, but this is reality.

I had been so busy trying to map everything onto game logic that I’d been blind to the truth right in front of me. There was no way a girl as devoted as Cynthia would just flip a switch and change her mind.

Lilith caught my eye and silently mouthed the words: Now! Do it now!

I reached into my pocket and pulled it out.

"Cynthia, this is for you."

"......T-this is—"

"May I?"

I dropped down onto one knee. It was still too early for the "official" words—those would come only after everything was settled. But I needed her to know that my heart was hers.

"In a certain country, there's a custom. It’s a way to promise unchanging love to your Fiancé."

With that, I slid the engagement ring onto Cynthia’s finger. Lilith had done the detective work for me, so the fit was perfect. There was no such tradition in Noblesse, but I wanted to express myself in my own way.

"—I'm so happy, Weiss."

"Me too. Thank you, Cynthia."

"Ehehe! Ehehehe! Let's eat! We have so much to talk about! Today is just full of happiness!"

Lilith gave us both a playful shove toward the table. I made sure to give her a gift as well—a necklace as a token of my eternal gratitude. To my surprise, Cynthia had prepared something for her too. When Lilith received a ring shaped like her favorite flower, she burst into tears.

"I'm s-sho happy...!"

"Heh, thanks, Lilith."

"Thank you so much, Lilith."

That day, I learned that there are some things in Noblesse that will never change.

When I finally headed back to my room, Cynthia handed me a vase of flowers she’d prepared. I didn't usually keep decorations in my room, but these were a beautiful, vibrant pink. I set them on my table and stared at them for a moment.

These flowers exist in Noblesse, but they're based on a real-world motif. If I remember correctly...

I rushed to the library to do some digging. It didn't take long to find the exact match.

The entry was labeled: "Statice."

"......I see."

It was an incredibly rare specimen in the world of Noblesse. Given our current location, she would have had to travel an immense distance to find it. That's why she had taken a leave of absence.

"Heh. Seriously... I really can't afford to lose now."

I snapped the book shut and headed straight for the training grounds. There would be more hardships ahead, more grueling trials to face. But I would protect her. I wouldn't let this story end in tragedy.

I'll just keep running.

Statice. 

In the language of flowers, it means "Unchanging Heart" and "Everlasting."
168: Fueled by Failure

"Haaah..."

I let out a long, heavy sigh.

I was in Noblesse City Area A.

I held my right hand up toward the sky, wallowing in the depths of my own pathetic helplessness.

Cynthia and I had been a perfect match—a dream team. Our compatibility was top-tier.

And yet—we didn't win.

I couldn't even blame it on the unfamiliar weapons. We were all in the same boat there. Everyone had to adapt.

No, what I lacked was resolve.

Duke and Lilith were operating on a level of seriousness I couldn't touch. And then there was Weiss—he always radiated that overwhelming aura of ambition. Not to mention that new Magic Eye of his.

By contrast, I was nothing but a Copy. A guy who spent his time mimicking others.

Master Zebis and Master Darius always told me: "Don't you dare take pride in how hard you work or how much you train. Take pride in your results."

Thinking about it that way... I’m a total failure.

"My, my. Such a heavy sigh. It smells like pure, unadulterated youth."

Startled by the sudden voice, I bolted upright. There, perched on the edge of the rooftop, was Eva-senpai. She was swinging her legs back and forth while nibbling on a small Melo-Melon.

She was an enigma. She was terrifyingly strong, yet she didn't seem to care about power at all. She just lived her life, her own way.

"Since when were you here?" I asked.

"I was here first," she replied.

Was that even possible? Then again, with Senpai, anything was possible.

"Sorry. Was I bothering you?"

"Mm-mm. I don't mind a junior lost in the throes of teenage angst. Come over here."

She beckoned me with a wave of her hand, and I shuffled over to sit beside her. She reached into a box and handed me a Melo-Melon.

"Oh... thank you very much."

"Make sure you don't get your hands all sticky."

"I won't."

I took a crisp, juicy bite. Man, this is delicious.

There was something about her—an aura that made her hard to approach, yet at the same time, made me feel like she’d listen to anything I had to say.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Depends on what it is," she said. "I’m not a fan of anything troublesome."

"......"

There were so many things I wanted to know. She hadn't really told me much about that person who looked exactly like her. I’d heard she’d been talking to Teacher Milk and the others, but I was stuck on the outside looking in. 

That isn't going to cut it.

In that case...

"How do I get strong? What do I have to do?"

――――――――――――――――――――――――

【Important Notice】

As explained previously, the character count for daily updates will decrease due to my participation in the Kakuyomu Contest.

The chapters might feel a bit fragmented; due to my writing style, if I write a 5,000-character block, I’ll be splitting it up into smaller parts.

I might even move to once-a-week updates, but I appreciate your understanding!

Thank you for always reading! (^^♪

The Case Where a Boy and a Cat Who Walked Unrewarded Lives Reincarnated into Another World and Became the Strongest with a Magic Mark and an Out-of-Spec Dragon
https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16817330667751334852

The Strong Slow Life of a Former Otherworld Hero: Customizing the Island to My Liking with the New Ability "Pioneer"
https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16817330667750471450

I, Who Reincarnated as the Weakest Villainous Noble, Discovered Out-of-Spec Mana While Raising an Evolving Magic Sword, so I'm Going to Crush All the Flags
https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16817330667749374858

In haste, I’ve posted a new work for Kakuyomu Contest 9.
I’ll update daily until my backlog runs out!
Please support me with a follow and ☆☆☆! ( ;∀;)
169: Using Defeat as Nourishment ②

I’d asked a simple, straightforward question.

Eva-senpai stared me down for a long beat before letting out a soft, melodic giggle.

"You’re already plenty strong," she said. "Why are you moping so much?"

"...I want to be number one."

"Oh? And why is that?"

I froze. Her question caught me completely off guard.

I... I don't actually know. Why do I want to be number one, anyway?

My actual goal was clear. I wanted to save people. I wanted to eliminate the monsters and the suffering plaguing every corner of the world as much as I possibly could. To do that... I needed to be the best.

Wait, do I? Do I really?

"...I’m sorry. When you put it like that, I don't really have an answer," I admitted. "There are so many things I want to achieve, but whether or not I actually need to be the best to do them... I'm not sure."

"Hehe, I like your honesty. People who reach the top of this Academy are certainly showered with praise. They're called amazing, cool, beautiful, cute, and strong. But what do you think all that really amounts to? I came here because I wanted to be the Strongest. And sure, I might be stronger than most, but it’s meaningless."

"What do you mean by meaningless...?"

"In the end, everyone survives by supporting one another. Even if you're weak, shouldn't it be enough if the person standing next to you is strong?"

Her words hit me like a physical blow.

Until now, I’d been convinced that the world wouldn't change unless I was the strong one. But that wasn't true. Even if I were the most powerful person alive—even if I were the Strongest—it wouldn't change the nature of things.

I think I knew that somewhere in the back of my mind. I just wanted a reason to keep pushing myself.

Still, it stung. The desire to win was there, burning in my chest, and I couldn't even explain what it was.

"But you are strong, Eva-senpai," I said. "What does the world look like from your perspective?"

"—Boring."

She reached out, grabbing both of my cheeks and laughing. "I mean, there aren't many people stronger than me, but that hasn't changed anything. The things I truly want still stay out of reach more often than not."

"...Does this have something to do with the other Eva-san?"

"Oh, now that’s a troublesome question. But... perhaps it does."

Eva-senpai was strong. Too strong. And yet, even she couldn't get what she truly desired.

"But if you’re that dead set on becoming strong, I’ll teach you how."

"Really? What do I have to—"

"Don't lose."

"...Huh?"

"As long as you refuse to acknowledge defeat, you can still win. Any time, any place, any situation."

"That... doesn't that sound a bit wrong?"

"It’s not wrong at all. You just have to be the one winning at the very end. The process might be important, but results are everything, right?"

Her words brought my masters' teachings rushing back to me.

She’s right. This exam is just part of the process.

My partnership with Cynthia-san hadn't been dissolved, I hadn't graduated from Noblesse yet, and I certainly hadn't finished trying to change the world. Getting depressed now was a total waste of time.

"...You're right. I’ll give it my all."

"Fufufu. Well, if you’re that eager, maybe I should give you a little lesson."

"Is that okay?! Ah, but—"

Ever since people found out about my Copy ability, most of them had started refusing to spar with me.

"I’m sure you won't be able to steal my techniques anyway. —Oh, why don't you two over there join in as well?"

I followed Eva-senpai's gaze and looked back to see two shadows hovering nearby. Duke and Shari emerged, bowing their heads repeatedly in apology.

"Wait, since when were you there!?"

"Sorry, man," Duke muttered. "We were watching from halfway through, but we couldn't find a good moment to jump in."

"Sorry, Allen," Shari added.

They were so kind. They’d clearly realized I was feeling down and came to check on me.

Duke had been even more depressed than I was about losing the exam, but he was already fired up to win the next one. Shari had technically secured a Victory, but she’d been the first to claim it wasn't through her own power.

We were all still in the middle of our journeys. There was no point in wallowing or standing still.

"Alright... Eva-senpai, I’m in your ca—aaaaaaaaaaaaaghhhh!?"

The next heartbeat, my world flipped upside down as she shoved me straight off the rooftop.

Haha, of course. Our battle starts now.

I used Flight Magic to right myself in mid-air and conjured my Light Sword.

"—Let's do this!"

Using my defeat as nourishment, I was going to get even stronger.
170: The Second Summer Vacation (Estarm) ①

“...I see. That Magic Eye of yours is quite a terrifying thing, isn't it?”

“Hah. You don't look particularly frightened to me, Zebis.”

We were in the courtyard of the Fansent estate.

This was the first time I’d ever sparred with Zebis since coming to this world.

I knew he was a former Knight Commander and that he’d been Allen’s old master, but I never imagined he’d be this good.

“—One-Hit Kill!”

I unleashed a sharp, invisible slash—at least, that was the plan.

But Zebis sidestepped it with effortless ease.

He supposedly had almost no aptitude for magic, but his overwhelming swordsmanship made that fact irrelevant. He moved with reflexes that far exceeded even the speed Cecil had shown me.

“You cannot defeat me by simply attacking from a distance.”

“—Yeah, I'm well aware!”

I applied the Magic Formula for Fast Move to an Unnatural and took off in a blur. I activated my Magic Eye right then and there.

[Attack to the right—evaded. Attack to the left—evaded.]

I can see it. I can see everything, yet I can't land a single blow.

I tried to lunge for a frontal kill at the very last second, but even that only managed to graze his cheek.

The counter-stroke from his wooden sword caught me right in the solar plexus—a clean hit.

To my shock, my Inviolable Domain (Barrier) hadn't blocked it. Why? Because he was just too damn fast. My defense wasn't something that stayed active 24/7; it was designed to trigger automatically in response to an attack. In other words, if an attack was unleashed faster than the Magic Formula could be constructed, the barrier wouldn't react.

I’d just learned that the hard way.

Seriously though, it hurts like hell...

“What’s the matter, Weiss? Is that all you’ve got?”

“Haha... Give me a break, I'm doing my best here.”

“Zebis is nothing but a fast little weakling. His strikes have no weight behind them!”

Teacher Milk, who was standing behind Zebis, shouted her critique. Was it just my imagination, or was Zebis’s eyebrow twitching?

We were rotating through sparring partners. It was Spartan training in the truest sense, but for the current me, I was grateful for the intensity.

“It is my turn now,” Zebis said. “Milk, be quiet.”

“Hah! You sure bark loud for someone with such pathetic, spineless swordsmanship.”

“...I’ll kill you.”

Yeah, I’d officially confirmed another thing: Zebis was actually terrifying.

――――――――――――――――――――――――
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171: The Second Summer Vacation (Estarm) ②

"Weiss-sama, do your best! You can do it!"

Naturally, Lilith was right there with us.

It was a nostalgic sight, though things had changed considerably since the last time we were here.

If I were to look at myself objectively, I suppose I was fairly strong. 

After all, I’d never lost a single match at Noblesse. 

But I’d learned the hard way that there was always a bigger fish in the pond. Zebis, Milk, and Eva were living proof of that, and they were standing right in front of me. Even with Darius or Chloe, I couldn't be sure of the outcome until we actually traded blows. Even my win against Duke might have gone the other way depending on where we met or what sparked the fight. 

It was vital not to get cocky. I had to keep moving forward.

"You’re tough, Zebis. I didn't think you were quite that fast."

"I am honored, Weiss-sama. Your Magic Eye is certainly a powerful tool; to be honest, it’s an ability anyone would give their right arm for. However, with the way you're currently using it, it isn’t effective against an opponent who simply outclasses you in physical ability or reflex speed. You shouldn't just use it at key moments—you need to start getting creative with it."

He had a point. When I’d faced off against Duke, there were moments where my Magic Eye had been completely useless. 

So, I shouldn’t just be using it to read my opponent’s movements? There’s more to it than that?

—I see.

I lunged forward again. 

I committed to an attack, and the moment I entered the motion, I activated my Magic Eye. I already knew Zebis would block everything I threw at him. 

But that was the point.

"Unnatural — Bound!"

I manifested a transparent wall directly beneath Zebis’s feet, using it to launch him upward. I immediately moved to follow up with a strike while he was mid-air and unable to maneuver.

In the end, he still managed to guard against it.

However, up until that moment, he had been effortlessly evading me. This time, Zebis had judged that he had no choice but to block.

"Exactly. It isn’t just strength against strength, speed against speed, or magic against magic. You need flexible thinking. That is what you lack."

This is getting interesting. I could feel it—I was going to get even stronger.

"Ha! It’s only a matter of time before you lose, then!" Milk taunted from the sidelines.

"—Weiss-sama, if you'll excuse me for a moment."

"A-Ah... sure..."

Zebis turned and marched straight toward Teacher Milk. 

"You! Hey, Milk! If you've got that much to say, why don't we settle this right now!?"

"Fine by me," she shot back. "Shall we use real swords? Or are you too scared?"

As they devolved into their usual bickering, I stood there watching them blankly until Lilith approached me with a towel.

"They certainly get along well, don't they?" she said sincerely.

"I guess you could call it that... Anyway, I'm ready for a bath. I'll go boil the water—"

"I have already prepared it, Weiss-sama."

"As expected of you, Lilith."

"I'll even wash your back for you!"

Wait, what?

"Oh, that reminds me," she added, "a message arrived from Belk-sama's house via Messenger Bird a short while ago."

"From him? I wonder what he wants."

Well, this was my second Summer Vacation (Estarm). There were bound to be side stories happening that I wasn't even aware of yet.

I wondered what this year had in store for me.

————————————————————
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172: A Sudden Invitation (Maybe a Date?)

Inside the House Wiore mansion, a refined lady and a well-dressed gentleman were deep in conversation.

"Oh? Dear, where has Carta gone?"

"Back to the forest, I expect."

"Honestly. She finally comes home from Noblesse, yet she’s exactly the same as always."

"Is it so bad? Besides, she has changed. She has a wonderful look on her face these days."

"...I suppose you're right. Oh, but did you know? It seems our girl has someone on her mind."

"...What was that?"

"She hasn't said it outright, but whenever she mentions a boy named Weiss, she looks absolutely radiant."

"Vai... the Fanscent boy? I've heard the name. If I recall correctly, he’s said to be quite exceptional."

"Carta certainly never tires of telling me how 'amazing' he is."

"I see. Weiss, huh? I'd like her to bring him by the house sometime."

"Well, about that... apparently, he already has a fiancé."

"............"

◇

"Hehe. Well? How does it feel to be back in the sky after all this time?"

"Meow, meow!"

This was my second summer vacation since enrolling in Noblesse. Whenever I returned to my parents' home, I always headed straight for the forest. My reason was simple: I just couldn't wait to see my kitties again.

Mike sat perched on my back, his gaze fixed happily on the forest below. 

He loves the sky, just like I do. He was the reason I learned to fly in the first place.

I really wish I could show this view to Weiss, too...

I was sure that right about now, he was off on a date with Cynthia or something similar.

...Must be nice.

I touched down softly on the forest floor, and the next cat in line hopped onto my back to take its turn.

"Meow, meow!"

"Hehe, such a good boy. All right—here we go!"

In an instant, I soared high into the air.
173: A Sudden (Date?) Invitation, Part 2

Ever since I’d enrolled at Noblesse, I’d managed to carry myself with a lot more confidence than I used to.

That said, I couldn’t exactly call my exam results "good."

I was definitely making progress, step by step.

And yet, I still couldn’t quite grasp a win.

I supposed I just lacked a certain raw hunger. Everyone else was single-mindedly pursuing strength and nothing else. 

Maybe I was just different.

...But that’s okay, right?

Right then, something came flying toward me from ahead. 

It was a Messenger Bird.

"Coo-coo!"

"Huh? For me?"

I never imagined I’d actually receive mail while I was soaring through the sky. 

The wax seal on the letter bore a family crest I’d definitely seen somewhere before.

Wait, could this be from... Vai?

I hurried to tear it open. Inside was a message written in a very short, very typical Weiss-like manner: "I have a favor to ask."

"...Wh-what could it be?"

Is it training? That’s possible. He did mention he wanted me to teach him Flight Magic.

O-or maybe... could it be... an invitation for a date?!

G-gah, what am I even saying?!

"Nyaooooon!"

"Ah! I-I’m so sorry!"

My heart was racing so fast that I’d started wobbling unsteadily in the air, much to the cats' cargo-related distress.

Honestly, the reason didn't matter. As long as I got to see Weiss-kun—as long as I could just be with him, I was happy.

Ugh, this is exactly why I’m so weak, isn’t it?

But still... what could have happened to make him send this?
174: Weiss and Carta (1)

"Sorry about this, Carta. I’m sure you had plenty of other things you wanted to do during Summer Vacation (Estarm)."

"Not at all! Really, not at all! I had absolutely nothing to do! I was just... you know, sitting around meditating by myself! Yep!"

"I see. Well, that’s a relief then."

"Y-yeah!"

She must have been incredibly bored, I thought. For some reason, her cheeks were flushed a bright red.

Carta and I were currently being rattled around in the back of a carriage. Our destination was the Royal Capital. Cynthia was apparently there on family business as well, so there was a chance she’d join up with us later. Since I’d left the Messenger Bird in Lilith’s care, she likely already knew I was headed for the city.

"You’re so kind, Weiss-kun," Carta said. "I bet Belk-kun is going to be thrilled."

"Well, I am his senior, after all," I replied, trying to sound the part.

It had all started with a single letter. It hadn't come from Belk himself, but from House Friede—specifically, Belk’s father. To put it simply, he wanted me to give his son and his son's childhood friend some training. 

To my utter shock, my own father, Agate Fansent, had signed the bottom of the letter as well. I’d had no idea, but apparently, the two of them were old acquaintances. 

House Friede was a prestigious, blue-blooded lineage that had served as the Royal Family’s personal guards for generations. In the Original Story, Belk never intended to enroll at Noblesse; he was supposed to be fast-tracked through the elite course. He was slated to meet Allen during the final stages of the story, where they would butt heads before eventually teaming up against a common enemy. It was a minor sub-plot, not even part of the main narrative, so it had taken me a while to even recall the details.

But that all changed when he saw me at the tournament and decided to enroll in Noblesse instead. Basically, it was a massive pain, but I felt responsible for derailing the kid's entire life. He was already plenty strong, but I figured I should give him a few pointers to ensure the future didn't go completely off the rails. Well, that and the fact that my father had personally asked me to do it.

That was why I’d reached out to Carta. Flight Magic was an incredibly difficult technique that neither of us had fully mastered yet. I’d already planned on practicing, so I figured I might as well send her a letter and invite her along.

"——♪ ——♪"

Yeah, she must have been seriously bored, I mused. She was humming a little tune to herself, looking quite pleased.
Weiss and Carta, Part 2

"U-um, Weiss-kun... would you like to try some of this?"

At that moment, I realized Carta was holding something green in her hand.

Wait—this scent is...?!

"What exactly is this?" I asked.

"It’s a Melomelon Snack. My family’s company is planning to release them soon."

Now that I thought about it, her family was the one behind the Melo-Melon business expansion. Damn it, for someone like me to have forgotten! I let such a massive connection slip my mind.

"I’ll eat it," I declared. "In fact, put me down for ten dozen."

"Huh?! I-I see. I’ll make the arrangements."

"Please do. —Chomp."

"Fueh?! Weiss-kun?!"

"...It’s good."

Before I even realized what was happening, my body moved on its own. I had snatched the snack right out of Carta's hand and wolfed it down.

The texture was perfectly crispy, and the flavor of Melo-Melon exploded across my palate.

This is the absolute best...

Does Carta possess both the world's best Flight Magic and the best Melo-Melon? I felt like there was one more thing she had, but I couldn't quite remember.

"Carta, you really are the best."

"Eh?! Ehehe, I'm so happy to hear that."

I definitely need to get even closer to her from now on.

I felt a slight twinge of guilt for using her like this, but then again, I am Weiss Fancent. I use every tool at my disposal. 

But it’s fine. Carta just needs to make sure she uses me well in return.

"I’ll pay you back for the snacks, of course, but that won't be enough to square the debt," I said. "I’ve been asking a lot of you lately, including this trip. Is there anything you want me to do for you?"

"E-eeeeh?! That's too much! But... t-that's true. Maybe I should think about it for a bit..."

"Yeah, anything is fine."

"A-anything?! ...Oh, what should I do...?"

Carta then proceeded to go through a whirlwind of emotions—blushing furiously, fidgeting restlessly, and then scowling in deep thought. 

I had no idea what she was going to ask for, but well, it was Carta. She’d probably just want to go to her favorite Cat Cafe or something. If that was the price for a steady supply of Melo-Melon, it was a bargain. 

Ah, as I thought, I really might be the perfect Weiss Fancent.

"...Maybe a ring... no, but... a ceremony..."

What the heck has she been mumbling about for the last minute?

Oh, right. I remember the third thing she has now. 

The jiggle.



Afterword
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176: Talented Underclassmen ①

Belk’s estate was, without a doubt, the most massive noble mansion I had ever laid eyes on.

No, "massive" doesn't even begin to cover it. 

It was the grandest of all grand manors. There were so many butlers and maids running around that I lost count within minutes. The courtyard garden was carpeted in a sea of vibrant, multicolored flowers that filled the air with a sweet fragrance. A plot of land this size in the Royal Capital... the property taxes alone would be enough to make a man faint.

Beyond the gardens, the estate even housed its own Special Training Ground, stocked with an arsenal of every weapon imaginable.

A thoroughbred among thoroughbreds. That was Belk Friede.

"Uooooooooooo! Spinning Slaaaaash!"

"—Interesting, but you’re wide open."

The man in question came hurtling through the air, rotating vertically as he prepared to bring his sword down on me. I didn't even need my Magic Eye to see him coming; his movements were broadcasted in high-definition. 

I dodged with a light sidestep and planted a firm kick into his flank.

Belk went flying.

However, mid-flight, he was suddenly caught and cushioned by something resembling a net. It's probably magic, but the concealment is so thick I can barely make out the threads.

"Belk, there’s no way you’ll ever win if you just charge in like a total idiot," a voice chimed in.

"That's weird... I thought for sure that was my finishing move..."

The speaker was Meryl Stone.

She hailed from a long line of Court Mages and was a natural-born prodigy. She had been subjected to "gifted" education since she was in diapers, and her raw talent was said to eclipse even Belk’s. Despite only being a first-year, she held a complete monopoly over the top of the rankings. Apparently, Belk had never beaten her and was perpetually stuck in second place.

The biggest reason for her dominance was her almost pathological obsession with hard work. It was a well-known legend that the first-year Training Room was essentially Meryl’s permanent residence. She never let success go to her head; she was constantly, relentlessly refining her craft. 

It wasn't that Belk was slacking off, exactly. It was just that Meryl was... special.

"—Mana Cannon."

As if to signal that their break time was over, a massive pillar of mana came raining down from the heavens. Meryl intercepted it with an agonizingly precise Defense Formula before soaring up into the sky. 

Among the Noblesse, Meryl and Cynthia were likely the only ones capable of reaching Carta in the air on their own strength—excluding the literal freaks of nature, of course. Meryl might not have been on Carta’s level yet, but she possessed an exceptionally high level of technical skill. Once she reached the clouds, she began peppering Carta with a barrage of different elemental spells.

"Whoa... they’re amazing..." Belk muttered.

As I watched them, I realized I was thinking the exact same thing as him.

...For some reason, this is starting to get on my nerves.

—One-Hit Kill.

I unleashed an invisible slash.

However, the kid actually managed to dodge it. "Hie!?" 

Good grief. For a first-year, he’s got absolutely no charm. How did he even sense that?

"Eyes on me," I snapped. "Don't look away."

"Yes, sir! Here I come!"

"Yeah. Give me everything you've got."

―――――――――――――――――――――――
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177: Talented Juniors ②

"Whoa, that was a blast! Seriously, it was the best! I mean, Weiss-senpai is a given, but Carta-senpai is just on another level!"

"Belk, you’re too loud. But she really is incredible. Carta-san, how do you manage to reach such heights?"

We were taking a break from our training, enjoying a light meal in the courtyard.

They’d even prepared some Melo-Melon for us. I had to hand it to them; their "junior game" was on point.

Ultimately, Belk and Meryl were almost completely shut out by our team. Setting my own performance aside, I was genuinely shocked by how thoroughly Carta had neutralized Meryl. 

It wasn’t just the height advantage. Thanks to her time partnering with Olynn, her Defense Formula, the tracking capabilities of her Magic Cannon, and even her basic flight skills had been polished to a mirror finish. Even if you managed to land a spell on her, cracking that defense would be no ordinary feat. 

If I had to go up against her one-on-one, I honestly couldn't see a single future where I’d come out on top.

"Well, you see, you have to use magic to equalize lift and Gravity, but doing that requires you to automate the Construction Formula. You get what I mean, right, Weiss-kun?"

"……Of course."

Wait, what? Since when was that a thing? This is the first I’ve heard of it!

"I see... So you maintain altitude by factoring in thrust and drag as well! Wow, this is so educational..."

"Huuuuuh?" 

Belk tilted his head in total confusion.

This is bad. I think I’m on the exact same wavelength as Belk.

Then again, Carta was a genius, and Meryl was one too. It was only natural that a mere mortal wouldn't be able to follow a conversation between the two of them. 

Of course, I could grasp it intuitively. It was just a matter of constantly pumping out magic to defy Gravity while maintaining flight. 

Though, yeah, that’s the part that’s actually impossible.

"Carta, could you teach me the... 'intuitive' version later?"

"Eh? In that case, do you want to fly together?"

"Together?"

"Yeah! Meryl-san, why don't you try taking Belk-san for a spin too? It’ll be a good learning experience for you."

"Ugh, with Belk?" Meryl groaned.

"Hey! What’s that supposed to mean? Take me with you!"

"Fine, fine."

Once we finished our meal, I took a seat in front of Carta while Belk sat in front of Meryl. We straddled our brooms, ready to go. 

If I was going to learn by sensation, I figured it was best to experience it with my whole body.
178: Talented Juniors ③

After we’d soared high into the sky, Carta began walking me through the specifics.

"Right, right, like this. Can you feel where I’m releasing the mana?"

"Yeah... I think I'm starting to get it."

"Belk, more power! We’re losing altitude!"

"Give me a break, this is seriously impossible!"

Things were hectic for the pair over there, but I was having a crisis of my own.

And that was because—

"And then, right here—"

Carta’s... "assets" were jiggling right against my back. Softly.

Talk about an unexpected development. If Cynthia saw me like this right now, she’d probably keep me cryogenically frozen until next year.

"—Weiss-kun, are you even listening?"

"Ah, sorry. I blanked out for a second."

"Wait, what?! Why?!"

"No reason."

I somehow managed to claw back my sanity and focused on the flight lesson. 

To be fair, this training was a godsend. By riding with her, I could see the world through her eyes and get a real feel for her timing. It was arguably the most vital skill to have when facing the Demon Race. Up until now, I’d been fine thanks to Cynthia and Shari, but if I ever had to fight alone, I’d be at a staggering disadvantage without this.

"Thanks, Carta."

"Eh? What’s this for all of a sudden?"

"It’s got to be a pain, trying to explain all this to someone who isn't picking it up right away."

Carta simply shook her head.

"No, I’m the one who should be thanking you. I’m only in Noblesse right now because of you, Weiss-kun."

"Hah, don't be ridiculous. That was your own skill."

"It really was because of you, though."

She’s half-right and half-wrong, I thought. I was nothing more than a catalyst. Carta is the one who put in the work to grow her own strength. Still, it didn't feel bad to hear her say it.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaah! Meryl, I’m losing controoooooool!"

"Wait, you’re overdoing the output! Stop, sto-o-o-o-op!"

Just then, Belk and Meryl went into a literal nosebolt toward the ground. 

Acting on pure instinct, I kicked the broom’s thrust into high gear and dove after them. I managed to snatch their staff just a hair’s breadth away from disaster.

"Good grief. Pay attention, you two."

"S-Sorry, sir!"

"Weiss-kun, that was perfect! Your speed was incredible..."

"Ah, yeah. —I see."

I guess I was just moving desperately, I realized. Still, I really had been fast. 

Yeah, flying really is fun after all.

In that moment, I could have sworn I heard a voice whisper, Right? 

I shook it off; it was probably just my imagination. 

That said, I hadn't come to the Royal Capital just to train Belk and Meryl. There was an important trigger event for the Main Story coming up here. It would probably be child’s play for the current me, but I couldn't afford to let my guard down.

After all, for the first time in a long while, I was going to have to kill someone.
179 Weiss and Belk ①

After crashing at Belk’s place for a few days, I realized that everyone’s skills were sharpening—mostly thanks to Carta. I wouldn’t call her a mentor, exactly, but she certainly got results.

I also hated to admit it, but the place was actually quite comfortable. It was frustrating, but I had to give it to the guy—his talent for being a doting junior was top-tier.

Carta was apparently taking it easy over at Meryl’s house nearby, looking as happy as could be. Word was they were feeding her nothing but the finest feasts.

Unfortunately, I couldn't afford a good night's sleep tonight. It was a hassle, but a necessary one. 

Besides, this was originally supposed to be Allen’s job. 

I couldn't believe that idiot had gone off to train at a time like this. Who on earth was he with, anyway?

I slipped out of my room and glanced toward the courtyard. Sure enough, there he was, being as desperate as ever.

"Same as always," I muttered.

"——Hah! Haa!"

Out in the sprawling courtyard, Belk was shirtless, swinging his sword with single-minded focus. He was practicing forms so basic they were almost laughable. Honestly, I doubted any other student at Noblesse would be caught dead doing something so mundane.

But the guy just kept at it—the same grounded, repetitive grind, every single day and night, drenched in sweat.

When we first fought, his swordsmanship looked like nothing more than the product of a good bloodline. It was all solid forms mixed with the occasional nonsensical strike. But that was intentional. In a serious match, his blade was more graceful than anyone’s.

A self-taught style always leaves openings. No matter how much you train, you can never quite match the refined movements of a knight or someone serving directly under the Royal Family. 

Belk understood that. But he also understood that being "graceful" would only get him so far.

Teacher Milk, Zebis, and Eva—they all had their own unique, personal techniques they had polished themselves. Belk was trying to forge his own through sheer, dogged repetition. He knew what he was doing, and he understood that failure was just a part of the process.

To most of the crowd at Noblesse, Belk probably looked like a natural genius—just another brat coasting on his innate lineage. But he wasn't that shallow. He could have lived a life far happier than the average person just by existing, yet here he was, hell-bent on becoming truly strong.

Belk had decided to enroll in Noblesse after watching the exchange between Allen and me at the tournament. That meant I had to take at least a little bit of responsibility for the way his life was turning out.
180: Weiss and Belk (Part 2)

It was only natural, really. Allen and I were fighting with techniques that already surpassed the Original Story.

If he just stuck to the script, there was no way he could ever win.

That’s exactly why he’s shattering his own forms.

In the Original Story, Belk was a stickler for the basics who despised self-taught gimmicks.

He’d always believed such diversions were a waste of time.

The only person he’d never been able to match was Meryl, but she was a pure mage. Unlike a clash between warriors, a magical showdown was basically a game of rock-paper-scissors; winning or losing didn't prove much.

It was the same as how it would be difficult for Cynthia to beat Carta in a head-on fight—the outcome was dictated by the situation itself.

Yet, despite that history, he’d decided to discard everything he’d built just by watching a single match between Allen and me.

It’s like me abandoning the sword styles Teacher Milk drummed into me.

Even if your head told you that you couldn't win otherwise, most people wouldn't be able to go through with it.

On top of that, he wasn't arrogant about his progress, nor did he go around blabbing to everyone.

Whenever he had a free moment, he’d practice his forms, then spend even more time practicing how to break them.

He might have been my junior in name, but I had plenty to learn from this guy.

He showed me the true meaning of being a swordsman.

In that regard, he was just like Duke. He was someone capable of charging single-mindedly toward the heights of power.

Honestly, you "authentic" types are something else.

"Hey," I called out.

"No, that's not right..." Belk muttered to himself. "Huh? Was that Senior Weiss’s voice? Just an auditory hallucination? Must be my imagination."

"Hey, Excitement Kid."

"E-Eh?! Wha—?! Senior Weiss?! What are you doing out here?! In the middle of the night?!"

"Because it’s the middle of the night. Belk, you still got some fight left in you?"

I’ve never looked for equality, and I don’t think I’ll ever need it. I’m not exactly the type to go around trusting people, either.

But... well, maybe a little bit of that wouldn’t hurt. If it’s this guy, he might actually be able to handle it.

Belk scrambled to change his clothes.

"Is it time for a midnight snack?! Is this a reward for working so hard late at night?!"

"Wrong. There's somewhere we need to go. But I'm warning you, you’ll probably regret this. I have no idea if even those thick nerves of yours can endure it."

At my prickly tone, Belk started to form a grin. 

He was probably about to chirp that he’d follow me anywhere. I cut him off before he could speak.

"From this moment on, do not let a single smile cross your face. That is my condition."

"...Understood. I'll follow you."

"Good. You belong to the Light, Belk. It's time I taught you about the Darkness."
181 Underground Side Story ①

The Ostrava Royal Capital was a truly dazzling place.

Tons of citizens lived there, and tourists and famous Adventurers flocked to the city in droves. They were all chasing a dream, of course. 

Just a short walk through the streets revealed a world of splendor. S-class Adventurers, Court Mages, Royal Knights, Special Class Summoners—and the political world went without saying. There were heaps of nobles with more money than they could spend in ten lifetimes. Everyone could convince themselves that just by being here, they could make their dreams come true.

But reality was a cold mistress. Most people simply vanished from the Royal Capital. Yet, even so, the city’s allure never faded. The losers slunk away in silence, while the winners shouted their triumphs from the rooftops.

It was the same in my original world. The only difference was that in this world, the Darkness of Noblesse ran far too deep.

◇

"Pardon me, but your name?"

"……Weiss Fancent."

It was two in the morning. I was standing in the underground passage of a certain decrepit building, facing a man with a hood pulled low over his face. I’d had Zebis handle the arrangements, so my "reservation" was already in the books.

"—Understood. And your companion?"

"He’s my follower. Surely one extra person isn't a problem?"

"……Understood."

We passed through the door and entered an even longer hallway. Belk, my follower, spoke up without removing his hood.

"This place is locked down tight. Was it really okay to give your real name?"

"Yeah. Apparently, my reputation as a villainous noble still carries some weight."

"What’s that supposed to mean?"

"You don't need to know. Just keep your hood down. Technically, it's impossible for someone like me to even be here."

"Got it. —Honestly, though? That mask really suits you."

"Shut it."

He didn't seem to be smiling, but his joking nature hadn't changed. Then again, in this world, that was a good thing. It was the same with Teacher Milk and Eva; having nerves of steel was a prerequisite for being strong. You had to be able to laugh no matter what happened. If you couldn't do that, you wouldn't survive this world.

Beyond the passage, we emerged into a space that looked like a massive warehouse. 

The place was packed. It was the middle of the night, yet here they were, wearing trendy glasses or masks, sipping from crystal glasses. 

Good grief. If I were just reading about this in some story, I’d think it was par for the course, but seeing it in the flesh? Nothing makes me want to puke more.
Chapter 182: Underground Side Story, Part 2

“—We’re sitting over there.”

“As you wish.”

Once we were inside, Belk was surprisingly composed. 

He didn't slip up once; he was pulling off a perfect Copy of a butler.

He’s always been the dexterous type. The primary reason for that, I suspect, is those eyes of his. Every so often, he mimics the way I or Allen move.

He acts like he has zero interest in others, but deep down, he’s probably more of a people person than anyone. Not that he’s realized it himself, of course.

I sank into a large sofa, and a shapely woman brought over some drinks. 

Belk snatched them up with practiced ease and handed one to me. 

I made the motion of taking a drink, but it was all for show.

Sheesh, the guy really gets it. Just as I’d instructed him, he was keeping a firm Dark Eye on our surroundings.

Something must have surprised him, because his posture stiffened ever so slightly. 

He’s an easy guy to read. If Allen were here, though, it wouldn’t have ended with just a minor twitch—knowing him, it would have been a whole ordeal.

The crowd continued to grow after that. 

And then, finally... it began.

As if on cue, the curtains were thrown open with a flourish.

Standing there in the silence were—children, locked behind iron bars.
183 The Auction, Part I

The first time I ever butt heads with Allen was during a history lecture on slavery.

That guy is stupidly earnest—he absolutely can’t stand anything crooked.

On the other hand, I know better than to think this world is all sunshine and rainbows. Because I know the Original Story—and because I tend to view the world through a cynical lens—I understand that Light and Darkness are two sides of the same coin.

But I doubt it’s that easy for Belk. For a guy who’s lived his entire life as a paragon of virtue, this sight has to be a total nightmare. To think such atrocities were happening right beneath the surface of the glittering Royal Capital...

The way he froze up a second ago... he probably spotted someone he recognized hiding behind one of those masks.

You never really know what’s lurking behind a smile. I know that all too well. Or rather, it’s because the original Weiss knew it. A deep-seated sense of deception rooted in the heart emits a constant, high-pitched signal never to trust anyone.

That’s exactly why people I can trust from the bottom of my heart, like Cynthia and Lilith, are so precious to me. Because for someone like him, having irreplaceable, one-of-a-kind companions—like Meryl is to Belk—feels like a damn miracle.

“Now then, everyone, please, take a long look! You’re even welcome to have a feel, provided you’re gentle!”

The masked auctioneer sounded absolutely delighted, like a chef presenting a signature dish to a crowd of hungry diners.

The children shoved into the cramped iron cages reacted in different ways. Some were paralyzed with fear, some were shaking uncontrollably, and some looked like they had simply given up on life altogether.

They all had one thing in common: tails, patches of scales, or animal ears atop their heads.

Yeah. They’re demi-humans.

“Oho, Number Seven looks promising. We serve some pretty gourmet meals at my place.”

“I’m a fan of Number Six’s ears myself.”

“Number Five for me. Those eyes... they give me the shivers.”

Having sharp hearing is a total curse at times like this.

But Belk had those eyes of his. He was likely seeing every single twitch and tremor from those kids. He was quietly clenching his fists.

“We’re going closer,” I whispered, giving Belk’s shoulder a light tap.

I had no idea what was going through his head as he followed me with stiff, awkward steps until we reached the front. Even so, he was sticking firmly to my instructions.

“Alright, let’s start the bidding with Number One!”

And just like that, the auction began.
184: The Auction, Part 2

Slavery itself wasn't illegal in this world. 

There were even those who offered themselves up for sale, figuring that being owned was a step up from starving to death in a gutter as a war orphan. 

But the crowd here was different. 

These were children who had been illegally kidnapped—snared like animals. It sounds cold to put it this way, but demi-humans were rare. And in this world, that rarity often led to the absolute worst possible outcomes.

"Now then, are there any other bidders?! Does anyone else want to try for more?!" 

The auctioneer’s voice practically sang with glee as the prices continued to skyrocket. 

In the Original Story, Allen found out about this place and smashed everything to pieces.

But the people sitting in this room weren't some bottom-of-the-barrel bandit group. They were famous nobles and influential power brokers. What followed for the hero was a total disaster. Despite acting in the name of justice, he ended up a wanted man, permanently banned from entering the Royal Capital.

That particular episode had actually been a fan favorite back in the game. I guess the more the protagonist’s life turned into a total dumpster fire, the more entertaining the game became for the players.

I didn't come here to play the hero of justice, though. I was here to take a sickening story beat and tear it to shreds. 

Of course, my plan was to make my entrance as Weiss Fancent, then immediately hide my face and work from the shadows... but things weren't going quite as smoothly as I’d hoped.

"…What the hell is this?" Belk muttered.

"Exactly what it looks like," I replied. "I assume you didn't know."

"…I can’t forgive this. This is unacceptable."

"Yeah. So, what do you want to do about it?"

Being the smart guy he was, he had to realize just how dangerous it would be to go on a rampage here. That was exactly why he couldn’t move. His heart and body were likely locked in a clash of pure revulsion, leaving him paralyzed. He wasn't a total idiot like Allen, after all.

"…What should I do?" he whispered.

"Think for yourself."

The auction proceeded without a hitch. The "merchandise" wasn't handed over on the spot; instead, everything was to be delivered after the event ended. All for the sake of "security," naturally.

Belk just stood there, staring. I couldn't tell if he'd been swallowed by despair or if his sense of reason was the only thing holding him back.

…Well, I guess it can't be helped.

I stood up quietly. I’d entered the venue as Weiss Fancent, but I’d already cooked up a separate alibi for my "real" self. It wouldn't be a problem for me to cut loose and cause a scene here.

But right then—Belk stepped forward.

Show me, Belk. Can you find your resolve? Can you change your future... and the Original Story?
185: Unforgivable ①

"—I can't forgive this."

Without another word, Belk dispelled the magic binding the girl's iron cage.

That alone was enough to stun me.

The cage was supposed to be protected by a heavy-duty magic Barrier. It was a seal so powerful that, normally, you shouldn't be able to break it without using Time Lapse.

And yet, he’d dismantled it on pure instinct.

Good grief. This guy is the real deal—a total genius.

I thought he was just going to rescue the children and be done with it, but for some reason, he reached up and ripped off his mask.

"I won't let this stand! What the hell were you people thinking!?"

Hah. They say a fool doesn't think about the consequences, but I guess a true fool is someone who acts even after they’ve weighed them.

"That kid... Isn’t he Belk Friede?"

"What is a member of the Royal Family doing here...? This is bad."

"Kill him! Hurry up and tear him to pieces!"

The excited scum began to raise a ruckus.

I suppose House Friede is terrifying enough to warrant that reaction. Of course, this trade is illegal. To be strictly accurate, though, it’s less about the 'slaves' and more about the 'tax evasion' and 'violating municipal ordinances' part.

"What are you idiots doing!?"

"That’s right! Hurry up! Do you want everyone in this room to be ruined!?"

At that, several men who looked like guards stepped forward.

Each of them drew a sword. Belk, on the other hand, was empty-handed. The strict body search we’d undergone had been designed specifically for a moment like this.

"—Belk, this is going to be a disaster," I called out to him.

But he just raised his voice again, shouting that he couldn't forgive them.

I couldn't help but let a small smile slip.

Damn. I guess my heart’s starting to change a little bit too.

The next second, the men lunged at Belk.

They were guards for the nobles and the auction organizers. They were likely reasonably skilled.

"—Senpai..."

"Well, I’m the one who brought you here, after all."

I stepped forward and shielded Belk. I had already manifested my Dual Sword.

I summoned Debi and handed over a wooden sword I’d been concealing.

"Don't kill them. I don't care about them personally, but the paperwork afterwards would be a nightmare."

"...Got it."

"Now then, it’d be pretty cowardly of me to let you shoulder all the risk alone, wouldn't it?"

I ripped off my own mask right then and there.

I’m sure they’d already guessed who I was, but this makes it official. As his senior, I can't exactly let him take the fall by himself.
186: Unforgivable ②

"H-Hurry, kill them!"

Guards began pouring into the room, one after another. 

Meanwhile, the nobles scrambled to flee the scene, desperately trying to keep their masks in place. If we let them slip away now, they’ll find a million ways to lie their way out of this. Our only choice was to capture every last one of them and settle this in a court of law. That was the absolute requirement for success.

"Activate the Barrier!" 

The auctioneer must have triggered a magic tool, because a resonant hum suddenly vibrated through the air. Damn it, this never happened in the Original Story. It seemed my presence was throwing the established plot into a tailspin in more ways than one.

Thanks to that, multiple layers of reinforced Barriers now stood between us and the powerful men in the back. Beating down the guards without killing them was one thing, but now I had to apprehend all those nobles without leaving a scratch on them? The difficulty level had just spiked through the roof.

"Belk, I don’t hate what you did. But you’d better show me you’ve got the strength to back it up!"

"Understood!"

The moment I lunged forward, Belk took off at a terrifying speed. He moved like a wild animal, toying with the enemies and knocking them unconscious with surgical precision. Of course, the kid starts pulling off near-perfect moves the second his back is against the wall.

However, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the noblemen scrambling toward an exit. I tried to hurry after them, but then—a familiar Mana Cannon blast obliterated the door.

The Barrier flickered and died immediately after. 

Wait, what? Why are they here?

It was Carta and Meryl.

"You’re not going any further," Carta declared.

"Belk! We’ve got this side covered! We're leaving the rest to you!" Meryl shouted.

We didn’t waste any more breath on words. We simply moved as one and suppressed the entire room.
187: The Auction Resolution, Part 1

"Weiss-kun, do you want some fruit?"

"Yeah, thanks."

In the courtyard of House Friede, Carta and I were having a fruit-themed tea party. Right in front of us, Belk and Meryl were busy trying to beat the life out of each other in a sparring match.

"Take this! Spinning Slash!"

"Too many openings."

His swings were as wide as ever, but it looked like he’d actually made a slight improvement by imbuing the tip of his blade with the fire attribute. If that actually landed, it would do some serious damage. 'If' being the operative word.

Meryl dodged with a look of utter boredom and blasted him from the side with a Mana Cannon. 

I couldn't help but feel a small smile tugging at my lips at the peaceful—if slightly violent—sight.

"Sigh... Honestly, being above ground is just the best, isn't it?" 

"Ha! Hearing words like that come out of your mouth is like watching a deleted scene I never knew existed."

"Deleted scene? I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I certainly never imagined I’d end up behind bars."

"I bet."

After the dust settled, the four of us were all rounded up and arrested together. It was a real bonding experience. To be fair, half the room was already tied up in ropes by the time the guards arrived.

"Even so, your father is amazing, Weiss-kun."

"Yeah... I was pretty surprised myself."

We were tossed into a cell just like everyone else, but once our identities were revealed, the chaos that followed was nothing short of legendary.

The House of Wiore is famous for their business ventures, and Carta’s little flight over Noblesse was already the talk of the Royal Capital. Then you had Belk, who’s basically the Royal Family’s personal right hand, and Meryl, the prodigy from a lineage of Court Mages.

Oh, and then there was me. Weiss Fancent.

The people we’d tied up, on the other hand, were the city's power players. Just imagining the headache the authorities must have had trying to figure out how to handle this mess made me want to crawl into a hole.

Normally, I should have been the one to take the fall for everything. I knew that, and honestly, I was prepared for it. That’s why I didn't change my story. I stood tall and told them exactly what I’d done: I’d known about the auction, and I wanted to tear the whole thing down. From the perspective of the investigators, I was a godsend. I was practically begging them to pin the whole thing on me.

Considering how the Original Story usually goes, it wouldn’t have been surprising if they’d just thrown the book at me without a second thought.

"It seems you handled the situation well, Weiss."

I was ready for the worst, but then the most shocking thing happened. To my absolute surprise, the one who actually came to pick me up was my father, Agate.
Chapter 188: The Auction Resolution, Part 2

I was bracing myself for a long stay in a cold, damp cell, but to my absolute shock, the person who actually showed up to collect me was my father, Agate.

“Wh-what are you doing here...?”

“I am your father, after all.”

My father, a man who was supposed to be drowning in work, had dropped everything to come and get me. Not only that, he’d already wrapped the entire situation up in a neat little bow.

“You’d better make sure to thank Princess Sophia,” he added.

“Huh? What for...?”

“I heard she went to some pretty reckless lengths to save your hide. Honestly, it was a massive headache for me as well.”

Hearing that made me feel like a complete heel. I had no idea Sophia cared that much about me. Is she really that worried? ...Maybe I should send her a thank-you letter or something?

“I’m sorry...”

“Heh, don’t worry about it. You’re my son, through and through.”

He said it with a smirk as he reached out and patted my head. I found out later that my old man had climbed much higher in the political world than I'd realized—high enough to carry some serious weight. I guess the fact that we both don't mind making enemies means the apple didn't fall far from the tree.

The moment he heard I’d been pinched, he apparently went on the warpath. He hit them from every conceivable angle: tax evasion, the illegal capture of Demi-humans, and operating businesses without permits—you name it. They say he produced a mountain of evidence that was so vast, it was hard to believe he’d gathered it all in just a few days.

Then there was Princess Sophia’s influence. I even heard that Teacher Milk had a hand in it; apparently, she’d utilized her old Adventurer connections for all they were worth. After that, the parents of Belk, Meryl, and Carta only had to jump on the bandwagon. Once it was proven that legitimacy was on our side, the authorities started dealing with the power players in the proper, legal manner.

Mind you, this was only enough to get us set free. There was no way these high-and-mighty figures were actually going to end up behind bars over something like this.

However...

“Phew... I’m dead on my feet,” Belk groaned.

“Quit whining,” Meryl snapped. “Though, I guess you have gotten a little stronger.”

The two of them, looking utterly spent, slumped down in the chairs in front of me.

“So,” I asked, “are you two actually for real about this?”

“Yeah,” Belk replied. “I know I can’t change everything, but I’ve gotta do what I can.”

“I always knew deep down that this wasn't right,” Meryl added. “But I was just drifting along with the status quo. I think this was the wake-up call I needed.”

It seems that once they graduate from Noblesse, the two of them plan to push for the total abolition of the slave trade in the Royal Capital. Every country has different laws, and changing even one of them is going to be a nightmare of an ordeal, but their resolve seemed rock-solid.

I happen to know that in the Original Story, the public’s consciousness eventually shifts thanks to Allen’s actions. Still, that doesn't happen until way later in the narrative. The game only ever hinted that slavery might be phased out; the actual outcome was always left vague.

But if it’s Belk and Meryl we’re talking about, maybe they really can make it happen one day.

Well, it’s not like I have anything against a happy ending.
189: Auction Resolution — Part 3

"If anything happens, go talk to Allen. Those guys will fight like their lives depend on it for you."

"Weiss!?"

"Carta, you have to know how to handle idiots like that. ...But, well, I'm partially responsible for this mess, too. If something comes up, come to me after you’ve talked to Allen."

The three of them beamed at me. Good grief, what a bunch of happy-go-lucky saps.

"Carta, it’s about time we headed back. We’ve overstayed our welcome as it is."

"Wait, stay a bit longer, Senior Weiss!"

"I've had quite enough..."

By the way, I hadn't told Cynthia a word about any of this. 

If she’d found out in real-time that I’d been thrown in a cell, she probably would’ve hacked through the iron bars just to bust me out.

That said, I’d heard her own schedule had just cleared up at the perfect time.

Truth be told... I wanted to see her, too.

"A-and, also, my mother said she wants to treat you to dinner."

"Dinner...?"

"Yeah. She says she wants to thank you properly for everything that happened."

"I didn't do a thing. If anything, it’s the opposite—I'm the one who caused the trouble."

"I don't think that’s true at all, though..."

In reality, we only managed to catch the culprits because Carta had come to the rescue. I didn't owe her anything; if anything, we were even. As for how she’d managed to show up at the perfect moment, apparently Meryl had been tailing Belk.

Good grief, those two are practically head over heels for each other.

No, more than that... I felt like I was forgetting something crucial.

...Oh, right. That.

"Fine, I guess I'll go."

"Wait, really!?"

"Yeah. My Flight Magic still isn't perfect, anyway."

"O-oh, right! Yeah, I get it!"

"Senior Weiss, Senior Carta, wait for me—"

"Quiet, you."

As Carta laughed happily, her "melo-melons" swayed with the motion. 

Inside, I was pumping my fist in victory. 

Melo-Melon—!

I’d almost forgotten, but Noblesse is all about the "Candy and the Whip." Since I’d been stuck behind iron bars, the reward was practically a market certainty.

...Heh. This is going to be good.

...Wait, should I tell Cynthia about this? It’ll be fine... right?
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Christmas Special SS: Loop xxxx. Weiss Fansent

“Hey, Shari. What the hell is... this?”

“It’s a Christmas hat. A Santa hat! Don’t you know what these are?”

“I know what it is. I’m asking why you put it on my head.”

“Because! Isn’t it just adorable?”

That was a completely irrelevant answer.

Good grief, the girl was getting way too carried away. I was up on the rooftop as usual, but to make matters worse, the snow just had to start falling.

“Wow, look at that powder snow! Look, Weiss!”

“Yeah, I see it.”

“It’s so beautiful... Wait, huh? Wh-where are you going?!”

“Back to my room. I’ve finished my daily training.”

“W-wait a second!”

It might be a special day for the rest of you, but for me, it’s just a bothersome event.

Exchanging presents, making a fuss... I didn’t mind the feast, but I couldn't stand the "warm and fuzzy" atmosphere of it all. Seriously.



Nobless Academy, reserved classroom.

“Allen, how does my hat look?”

“It suits you, Cynthia.”

“Hey, you guys! Look at my hat too!”

The usual trio—Allen, Cynthia, and Duke—were laughing and smiling happily. Beside them were Carta, whom I’d managed to stop from dropping out, and the ever-easygoing Olynn.

“Look, look, Olynn-san! I bought a Christmas ribbon!”

“Wow, that’s lovely. I made Porin look a bit more Christmassy, too.”

Further off to the side was Tura, who was clearly still head-over-heels for Allen. Even Cecil was there, for reasons I couldn't fathom.

“Lord Allen, that hat is most becoming!”

“...You’re as energetic as ever,” Sierra noted.

Every single one of them was wearing a hat. I mean—

“Hey, Shari. I didn't sign up for this.”

She’d lured me here with the promise of Melo-Melon, and I walked right into this. They’d even put up elaborate decorations. Besides, I wasn't exactly on friendly terms with these people. At least, not this time.

“Ah, Weiss! You actually came!”

“...No. I was just on my way out.”

“Eh? Why?!”

“Because it’s too loud in here.”

“But the hat looks good on you, doesn't it?”

“Hah?”

That bastard Allen was the same as always, putting his full effort into enjoying every little thing. ...Wait, this is strange. It was odd that I’d never seen this particular scene before in any other loop. Did I do something different this time? I searched my memories, but I couldn't find an answer.

Just as I opened the door to leave, I bumped into something soft.

“—Ngh. What the...?”

“Waah! S-sorry!”

“Eleanor, that’s sexual harassment,” Sierra sighed.

“Big sister?!”

Eleanor and Sierra were standing there. They were as massive as ever—and, of course, they were wearing hats too.

“You’re graduating next year, aren't you?” I asked. “Is it really okay for you to be playing around?”

“Oh, thank you for your concern! But Weiss, I happen to be very strong.”

“Big sister, you lost to him the other day...”

“Sh-shut up! I was holding back! I was definitely holding back!”

I did win, but that was the result of a thousand accumulated failures. I don’t even want to count how many times I challenged her before I finally took a match. Precisely because I knew the cost of that victory, I didn't feel like acting like a big shot.

I had no time to play games. I had no idea when the Time Loop would finally stop. If this was going to be the final run, I had to give it everything I had.

“Hm? Weiss, where are you going?”

“Home. My daily training is over. I was only brought here under false pretenses.”

“Hmm. Eleanor, make Weiss sit down.”

“Eh? O-okay!”

Eleanor approached me, her large chest swaying with every step. She grabbed my shoulders, hoisted me up, and forced me into a seat.

“Hey... What are you doing, Eleanor?”

“B-but... can’t we just enjoy ourselves for today? Please?”

She gave me a beaming smile. Dammit. I owed her from two loops ago. She wouldn't remember it, but she had lost her right arm shielding me. Her scream from that day still hadn't left my mind.

“...Fine. Where’s the Melo-Melon, Shari?”

“Fufufu, I’ll have it ready in a second! Well then, before Weiss loses his temper, I’d like to officially start the Christmas party!”

With that, Shari produced a party cracker from thin air and let it rip. Pop! She really was a mysterious woman. 

Dishes that had clearly been prepared in advance were brought out one after another. It was such a grand feast that I started to feel awkward about the fact that I hadn't contributed anything.

“W-Weiss-kun, this Melo-Melon was harvested at my family’s place.”

“Hah? You should have said that sooner.”

I stuffed my face immediately. A rich, unmistakable sweetness flooded my mouth.

“...It’s good.”

“Ehehe, I’m so glad!”

“Allen, you have some cream on your mouth.”

“Oh, thanks, Cynthia.”

“I’ve got cream on my mouth too! Anyone? Anyone at all?!”

“Lord Cecil, how about a game of cards later?”

“...I’m in.”

“Can I watch from the side?”

I watched them quietly. They were calm for now, but things were going to get much harder from here on out. Of course, for them, that was all in the future. 

Well, I don’t intend to get in the way of their fun. I’ll just do what I have to do to kill that shitty Demon King. If I can make sure these idiots survive in the process, I guess that would make for a perfect story.

“U-um...”

“Eleanor, say it properly,” Sierra nudged.

Eleanor approached me, being pushed forward by her sister. When she stood up, I couldn't help but stare at her chest—it was right in my line of sight. She was holding something in her hands.

“What is it?”

“E-er... well... this is for you. A Christmas present.”

“...For me?”

“That’s right! Here, just take it! It’s a gift from your senior!”

“B-Big sister?! Er, Weiss-kun, if you’d like it...”

“...Yeah.”

Repaying a debt was the code of House Fanscent. If receiving this moved the needle toward balancing the scales, I had to accept. I opened the package. 

Hah. What do we have here?

“A necklace? No—it’s a magic tool.”

“Y-yeah. I thought something practical would be best. It’s supposed to block a single attack. I mean, it has its limits, but...”

“It was expensive, Weiss!”

“Big sister!”

...Well, it was certainly a gift I could appreciate.

“Thanks.”

“Ehehe, you’re very welcome!”

Suddenly, Shari poked me from behind.

“You two seem to be getting along quite well.”

“What, are you jealous?”

“Not really~”

Hah. She was so easy to read. Seriously, I’d given her an accessory in the last loop, hadn't I? It was a pain trying to think of something new every time so I didn't end up giving her the exact same thing.

“...I’ll tell you later.”

“Eh? What do you mean?”

“...You know what I mean.”

“E-eh?! Ehehe... ehehehe... Oh, stop it!”

She started playfully pounding on my shoulder. 

You really suck at holding back. You always have.

Well, since I was already here, I figured I might as well eat my fill and then get some sleep. I’d have to start giving it my all again tomorrow—if only to protect those smiles.

Don’t die, you guys. Don’t you dare die.

Because I’m going to be the one to fix this.
190 House Wiore and Evili, the Mother

“So, you’re Fansent-kun. Carta talks about you all the time. ‘He’s so amazing, Mom! Seriously, he’s incredible!’ she says, over and over.”

“M-Mom?! What are you even saying?!”

The House Wiore estate sat in the suburbs, a short distance from the Royal Capital. They were a rare breed of nobility that actually engaged in large-scale agriculture on a massive plot of land.

A vast forest stretched out behind the property. If I remembered the Original Story correctly, that was the secret to their strength. Everything that made Carta who she was—her Flight Magic, her Mana Sense—was likely forged right there.

The woman who greeted me with a smile was Carta’s mother. Unlike the soft-looking Carta, she was more of a classic beauty—sharp features and a tall, elegant frame.

I see. So the “boing” factor was inherited from her mother.

“The pleasure is mine, ma’am. I’ve actually been quite indebted to Carta-san myself,” I said, trying to sound as polite as possible.

“—Oh, my. Carta, he’s a wonderful boy, isn’t he?”

“Mom, seriously?! I-I’m so sorry, Weiss-kun! A-anyway, I’ll go get some tea ready, okay?!”

With that, Carta floated up into the air without even using a staff. She flew toward the second floor, hit the floor with a dull thud, and then scurried out of sight.

“Hehe. Still a klutz, I see.”

“Not necessarily,” I countered. “She’s incredibly reliable when it really counts.”

“I certainly hope so. Fansent-kun, would you mind coming with me for a moment?”

This was Carta’s mother—Evili-san. She was someone who never appeared in the Original Story. She looked gentle enough, but there was a certain chilling sharpness in her eyes that sent a shiver down my spine. I gave a quick “Yes, ma'am” and followed her to the courtyard.

The scale of the farming here was likely unrivaled in all of Noblesse. There were Melo-Melons everywhere. One, two, three... just rows and rows of them. I want to eat them. God, I want to eat them so bad. I want to eat some Vai.

“That girl knows how much you love Melo-Melons. Every time she comes home, she spends her time hunting for the biggest, most delicious ones she can find for you.”

“...I had no idea,” I stammered. “I’m sorry for always taking the best of the crop.”

“Hehe. Actually, I’m the one who wants to express my gratitude.”

Evili-san offered a gentle smile. I wasn’t quite sure what she meant, but she kept going.

“When she was accepted into the Academy, my husband and I were overjoyed. But we didn't realize how she actually felt. It took a long time for us to see into her true heart. But ever since she started talking about you, she’s become so much more cheerful. Thank you, Fansent-kun.”

“...You’re giving me too much credit. I haven't done anything. If anything, I’m the one who’s always being helped.”

That was the honest truth, straight from the bottom of my heart. Carta was the catalyst for everything; I could say with absolute certainty that if it weren't for her, I wouldn't be the man I am today.

However, Evili-san’s gentle expression vanished instantly, replaced by a piercing stare.

“But... I also know she’s been put in danger. And I know you’re involved in that. While I'm grateful, I’m also terrified. I don't care about the rumors surrounding you, but my daughter is clumsy and reckless. She doesn't know when to quit. That worries me to no end.”

“...I am truly sorry.”

“Hehe, sorry. I was just being a bit mean. But she really does seem to love you. I don't know how you feel about her, but she’s a good girl.”

“I’m well aware of that. I trust her completely.”

“Hmm. Oh? Your chances of success are higher than I thought.”

“Mom?! What are you doing?! Why are you two off talking alone?!”

“I was just asking if he liked you,” Evili-san said airily. “Good for you, Carta. It sounds like there’s at least a bit of a possibility.”

“Wh-wh-wh-wh-what are you talking about?!”

Honestly, while many parents and children are two peas in a pod, it was rare to see a pair so completely opposite. Still, she seemed like a wonderful mother. She really looked out for Carta.

If I were in Evili-san's shoes, I’d be worried sick, too. Carta had fought the Demon Race multiple times and had even been thrown in a dungeon. Yet, her mother still believed in her. She still supported her.

It hit home with my own father, too—a parent's love really is irreplaceable.

Man... I really need to hurry up and finish everything so I can just relax.

“Carta, haste is the enemy of romance.”

“L-Like I said, what are you even—!”

“Carta,” I interrupted, “I’d love to see where the Melo-Melons are grown. Would you mind showing me around?”

“Eh? O-oh! Of course! Hehe.”

———————————————————————
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191 Cat-Cat Paradise

It was well past evening.

After a long briefing on the Melo-Melon business, I’d spent the last while up on the mountain being lectured on the finer points of Flight Magic. 

Give her a magic staff to straddle, and Carta becomes the most powerful person in all of Noblesse.

"Nyao, nyaoo."

"Nyagoon!"

"Nyao?"

As for Carta’s specific training method...

"What the hell is this? Some kind of feline theme park?" I muttered.

"The kitties love the sky, you see!" she chirped. "That’s why we take turns flying them up high like this."

Even a fantasy novelist would have been taken aback. It was just a constant loop of her taking off while cradling a cat in her arms.

Well, I suppose having a goal is better than nothing, but this is way too much like a fairy tale.

That said, cats are delicate creatures. They’re basically liquid; they can slip right out of your arms in a second, and if you lose your posture for even a moment, they're going to plummet headfirst. 

In other words, this required extreme Balance.

Wait, I see what she’s doing. Carta, you’ve actually put some logic into this madness.

Carta floated down softly, landing with the grace of a feather. I stepped forward, insisting firmly that it was my turn.

"Alright, let's go, Nyantaro. Get on my back."

"Nya... nya..."

"Weiss-kun, are you going to be okay...?"

"Don't insult me. Of course I am. Hey, Nyantaro, get on."

For some reason, the jet-black cat was looking at me with absolute terror in its eyes.

"Good grief. You really remind me of someone, you know that?"

[DEBIBEE!?]

I ignored the auditory hallucination and scooped the cat up. The creature hopped onto my back with a wary thump, and I borrowed Carta’s staff.

"Are you sure you don't want me to go with you?" she asked.

"Yeah. In the worst-case scenario, I’ll at least make sure this guy survives."

"Nyaaa!?"

Seriously, do these animals understand human speech?

I shook the thought away and focused on the mental image of flight. Naturally, my feet began to lift off the Earth. It seemed I was finally getting the hang of this—even if I wasn't exactly reaching record-breaking altitudes.

"Nyanyanyaaa!"

"Heh. You actually enjoying yourself now?"

Since we were on the mountainside, the view was breathtaking. I get it now. If this is the reward for all that effort, I can see why she works so hard.

Right then, I spotted something in the distance. My heart skipped a beat, and my posture broke—

"Nyanya—!"

"H-Hey! Stop struggling!"

The cat went into a full-blown frenzy, thrashing wildly. I managed to scramble back down to the ground somehow, but not before the cat left a fresh set of claw marks across my face.

"Weiss-kun! A-Are you alright?"

"...Don't worry about it. I have a solid reputation for my natural healing," I wheezed. "More importantly, it looks like she’s arrived."

"Ah! Then it’s time for dinner for everyone! Come on, let’s go!"

With that, Carta patted the back of her staff. I climbed on behind her without a word, and we took off with a violent whoosh, accelerating at an incredible speed.

"You really don't care about my pride at all, do you?" I sighed into the wind.

"—Eh? Did you say something?"

"Nothing."

Well, whatever. It’s probably a good thing to have a wall I want to overcome so close at hand. 

Now then, I suppose I should go greet my Fiancé.
192: Cynthia’s Tears

I’d been worried about the fallout if anyone caught the two of us sharing a broom, so I was relieved we’d managed to beat the others there.

In front of the mansion, a carriage ascended the slope, the rhythmic clip-clop of hooves echoing through the air. It hadn’t actually been that long since I’d last seen her, but it felt like an eternity. I tried to suppress my racing heart, but I couldn't stop a grin from spreading across my face.

The carriage finally pulled to a halt, and Lilith was the first to step out. She usually handled maid duties for me, but it seemed she’d taken some time off specifically to go and pick her up ahead of schedule.

Then, leading her by the hand, Cynthia appeared. Her long, beautiful hair shimmered like spun gold—looking even more radiant than usual. She was supposed to be incredibly busy with matters outside of the Academy in Noblesse, yet she always managed to carve out time for me like this.

"Lady Carta, it has been a long time," Cynthia said, greeting her with perfect poise.

"Eh? Ah, yeah! I hope you've been doing well too, Cynthia?" Carta replied, sounding a bit caught off guard.

"Yes. I am as I always am."

Cynthia had addressed Carta before even looking at me. Her expression was one of genuine, profound relief. Lilith, standing beside her, was wearing a look even sharper and more piercing than usual.

Wait, did they see us on the broom? Crap... I’d better say something before things get ugly.

"I'm sorry, Cynthia. I was in a hurry—"

"Weiss," Cynthia interrupted. "Is there not something you should say to me first?"

She had almost never cut me off like that before. Oh man, she’s beyond pissed. I started to scramble for an excuse, my mind racing in a panic.

"No, you've got it wrong, Cynthia! Allen is—"

The next thing I knew, her right hand was a blur. 

CRACK. 

She slapped me across the cheek with everything she had.

I was too stunned to even make a sound. My vision swam for a moment. I was shocked that my Inviolable Domain hadn't triggered to protect me, but more than that... Why did she do it?

"Wh-Wh-What?! Cynthia?!" Carta screamed, sounding just as panicked as I felt.

I finally snapped out of it and looked back at Cynthia. Tears were streaming down her cheeks.

"You likely thought I was too busy, or that I would only worry," she sobbed. "I understand that much. But if one thing had gone wrong, it would have been a catastrophe! Why... why didn't you tell me? I... Weiss, if something happened to you... I couldn't bear it."

And there it was. I finally realized just how much of an idiot I’d been. I had kept her in the dark about the fact that I’d been thrown in a dungeon. Looking at Lilith’s grim expression, the pieces fell into place. Cynthia was right; that was exactly why I’d hidden it from her.

I had no idea how the news had reached her ears, but there was something far more important I had to convey first.

"...I'm so sorry."

"Do you not trust me?" she asked, her voice trembling. "Am I not standing by your side?"

―――――――――――――――――――――――
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Chapter 193: Reflection

Each of her words felt like a physical stab to the chest.

I hadn't been thinking at all, had I?

I’d been so absorbed in my own head. I’d genuinely convinced myself that keeping her in the dark was for her own good. Never mind that whenever things actually matter, I’m always leaning on her.

“...That’s not true. I was wrong.”

Cynthia rushed toward me and pulled me into a crushingly tight embrace. I could feel her entire body trembling against mine.

“I’m sorry...”

“There won’t be... a next time for this...”

“Yeah.”

Even as she wept quietly, Cynthia didn't voice another word of reproach. I tentatively glanced over at Lilith, and her expression told me everything I needed to know: she felt the exact same way.

Good grief, I really am an idiot.

“Cynthia-san, I am so sorry,” Carta chimed in, sounding distraught. “I’m just as responsible...”

“It isn’t your fault, Carta-san,” Cynthia replied softly. “I heard that you’re the one who saved him. You have my gratitude.”

Just then, I saw Lilith behind her making frantic gestures for me to take out a handkerchief. I scrambled to pull one from my pocket and pressed it into Cynthia's hand.

“Sorry.”

“...It’s fine,” she said, dabbing her eyes. “I apologize for lashing out like that when we haven’t seen each other in so long. Anyway, Carta-san, thank you again for the dinner invitation.”

“O-oh, no! Please!” Carta stammered, clearly flustered. “B-both you and Lilith-san are more than welcome!”

“Thank you very much! And Weiss-sama, don’t think you’re off the hook with me, either!”

“Right, my bad... Lilith.”

“Oh well,” Lilith teased. “I did get to see a very rare side of Weiss-sama today, so I suppose I can forgive you.”

Cynthia finally let out a soft chuckle at Lilith's comment. I really am useless without these two. As we turned to head back into the mansion—

“So, what was it you were trying to say a moment ago?” Cynthia asked.

“Oh, it was nothing.”

“Is it a secret?”

“...Uh, well...”

I have no idea what the right answer is here. Someone, help!

“I’m just joking. Come on, Weiss, let’s go.”

“...Thanks.”

Beside us, I could have sworn I heard Carta mutter, “...Must be nice.”

However, I have to take this to heart. I really need to reflect on my actions this time.

If it had been you, you probably would’ve handled this a lot better... wouldn’t you, Weiss?
194: Come at Me, All Three of You

“Ha, this is incredible!”

The next day, while I was being tutored in Flight Magic, I felt like I’d finally gotten the hang of it.

Well, “gotten the hang of it” might have been a bit of a stretch—it was still pretty shaky, and I felt like I could plummet at any second. Even so, my success rate had shot up significantly. 

At this rate... I might actually be able to take down those shitty Demon Race bastards. 

I never wanted to put on such a pathetic display ever again. Seriously, once was enough to die of embarrassment. 

“Alright. Carta, Cynthia, Lilith—the three of you, come at me all at once.”

We were in the mansion's courtyard. At my sudden demand, the three of them exchanged surprised glances.

“I-I mean, if you’re sure...”

“Weiss, you’re going to get hurt. We aren’t exactly pushovers, you know.”

“I’m not really sure about this either, but...”

“Don’t sweat it,” I said, a smirk tugging at my lips. “I’m not about to lose to the likes of you girls.”

At my blatant provocation, their cheeks twitched in unison. 

They spent practically all year competing with each other, so they were naturally a bit touchy about the whole “who’s stronger” conversation. Even the usually mild-mannered Carta was already slipping into battle mode.

Ha, I love it. I’m almost nostalgic for the little wimp you used to be... though the current version is definitely scarier.

I took a few steps back and drew a deep breath. 

When I’d fought the Demon Race, I’d realized I had to account for multiple opponents at once. Expecting a fair one-on-one fight was just wishful thinking—the kind of luck I usually lacked. I had to be able to win even when I was outnumbered.

These girls were terrifyingly strong. I knew that better than anyone, and honestly, the sheer pressure they were emitting was a little daunting. But they were walls I absolutely had to scale. 

I wasn't going to hold anything back from the jump.

“Bring it on!”

They must have felt the full weight of my Mana. Without a word, each of them let their own power surge to the surface.
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195 Bring It On, All Three of You ②

First, Cynthia and Lilith—well-versed in their Coordination—split off to the left and right. 

Directly after, Carta launched herself just a little way into the air. 

No matter how powerful someone is, they've only got two eyes. It's physically impossible to track three different directions at once.

—Well, unless you’re me.

I activated my Magic Eye.

[In one second, Carta will fire 10 Mana Cannons, weaving them in a serpentine path before striking me.]

But I couldn't stop there. 

Continuous usage—after capturing Cynthia’s figure on the left with Time Lapse, I triggered my Magic Eye again.

[She activates Glass Sword, but it’s a decoy; she fires an Ice Lance at my feet.]

Finally, there was Lilith on my right. 

I didn't have the spare capacity to keep the Magic Eye active for her. So, I kept my gaze locked firmly on Lilith and—without glancing at Carta’s incoming barrage even once—I dodged every single shot.

"H-How!?" Carta shrieked.

Normally, you can't see everything at once. But with the future-prediction of the Magic Eye, I can make that contradiction a reality.

Next up was Cynthia. I felt the chill of her Glass Sword wafting from behind. She let fly an Ice Lance aimed at my feet. Since I already knew it was coming, I’d deployed a Shield at my ankles ahead of time.

Without a second's delay, Lilith’s right fist came barreling toward me with a force rivaling Duke’s own power. I could have dodged it, but I decided to be bold and block it with my Inviolable Domain (Barrier).

The sound of magic clashing rang out just as the defense at my feet triggered. I purposely stood my ground and gave the stunned Lilith a sharp tap on the neck. It was just a wooden sword for now, but if I’d been using my Dual Sword, I would’ve left her with a serious injury.

I spun around and activated the Magic Eye on Cynthia once more.

[After firing Ice Magic with her left hand, she will close the distance and swing a Glass Sword diagonally from the upper right.]

Having confirmed that much, I looked up at Carta in the sky. 

She must have sensed something was off. Carta tried to leap even higher, but I’d already placed an Unnatural wall right above her in the air.

Thump. Carta’s head slammed right into it.

Just then, Cynthia’s Glass Sword closed in. Still looking upward, I side-stepped the blade and tapped her neck with my wooden sword as she lunged past. Finally, I used a technique that combined Flight Magic, Unnatural, and Fast Move to close the gap and "assassinate" Carta in an instant. 

Well, I didn't actually kill her, obviously.

Victory was mine.

"Phew... Urgh..."

Immediately after, for about a second, my vision went pitch black. My eyes had blacked out from the strain of using the Magic Eye continuously. 

Dammit, I didn't know there was a drawback like this. 

Still, the results were more than worth the price.

"Wha—Whaaaaaat?! Weiss-kun, how did you read everything we were doing?!"

"As expected, this is... quite the shock, honestly," Cynthia admitted.

"As I thought, Weiss-sama is just too strong," Lilith added with a sigh.

The three of them looked at me with a mix of exhaustion and disbelief. My expression softened just a fraction.

You guys are strong. You really are. It's just that I've managed to climb a tiny bit higher.

But this was just practice—a far cry from a real fight. In actual combat, there is no such thing as "ready, set, go." There are covers, obstacles, and Carta would probably be flying way higher. Lilith’s combat power fluctuates with her emotions, and Cynthia shows terrifying focus when she truly stops holding back. Plus, the Magic Eye doesn't work if the distance is too great. I likely have to be able to clearly identify the target.

Still, it was a good showing.

"It’s not like that. But thanks," I said.

Summer Vacation (Estarm) was almost over. The others were surely getting stronger, too. 

Especially that guy.
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Chapter 196: Allen’s Resolve

Once upon a time, I couldn't even imagine hurting another person.

When I was young, my friends were always talking about how they wanted to be Adventurers or soldiers, but I never understood the appeal. It just didn't click.

However, I realized something after I entered Noblesse Academy. 

Giving it your absolute all and clashing with everything you have... it’s actually incredibly fun.

Which is exactly why this sense of frustration is welling up inside me now.

I was granted a Gift more powerful than anyone else’s. It’s a cowardly power that lets me swoop in and snatch away what others have bled for—taking what they built from zero to one through life-or-death effort and making it my own.

Even so, I decided I would use it without a shred of shame if it meant protecting someone.

Thanks to that, I’ve grown strong.

And yet, when things actually matter, I’m still useless.

I don't care if I'm underhanded. I don't care if I'm weak. But I can't stand the thought of being unable to protect anyone.

◇

"—May I sit next to you?"

"Oh, what a rare guest we have," she said. "Hey, get a Melomelon Juice for the kid."

"Ah, no, I’m fine, really—"

"You're here because you have a favor to ask, right? If that's the case, just do as you're told."

We had officially entered the Summer Vacation (Estarm) period, and I was busy plotting something even more underhanded than usual.

Reports of Pseudo-Demons were still coming in from all over the world. Even ordinary monsters were becoming more active than before. There was no telling when the next Calamity would strike.

Shari and Duke had both tried to warn me off. "You have no idea what she might do to you," they'd said politely. "It’s probably for the best if you stay away."

They were right, of course. 

But I’m a sly, underhanded guy.

After following a trail of rumors from person to person, I finally found her at a tavern in a tiny, out-of-the-way town. 

Sitting there at the counter was Eva-senpai.
197: Allen’s Determination ②

“Eva-senpai, thank you for the other day. Because of you, a great many lives were saved.”

“Heh heh. Don’t mention it. I only did it for my own benefit. To be honest, I couldn't care less about the lives of others. Besides, it gave me a chance to see an old friend again.”

“...Who were those people, exactly?”

“Who knows? I'm sure our paths will cross again eventually, so maybe you'll find out then.”

Eva-senpai didn't elaborate further. She likely had a lot on her mind, but she simply sat there, staring quietly into the distance as if looking toward the future.

I took a sip of my Melomelon Juice and prepared to pivot to the main topic. I had nothing to lose by asking. I might as well go for it with everything I had. Alright.

“Eva-senpai! I want to get stron—”

“Sure.”

“...Huh?”

“? I said okay.”

“Wait, I haven't even said it yet—”

“You're so transparent. You're hot-blooded, you only ever look forward, and you're single-mindedly obsessed with one thing. You want to get stronger, don't you?”

“W-Well, yes! Exactly! That's why I was hoping you'd spar with—”

“I'll pass on that; it sounds like a pain. But I can help you get stronger.”

“...Really? You'd do that?”

“I'm bored right now anyway. Besides, thanks to you, I've gone from being the one searching to being the one waiting.”

I... didn't quite follow that, but she seemed to understand what I was getting at.

Eva-senpai was the strongest person I knew. This wasn't about finding a shortcut. It was just that ordinary effort wasn't going to be enough for me to catch up. I wouldn't be able to win—not against monsters, not against the Demon Race... and certainly not against Weiss.

“Let's see... First, I suppose we'll go stop the War in the West. After that, we can hunt down some S-class Bounties.”

“...Huh? A-Are you being serious—?”

“You're free to back out, you know?”

“I-I'll do it! Please... let me do it!”

At my exclamation, Eva-senpai broke into a fearless, predatory grin.

“Heh heh, I like that look on your face. Fine—if you're still alive when this is all over, I'll give you that sparring match.”

“Y-Yes, ma'am!”

“Then let's get moving. Oh, and thanks for the meal.”

“Eh? Ah, y-yes! It's my pleasure!”

As Eva-senpai strolled out of the tavern, I tried to rush after her, only to be grabbed by the shopkeeper. Oh. So that’s what she meant by "thanks for the meal."

“Hey, this isn't nearly enough to cover the bill! She had five orders of Baked Cheese, ten glasses of Melomelon Juice, and three extra-large plates of Gotsumori Potato Fries!”

“Wait, what?! She ate that much?! I-I'm sorry! Here!”

“Come on, Allen-kun! Keep up!”

“Coming!”

A-Anyway...

“Eva-senpai, I'm in your hands!”

“Don't worry about it. Like I said, I was bored. In exchange, though, don't you dare complain if you end up dead.”

“...I'm pretty sure I won't be able to complain if I'm dead, but...”

No matter what, I had to give it my all. I'd work and work and work until I couldn't work anymore. I refused to live with any more regrets.
Chapter 198: A High-Class Lineup

With only one week left of Summer Vacation (Estarm), the end was looming over me like a death sentence.

Even in the original story, Noblesse Oblige, this was supposed to be a relatively peaceful lull. I’d managed to take down those repulsive slave traders, and my proficiency with my Magic Eye and Flight Magic had reached a point where I didn't look like a total amateur anymore. After slogging through all those exams at the Academy, I was actually starting to feel—dare I say it—ready for the real deal: the confrontation with the Demon Race.

But of course, I wasn't allowed to just lounge around the mansion. Why? Because a certain tomboy princess had "requested" my presence.

I climbed down from the carriage, my head still spinning from being tossed around like a sack of potatoes during the ride. There they were: the towering walls of the Kingdom of Carlos. Talk about a trip down memory lane. 

Right by the gate, the ground was still gouged and scarred—a lovely souvenir from our little dance with the Demon Race. It was a stark reminder that danger could jump out and bite you at any second.

"Master Weiss, it looks like we can enter the country immediately!"

"Thank you, Lilith."

Lilith was the only one by my side acting as my attendant. I’d spent about a week with Cynthia, but she’d already set sail to study at the bleeding edge of medical science. I wasn't too worried about her safety, though. She had Teacher Milk and Coco acting as her bodyguards.

Apparently, this trip was also doubling as research for the future curriculum at Nobless Academy. She wanted to eventually teach Healing Magic to talented kids. 

Wait, that definitely wasn't in the original story.

This was almost certainly Cynthia’s doing. Without her, we wouldn't have stood a chance against the Demon Race. Honestly, I’m constantly humbled by her—her sheer diligence is rewriting the world while I’m just trying to keep my head above water.

Just then, a pair of familiar voices drifted over from another carriage.

"It’s been so long! I’m actually getting a little nervous!"

"True. But I feel the tension only serves to steel one's resolve."

One was a bright, airy voice, and the other was a low, steady feminine tone. I turned my head, and there they were.

"Oh! It's Weiss-kun!"

"Well, if it isn't Master Weiss. To think we would run into you during the Summer Vacation (Estarm) period."

Lilith gave a polite bow, but my brain was already spinning at a hundred miles an hour.

"I'm guessing I'm here for the same reason you two are. She roped you into this too, didn't she? Olynn, Tura."

"Eh? Oh! Does that mean Weiss-kun is coming with us? Thank goodness. That’s a huge relief."

"Umu. How heartening!"

The two of them beamed at me with pure, happy smiles. 

Inwardly, I kind of felt the same way. I see. So that’s her game. They were perfect for this mission. Sophia, you crafty little... she really had this all planned out, didn't she?

Look, even a guy like me wants to spend the last few days of break being a complete sloth. Let’s just kill this Dragon as fast as humanly possible so I can go back to doing absolutely nothing.
199 Sophia’s Request

It was supposed to be a simple job.

Drive off the dragon, or slay it if possible.

I thought I knew exactly how terrifying those things were from personal experience. But after taking them down twice, I must’ve gotten cocky. Somewhere along the line, I started thinking all monsters were the same.

It’s obvious if you think about it—even humans have their own individual quirks. Just like how Eva and I are completely different people. It’s only natural that animals, monsters, the Demon Race, and dragons would all be different, too.

“...Are you kidding me, Noblesse?”

Even so, this is going way too far. To insert a garbage plot twist where four four legendary-class entities—creatures with mana capacities far exceeding anything humanity could ever reach—show up at the exact same time...

◇　　◆　　◇　　◆

—13 hours ago.

Eyes like red crystals, said to be the most beautiful in the world, were staring right at me.

Princess Sophia of the Kingdom of Carlos. The tomboyish girl I’d guarded once before.

According to the rumors drifting on the wind, her reputation among the citizenry has skyrocketed since that day. The reason is simple: she’s been lowering taxes on the common people and dismantling the systems that only served to enrich the high-ranking nobility. It sounds easy on paper, but actually pulling it off is back-breaking work. It’s proof that she’s looking toward the future.

“It’s been a while, Weiss.”

“It has.”

We were in an excessively luxurious reception room. I took a sip of the equally luxurious coffee served in a yet another luxurious teacup. Hmm. This is delicious.

Beside me, Olynn looked like he was trying to shrink into himself, while Tura was... well, Tura. The moment she’d walked in, she’d shouted, “Whoa, amazing! I wish my room looked like this!”

If I could take the average of their two heart rates, it would probably be just about right.

Lilith refused to sit, standing firm behind me. She insisted that she was my attendant once we were off-campus. I really can’t compete with that level of loyalty.

Standing next to Sophia were a close aide who looked just as capable as Zebis and a Guard Knight who reminded me of Darius. Their vibes were different, but I could tell they were both high-level experts. I’d heard she had bolstered her security after the Large-scale Invasion, and it looked like the rumors were true.

Seeing that made me relax a little. The Demon Race had claimed they wouldn't target her anymore, but part of me had still been worried.

More importantly, though, Sophia looked strangely disgruntled.

“...Why are you using formal speech?”

“What do you mean?”

“That wasn't the kind of relationship we had, was it?”

Honestly, I’d planned on just talking to her normally, but the pressure coming from the guys on either side of you is insane.

She’s a princess, after all. It was one thing during an emergency, but in a formal setting like this, politeness is usually the standard.

“When you say 'relationship'—”

“We’re friends, aren't we?”

In an instant, the tension drained out of me. Ah, I see. Right.

So that’s how she thinks of me.

“Fine. But Sophia, do something about the pressure your guys are radiating.”

“Eh? Oh, is that what it is? It’s fine, really. They both get along with me. Right, Orus? Biado?”

“Indeed we do.”

“Milady’s tomboyish antics are nothing new, after all.”

Orus, the butler, and Biado, the knight, both tapped their legs playfully. Apparently, it really was fine. If anything, they just looked a little tired. I see—it’s thanks to their hard work behind the scenes that Sophia is able to push through her policies as she pleases.

But if we’re talking as friends, then I guess that settles it.

“So, what you’re saying is that this isn't an official request from the crown?”

“Exactly. I’m truly sorry, but this is a personal favor. It won't be reflected in any public evaluations. I wanted to tell you that sooner, but it’s difficult for me to send personal letters.”
200 Sophia’s Request ②

The situation had to be that dire.

Trying to reform a nation meant dealing with endless, annoying red tape.

I’d heard she was also acting as a diplomat for the Royal Capital.

Her letter had been sparse on the details. 

It just said that a Dragon had taken up residence near a frontier village and she wanted it driven off.

I owed Sophia one.

Sure, I was the one who saved her life, but looking back, that felt like a fluke. 

I only did it because I wanted to change the future; it wasn’t like I was acting out of some grand, personal concern for her.

Plus, there was that whole business with her letting us rent out the mansion.

"No problem," I said. "I get why Olynn and I are the right fit—we both have experience with Tame. But why Tura?"

"I tried contacting Allen, but I never got a reply," Sophia explained. "And since Tura-san was already acquainted with Biado... I’m sorry, I don't mean to treat her like a backup, but..."

"I don’t mind at all! I love it when people rely on me!" Tura chimed in. "Besides, it gave me a chance to see Lord Biado again after all this time!"

As I tilted my head in confusion, Biado turned toward me.

"I’ve crossed paths with her several times back in Duran," he said. "I actually asked her to become a knight back then. She turned me down, though."

"I’m still not done seeing the world!"

"I see. Thank you for the explanation."

I guess Attendant Knights have a high Gift for reading the room. But damn, Tura really is something else. To be scouted by a Royal Knight...

Still, it was reassuring.

When it came to pure swordsmanship, she was leagues ahead of me.

Then there was Lilith.

She’s a bit of a glass cannon, but if I focus on support, this has to be the Strongest lineup we could ask for.

―――――――――――――――――――――――

Afterword:
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Sophia’s Request ③

Sophia’s country naturally had territory to govern, but protecting every square inch of it was easier said than done. That was especially true in cases where there was no "direct" damage to speak of.

Apparently, a dragon had taken up residence near a village called Carlo, located on the eastern edge of the realm. While it hadn’t attacked yet, the villagers couldn't gather medicinal herbs, work the fields, or go out hunting. 

Now, dispatching an entire unit of soldiers just for a loitering dragon was a hard sell—especially since Sophia was currently in the middle of pushing through policies that were already rubbing the nobility the wrong way. 

And who was the one who’d fired her up and set her on this ambitious path? That would be me. Therefore, a fraction of the responsibility for this headache rested squarely on my shoulders. 

On paper, this was being handled as an official adventurer’s request with a very generous fee, but—

"Keep it," I said. "I’m not exactly hurting for cash. Just give the money to the village or something."

"I don't need it either," Olynn added.

"Nor I," Tura chimed in. "I have nothing to spend it on."

Lilith bowed her head slightly. "I only came along to serve Lord Weiss, so payment is unnecessary. My sentiments are, of course, the same as everyone else’s."

I had flatly refused, and it seemed Olynn and the others were on the same page. Actually, come to think of it, I probably didn't even need to speak for them. Knowing this lot, they would have said the exact same thing anyway.

"Biado will guide you to the village," Sophia said, before bowing deeply to us. "Please... I’m counting on you all."

Good grief, she’s back to the formalities again.

"We’re friends, aren't we? Stop bowing every five seconds," I sighed. "More importantly, is it really okay for a Royal Knight to be tagging along with us?"

"...Thank you, Weiss," she said with a soft smile. "It’s fine; he’s officially acting as a mercenary for this trip. Biado, if you would?"

"Understood," Biado replied. "I have prepared a large carriage for the journey. I selected one with the most comfortable seating available, but as I had to avoid making it look too flashy, it may be a bit cramped. I apologize for the inconvenience."

"Think nothing of it, Lord Biado!" Tura laughed, slapping his thigh. "Our backsides have undergone rigorous training!"

I’m pretty sure 'Glute Strengthening' wasn't on the curriculum back at Noblesse, but I’ll refrain from pointing that out. Still, I really wished I could borrow a bit of Tura’s unflappable mental fortitude.

The truth was, one thing was making me incredibly anxious. 

I had never heard of this "episode" before. Sub-quests weren't exactly rare in the world of Noblesse, but a dragon was a massive existence—literally and figuratively. The fact that I had zero knowledge of this event was a major red flag.

I really hope this doesn't go sideways.

Damn it, this is the downside of having lived with the 'future' etched into my brain. I’ve become so used to being a know-it-all that having a normal level of uncertainty feels like a crisis.

The story’s progression was accelerating, and the plot was branching off into unknown territory. From here on out, the things I didn't know would only continue to multiply. I just had to deal with them as they came. That was what it took to reach the True End—to Clear this world.

"Lilith, I’m telling you this now: value your own life," I said, turning to her. "You have a habit of sacrificing yourself to protect others. Consider this a direct order from the head of House Fanscent."

"...Hehe. I will do my best... as much as possible," she replied with a playful tilt of her head.

"That sounded incredibly non-committal..."

"I am Lord Weiss’s maid, after all."
202: A Village Request

"This tea was brewed from leaves gathered right here in the mountains. Please, help yourself."

It had been about a day since we departed the Royal Capital.

We were traveling in a massive carriage, but the mountain roads were so bumpy that I hadn't managed to get a single wink of sleep. Tura, however, was snoring away—true to her word about having "trained her buttocks" for this. Even now, she was the only one in our group who seemed to have any actual energy.

"Thank you very much!" she chirped.

The village was larger than I’d imagined, with dozens of children running about. The chief explained that they lived a modest life supported by farming and hunting. Apparently, the area was usually free of monsters, but about a week ago, a Dragon had decided to make its nest near the local waterfall. Now, no one could get anywhere near it.

There is a proverb in Noblesse: "A dragon’s wrath leaves a village in ash." Taking that wisdom to heart, the villagers had been careful not to do anything to provoke it.

Come to think of it, it’s been a while since I’ve had tea, I thought, taking a sip. As the pleasant warmth traveled from my mouth down my throat and settled into my stomach, my body gradually began to heat up from the inside out. 

...This is actually delicious.

Perhaps because visitors were such a rarity, a group of children hovered near the door, staring at us. Lilith gave them a beaming smile and waved.

"Hello there," she said.

"Ehehe, hello!"

"Ah! No fair, you got a head start!"

"Helloooo!"

The village chief eventually told them to go play elsewhere, and they scurried off. 

Personally, I found getting involved with people to be a huge pain. If it were up to me, I wouldn't want to know a single thing about them. Once you learn about someone else’s life, you start feeling the weight of responsibility for it. Since I barely had enough room in my head to deal with my own life, I wanted to remain a bystander for as long as possible. 

At least, that was the plan.

"But truly, we cannot thank you enough," the chief said. "Lord Biado, we are in your hands."

"Ah, no. My apologies, but while I will be assisting, I am primarily here as a guide," Biado replied. "The ones who will actually be driving away the Dragon are—"

The village chief—an elderly man named Janson—had hair streaked with gray, though he was younger than I’d expected. He bowed his head deeply. Biado scratched his own head sheepishly before gesturing toward us with refined, polite movements.

Biado had been a perfect gentleman inside the carriage. He’d provided portable rations and drinks, and he was constantly checking on our well-being during the rough mountain transit. And this was despite the fact that he was much older than us. Apparently, he had a great deal of admiration for Nobless Academy, which meant he treated even us younger students with genuine respect. 

While I felt a wave of gratitude toward our Academy predecessors for building such a reputation, Olynn, Tura, and Lilith chatted away cheerfully with the locals.

To my surprise, the chief actually knew who I was. Apparently, he’d been in the spectator stands during the Adventurer Tournament. Ah, the memories of beating Allen to a pulp. Thinking about that always puts me in a good mood.

The chief’s eyes widened in surprise—no, it looked more like a hint of anxiety. Sensing the shift in mood, Biado immediately narrowed his eyes and offered a reassuring smile.

"Please, don't worry. They are Intermediate-year Students from Nobless Academy. Previously, they even saved Princess Sophia during the Large-scale Invasion. Their abilities are the real deal. In fact, they are much stronger than I am."

"O-oh! Forgive my rudeness!"

"Don't sweat it!" Tura said with a bright grin. "But he's right, we're plenty strong! Especially Weiss—he's incredible!"

"He really is!" Lilith added, puffing her chest out with pride.

Whatever, just please stop raising the bar for me.

I glanced to the side, wondering where Olynn had disappeared to, only to find him showing Pippin to the children. He must have a soft spot for kids; I vaguely remembered the Original Story mentioning something to that effect.

"This squirrel is so cute, Big Sister!" one of the kids cheered.

"Huh? M-me?" Olynn stammered.

Well, that was the standard reaction to him, after all.
203 Four Dragons

We barely had time to enjoy the village’s hospitality before we were trudging back into the forest.

It was already evening. We’d been told to take it easy and start tomorrow, but I figured the sooner we got this over with, the better.

Sure, I was tired, but my training hadn't been soft enough to let a little fatigue stop me.

Marching through the woods on zero sleep was practically a daily routine for us.

I took the lead, with Tura and Lilith following close behind and Biado sandwiched in the middle.

Olynn brought up the rear, her Mana Sense sharp and ready for anything.

I wanted to say things were going smoothly, but of course, something was already wrong.

A Bell Bear lunged out from the trees.

It looked like a standard bear, but its body was infused with mana, making it unnervingly tough.

Biado whipped out his sword and let out a panicked shout.

"T-this is bad! This thing is—"

"Yeah, I see it."

One strike with my Dual Sword and the bear was history.

It split down the middle and slumped to the ground in two very distinct pieces.

"Lilith, Tura, stay sharp. Olynn, keep that radar of yours scanning."

"Understood."

"Got it!"

"On it. But something’s definitely wrong here. The miasma is getting thicker."

Biado froze in his tracks.

Lilith looked back at him. "Are you alright?" she asked.

"...No, sorry. I just... I didn't expect you to take it down in a single blow."

"Weiss-sama is in a league of his own," Lilith replied matter-of-factly.

"Ah, clearly. Still, the villagers said there weren't any monsters around here. This is strange."

He was right.

That monster shouldn't even be in this habitat.

Had it fled from something, or was it drawn here?

Given that there was a dragon involved, my money was on the former.

The real problem was that I couldn't feel the dragon’s mana at all.

Back when I fell off that cliff, I’d sensed a massive presence immediately.

Now? We were closing in on the source, and I was flying completely blind.

Dammit, Noblesse Oblige. What the hell are you playing at?

We pushed forward in tense silence.

A few more monsters popped up, but we dispatched them without breaking a sweat.

To her credit, Olynn didn't start screeching every time we saw a monster.

She was actually pretty level-headed when it came to judging a situation and knowing what needed protecting.

I can respect that.

Unlike me, she’s motivated by a sense of justice, but she’s way more pragmatic than Allen, which makes her much more likable in my book.

As we neared the objective, I dampened my mana as much as possible.

We crept forward until the roar of the waterfall finally reached our ears.

"Weiss-sama," Lilith whispered, "is it even possible to be this close and not feel any draconic mana?"

"It shouldn't be. If even Olynn’s sensing isn't picking up a ping, something is seriously abnormal."

But one possibility did cross my mind.

...Though it shouldn't be possible.

I stayed low and focused on the waterfall.

I wanted to use Dark Eye, but the mana levels were too erratic to risk it.

Through the intermittent spray of the waterfall...

I saw something extraordinary behind the curtain of water.

Nearly transparent, colorless scales.

It wasn't actively harboring mana, yet it projected an overwhelming aura of sheer dominance.

Those massive talons brought back memories of the terror I'd felt once before.

But then I realized something even worse.

"...This is—"

Olynn must have seen the look on my face because she hurried to my side.

Being the monster nerd she is, her face went just as pale as mine.

"Weiss... is that...?"

"Yeah. One of the Four Dragons... the Water Dragon."
204: The Second One

The Four Dragons were the messengers of god rumored to exist in the original story of Noblesse Oblige.

Community sites claimed the Noblesse development team had actually created them, but the truth behind those rumors was never confirmed. Finding them listed in textbooks as legendary creatures in this world had come as quite a shock to me.

No way, they actually exist? I’d wondered.

Because they possessed a unique Spiritual Power, I couldn’t sense a single drop of Mana from them. Their physical characteristics varied between individuals based on the four great elements, and every one of them sat at the absolute pinnacle of power.

In the game version of Noblesse, there was a "New Game Plus" mode you could access after clearing the main story. Clearing the game was a nightmare to begin with, and since your stats only carried over up to a certain threshold, the difficulty didn't actually drop all that much. The rumor was that these dragons would only appear after you’d ground through that cycle over and over again.

The reason I didn’t know for sure was simple: I’d never seen one, and there was practically zero concrete info on them. They were described as messengers of god, after all. There was a very high chance that a single one of them could overpower even Eva Avery.

"…Amazing," Olynn whispered.

She was trembling with fear, wearing an expression I had never seen on her face before. 

However, this was also technically good news. According to the textbooks, the Four Dragons never harmed humans—provided they weren't attacked first, that is. I just needed to make sure the villagers didn't do anything stupid like trying to pick a fight.

But then, my eyes snagged on an injury on the Water Dragon’s tail. I recognized it instantly; it was the distinct, charred damage caused by a Mana Cannon.

"…Who on earth did—"

—ROOOOOOOOAAAAAAR!

A deafening roar thundered down from the heavens. We all craned our necks toward the sky.

A dragon of blazing flames was descending. Just like the other, I couldn't feel even a flicker of Mana from it, and yet the sheer, unadulterated killing intent it radiated was impossible to miss.

Suddenly, the Water Dragon before us lurched upward. Eyes that seemed to peer into the very abyss snapped open and glared directly at us.

A split second later, an absurdly powerful Water Strike erupted from the Water Dragon’s maw. It came hurtling straight for us.
205: Intelligence

"Everyone, get over here, now!"

With fire raining down from the sky as well, I frantically sketched a Defense Formula. Olynn immediately reinforced it, and Tura and Lilith followed suit. We all poured every last drop of our Mana into the spell.

The ground was gouged out, and the forest began to incinerate. It felt like a literal carpet bombing. As I watched our defenses crumble before my eyes, I pushed the deployment of my Inviolable Domain even further.

Even then, everything we built was being torn to shreds. We’d burned through over half our Mana just to keep ourselves from being vaporized. The landscape around us had been stripped bare—not a single scrap of cover remained.

But the nightmare wasn’t over. 

Beside the Fire Dragon, two more silhouettes emerged: an Earth Dragon with mud-colored scales and a Wind Dragon wreathed in gales.

"...Are you kidding me, Noblesse?"

I get it. A "New Game Plus" mode is a crowd-pleasing staple for endgame content. I don’t even hate the trope.

But even so, this is way over the line. What kind of hack writer includes a bullshit episode where four legendary-class Dragons—creatures with Mana reserves that dwarf the sum of all human achievement—show up at the exact same time?

And the single most terrifying thing about the Four Dragons? Their intelligence.

The clearest, most obvious proof of that is...

"It seems you humans never learn your lesson."

The fact that they can speak, just like we do.
Chapter 206: Contemplation

I was sprinting through the dense forest, side-by-side with Olynn.

High above, visible through the gaps in the canopy, one of the Four Dragons was tailing us with terrifying precision. I couldn't tell if it possessed a biological organ similar to Dark Eye, or if it was just relying on pure, raw animal intuition. The only reason it hadn’t glassed us yet was probably to avoid wasting a shot. How efficient. How terrifying.

For the moment, we ducked into cover to try and get our breathing under control.

I’d squared off against plenty of powerhouses in my time, but compared to any enemy I’d faced before, this power was... well, it was just stupid. It was overwhelming. To put it into perspective: in terms of raw Mana alone, this thing outclassed even Eva Avery.

Taking on four of them at once and actually winning? 

Hah. I couldn't even manage a dry laugh. 

Would that guy have spouted some crap about "making the impossible possible"? No. Even he would’ve probably looked at this mess and called it quits.

“Olynn, you hurt?” I asked.

“I’m okay. Thank you,” she replied. “But more importantly... we’ve been separated from the others.”

“They’ll be fine,” I assured her. “Honestly, their physical stats are higher than ours. If anything, they’re probably the ones worrying about us.”

That second wave of attacks had scattered us, tearing us away from Tura, Lilith, and Biado. We were on the outskirts near the village, while they were stuck further in. There was a sheer cliff between us that made circling back a nightmare. Unless your name was Carta, getting back to this side quickly was a total non-starter.

I was left with two choices: trust them and make a run for it, or stand our ground and fight the Four Dragons.

Luckily, the village was still intact. I had no idea if that would hold, but for the moment, the dragons didn't seem to have "village extermination" on their immediate to-do list.

But then there was that mysterious hit the Water Dragon took. Based on its final words, it had definitely been attacked by a human. Still, something felt off. It was hard to imagine a run-of-the-mill Adventurer pulling that off. A half-baked attack wouldn't just fail to leave a scratch; it would've been neutralized before it even connected. This had to be the work of a real master—someone on the level of Teacher Milk or Eva.

...Or maybe the Demon Race.

They looked just like us. If they were imitations, their Mana wouldn't be distinguishable from a human's either. There was a chance they'd targeted the Four Dragons for some specific mission or reason.

In that case, just tucking tail and running was a bad move. I needed intel. I needed to know who had actually attacked them. Luckily, these dragons were sentient and spoke a language. If we could just get it through their thick skulls that we weren't the ones who jumped them, they might actually listen. By nature, they weren't supposed to be aggressive. 

But to get them to talk... I was going to have to do something drastic.

――――――――――――――――

I’ve started a new serialization!

It’s a story about a protagonist who gains a skill called Otherworld Guide Map and travels using Reviews and various other skills. I’m hoping to bring out all the best elements I’ve cultivated in my writing so far.

Please take a look if you have the time! Honestly, even just a follow would be great! Or... could I maybe just get a star rating!? Every single person's support helps so much! (^^)/

I am currently participating in Kakuyomu Contest 9. 

Last year was a total defeat for me. I really want to win an award this year!

Thank you for your support! m(__)m

[Otherworld Guide Map] 5.0 ★★★★★ (57,894 Reviews) — I’ll enjoy a comfortable trip to another world by relying on [Reviews]

https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16817330669743197880
207 Awakening

「Olynn, head back for now. Fortunately, the rest of the dragons have moved to the far side of the waterfall. The village is still a good distance away, so there shouldn’t be any immediate danger.」

「What about you, Weiss-kun?」

「I’m going to try and have a dialogue with them. There are things I need to know.」

「About who attacked them?」

Olynn really was thinking this through.

Despite that adorable exterior, he clearly had a fire burning inside him. He possessed a sense of justice far purer than Allen’s—though in the world of the Noblesse, that sort of thing could eventually come back to bite you.

「Exactly. And judging by that look on your face... I take it you're coming too?」

「Of course. I’ll never abandon my comrades.」

「...Right. My mistake, Olynn.」

「Don't worry about it. But even if you want to talk, how are we going to manage it...?」

「They probably just want to know the truth as much as we do. Who attacked them, and why. I don't exactly have the answers they're looking for, but if I can just convince them it wasn't us, that'll be enough.」

「I see. In that case—」

「Yeah. A real conversation requires equal footing—or at the very least, we have to make them acknowledge us. It’s the same in a fight as it is in anything else. Nobody listens to someone they look down on.」

That’s the core of Noblesse Oblige, really.

Whether it was Eva’s lectures, Teacher Milk, Sierra, or Eleanor—the strong all had that one thing in common. They didn't have time for small fry. 

That was why we had to show them what we were made of before we started talking. The Four Dragons had terrifying offensive power, but by that same token, their Mana consumption had to be astronomical.

Which meant...

「We’ll force them to burn through their attacks and then drag them into a fair fight. To do that, what we need is... a decoy.」

Olynn slowly stood up. He must have been thinking the exact same thing.

「Then I’m the best person for the job. Luckily, this forest is currently crawling with monsters fleeing from the dragon.」

「...That might be true, but we don't have time for you to Tame anything.」

「Weiss-kun, I’ve lost so many times. Truly... it was humiliating. But it wasn’t just about my pride. I want to protect people. From the Demon Race, from every threat. I won’t stay weak forever!」

Suddenly, Olynn began chanting a spell I’d never heard of. 

Wait, that’s a Magic Formula I never once encountered in the original story.

He applied it to his left hand first, and it began to pulse with Light. Then he applied a second Magic Formula to his right, and a deep, dark color flickered into existence. Both hands were glowing with opposing energies.

「Olynn, what is that—?」

「I finally realized it. I realized that I'm actually a horrible person. But I don't care. If it’s for the sake of protecting someone, I'll be whatever I have to be.」

Right then, a Grizzly Bear lumbered into view. 

Olynn approached it with a gentle step. The moment he touched the beast, a Subjugation Formula manifested.

And in the very next instant—the Tame was complete.
208: Olynn’s Resolve and Faith in His Friends

"You’ve got to be kidding me..."

I watched, my brain struggling to process the scene. It looked like he’d stripped the Magic Formula down to its bare, broken essentials. By cutting out every unnecessary step, he was completing a Tame with nothing more than a single touch.

It wasn't just magic; it was a forced command that bordered on total brainwashing. 

This was insane. This kind of magic hadn't existed in the Original Story.

Despite the sheer power he was wielding, Olynn looked heartbroken as he stroked the Bear’s head. He was probably agonizing over what he was about to put the creature through. Even so, his eyes remained steady. He had made his choice.

"I’m sorry," he whispered. "But I need you to lend me your strength."

"Gauuu."

"...Weiss-kun, I’ll handle the decoy part somehow. I’m leaving—the rest to you."

A second later, Olynn vanished into the treeline. Flashes of Light rhythmically pulsed through the forest before fading into the shadows.

Hah. What a guy.

He was born with too much kindness for his own good. It was all because of that Noblesse Oblige mentality he’d forced himself to adopt. I knew he was probably suffering right now, but he also understood the stakes. He knew how important it was to have a dialogue with the Four Dragons, and he knew he had to get stronger if we were ever going to stand a chance against the Demon Race.

I found myself letting out a small laugh, despite the dire situation. 

I was laughing at myself for getting cold feet earlier. What a pathetic display. Making the impossible possible is the bread and butter of being a Noblesse. It didn’t matter if the opponent was powerful, or the literal Strongest, or if victory seemed like a total pipe dream—that was just the baseline reality of this world. That was the one constant in this game.

"Debi, let’s go."

"—Debibi!"

Debi manifested from the Darkness. It had been a long time since I’d really gone all out.

I’m going to give it everything I’ve got, even if it kills me.

"I’m going to have to make you die over and over again. Brace yourself."

"Debi!"

"...Thanks."

Besides, if I stopped to think about it for even a second, the answer was obvious. Those guys—Lilith and the rest—they were right there with me. 

There’s no way in hell I’m giving up now.



To the north of Weiss’s position, deep within the mist of the waterfall, Tura and Lilith stared up at the Sky Dragon.

"It’s tracked us, yet it hasn't attacked," Tura noted.

"It seems that way," Lilith replied. "It’s keeping its distance, though it’s closer than Carta-san was."

Biado spoke up, his voice barely a whisper. "...Are you actually going to fight it? If we climb down the cliff up ahead, we might be able to slip away unnoticed."

Lilith turned to him with a gentle smile. "Yes. Of course, you should keep your distance, Biado-sama. But I am going to fight. I know Weiss-sama won’t retreat; he never goes back on a decision once it’s made. I’m sure he’s already coordinated with Olynn-san and is preparing to make a move."

Tura allowed a faint smile to touch her lips, but she quickly composed herself, her expression sharpening. 

"You’re right. We should prepare our own strategy and get into position so we can react to the situation. Lilith-san, I’ll fight by your side."

"Understood. But 'Tura-san' and 'Lilith' is fine, you know. No need for formalities."

The two women nodded, scanning the terrain for a tactical advantage. 

Biado watched them in shock. These two were younger than him—women, no less—and yet they didn't show a hint of fear. He’d known Tura back when she was just a student, but she was different now. She had the eyes of a veteran warrior.

If they were staying, he couldn’t very well run away.

"...I have a little confidence in my swordplay," Biado said, his voice dropping the formal posturing. "Forgive me, I was being a coward. I’ll fight too."

Tura and Lilith nodded with smiles. Biado noticed his own change in speech and tried to correct himself, but Lilith stopped him.

"That way of speaking is perfectly fine. now then, let's try to figure out what Weiss-sama and Olynn-san are planning."
Chapter 209: The Plan

The Four Dragons unleashed a barrage of fire, water, wind, and earth.

The ones we had fought before were just strays. It was best to assume that the difference between those and these four was as vast as the distance between heaven and earth.

But the strong have one fatal flaw: an absolute, blinding sense of pride. Especially the Four Dragons—the idea of losing probably hadn't even crossed their scaly minds. The fact that they were currently throwing an absolute temper tantrum just because they’d actually been hit was proof enough of that.

And in that rage, I knew we’d find our opening.

I looked up at the Sky Dragon. Luckily, its silhouette was distinct enough that it was easy to pick out from the others. That one was Water, the one next to it was Fire, and I could see Wind and Earth starting to close in from not too far away.

Lilith and the others must be on the move.

“Debi, your role this time is exactly what I explained earlier. Don’t go getting cold feet on me now.”

“Debibi!”

Debi was the absolute key to this entire operation. Honestly, the thought of how much easier this would be if Cecil were here kept flashing through my mind. Good grief, I’ve relied on her so much I’ve almost forgotten how to think for myself.

Just then, a monster’s scream echoed through the air.

That was likely the signal.

Tura, Lilith, I know you heard that. I’m counting on you.

I took to the skies using a combination of my Unnatural and Flight Magic. I thought I was prepared for what I’d see, but my jaw dropped anyway.

In the final act of Noblesse Oblige, Olynn commanded a literal army of monsters. Naturally, the power scaling in the endgame of that game just goes completely off the rails. The prime example of that "inflation" was his Dragon Subjugation.

As a Tamer, Olynn eventually learns how to rip the limiters off his monsters and apply special Enchantment Magic to them. Monsters are naturally greedy for power, so they actually have a much higher aptitude for Enhancement Magic than we do. He was probably red-lining their stats at this very moment.

But even knowing that, this was insane.

“Hah... that Olynn. Has he already surpassed Allen?”



Tura, Lilith, and Biado were glancing up at the sky as they repositioned.

“Lilith, I’m sorry, but I can’t fire these off in rapid succession like Lord Weiss. Each shot takes time to prep.”

“It won't be a problem. I can handle a bit of Flight Magic myself.”

Their Mana was already surging, primed for combat. Right then, a monster’s death-howl tore through the trees. Biado muttered that it was exactly as expected.

“...Incredible,” he breathed.

“It’s starting,” Tura said. “I knew Olynn could pull it off. Lilith—Biado!”

“Ready!”

“Understood.”

The three of them leapt into the canopy. And there, they saw it—a sight that defied belief. At the same time, an ear-splitting chorus of monster screams erupted.

“Ha... what on earth did Olynn even do?”

“This is... too much.”

Even Tura and Lilith, veterans who had survived countless brushes with death, were left speechless. As for Biado, he just stared at the scene in front of him, his entire body trembling with pure terror.

Over a hundred monsters were soaring into the sky.

It wasn't just the flying types, either; Olynn had applied Flight Magic to every single one of the land-bound monsters, too.
210 Foothold

The Water Dragon, one of the Four Dragons, finally took notice of the monsters swarming the sky and unleashed a Mana Cannon. A torrent of pressurized water slammed into our vanguard with enough force to level a mountain, wiping out dozens of monsters without leaving so much as a trace of them behind.

But in that same heartbeat, Tura and Lilith saw it. 

They saw my shadow as I lunged out from behind the screen of monsters.

"Lilith, now!" I barked.

"Yes, sir!" she replied instantly.

"This is insane... absolutely insane..." Biado muttered, though he didn't slow down.

Tura conjured a small Unnatural in mid-air to serve as a stepping stone. She kicked off it to gain height, Lilith followed suit with enough power to nearly shatter the platform, and Biado scrambled along behind them.

At the exact moment they reached the apex of their jump, I drove my sword forward. The blade extended, biting deep into the Water Dragon's existing wound and tearing the gash wide open. The beast’s roar of agony nearly blew my eardrums out.

"Gwaaaaarrgh! You... you cowardly human!" the dragon shrieked.

I couldn't help it; I flashed the most fearless, arrogant grin I could muster, despite my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. 

"Sorry," I said. "Dirty tricks are kind of my selling point."

In Noblesse, we live and die by our coordination. No matter who is on the team, we drill our roles through endless, mind-numbing repetition until they're etched into our very souls.

Higher than anyone else in the sky, Olynn was executing his part. He was already riding on the back of a flying monster, but he’d stacked his own Flight Magic on top of it to reach a ridiculous altitude.

"Thank you," Olynn whispered to his mount.

He dived off the beast’s back, plummeting through the air until he landed square on the enraged Water Dragon. He immediately initiated Subjugation. A tidal wave of complex emotions and ancient memories flooded into him—I could see him flinch from the sheer mental weight of it.

"—Guh...!" 

"Y-you... what are you—?! Trying to use Subjugation on me?! Damn it, my strength is—"

Olynn didn't give the dragon a chance to finish. His right hand began to glow with a light-blue radiance that perfectly mirrored the dragon’s own mana.

"I’m going to need you to leave," Olynn said, his voice straining.

"Don't toy with me, human! You pests—"

"I see," Olynn interrupted. "Then we’ll do this by force."

He pulled his right fist back and slammed it down with everything he had. The impact was sickening. Those supposedly indestructible scales shattered and flew apart like cheap glass.

That was the signal. Tura, Lilith, and Biado unleashed their follow-up attacks simultaneously. Fire, wind, and Earth magic filled the sky. The other dragons tried to retaliate, but they were so worried about hitting each other in the chaos that their range was pathetic. We danced right through the gaps in their fire.

"Keep moving!" I screamed, my voice cracking slightly from the adrenaline. "Use the footholds!"

"““Understood!””"

Following my command, I saw Biado’s eyes go wide. He must have realized it then—that the dozens of monsters hovering at equal intervals weren’t just decoys. They were living platforms positioned specifically for us to leap between. I just hope the monsters don't hold a grudge about being used as floorboards.

I caught Biado’s voice as he let out a jagged laugh.

"Heh... Noblesse. Just what kind of insane training do these guys put themselves through?"
211: The Extreme State

In the world of sports, there’s this thing called "the zone."

It’s a state where your concentration heightens to a terrifying degree. The world around you—the scenery, the sounds—just fades away, leaving nothing but your own sharpened senses. 

It’s easier to grasp if you just think of it as a state where you can keep churning out your absolute peak performance indefinitely.

Personally, I’d always thought that kind of talk was a load of crap.

And yet, right now... we were likely in the middle of that exact extreme state.

"You filthy humans!"

I used the monsters acting as my footholds to weave through the Fire Dragon’s monstrous hellfire.

All the while, I kept a layer of defensive mana wrapped around my body without a second's rest.

The air was thick with it—a tension where even a scratch meant certain death, a wild surge of exhilaration, and a strange, intoxicating sense of omnipotence.

"Lilith, bank upper right! Tura, dodge left! Olynn, watch the skies—evade!"

I kept my Magic Eye active at all times, relying on Future Prediction while tracking every twitch of my comrades' movements with Time Lapse to issue my commands.

Of course, they’re the ones actually doing the heavy lifting.

There isn’t a spare second to explain the nitty-gritty details to them.

They had to think for themselves, act on instinct, dodge with perfect efficiency, and hurl back counterattacks.

Biado was giving it his all, too, but the sheer volume of attacks and his dwindling Mana were taking a toll. He was starting to show signs of Mana deficiency—a blue, cyanosis-like tint to his skin.

"Why?! Why can I not strike you?!"

"Who knows? Maybe you’re just too slow."

We were definitely chipping away at them. After tricking them into hitting each other a few times, I could tell the Wind Dragon’s Mana had dropped significantly.

Still, I couldn’t afford to get cocky until the very end.

For us, landing a hundred hits was barely enough to make a dent. 

For them? They only needed to land one.

The sheer unfairness of it all was laughable, but I guess that’s what Noblesse Oblige looks like in practice.

Suddenly, a massive dragon claw lunged toward Tura’s face.

It was the second dragon—the one my Magic Eye wasn't focused on. She brought the flat of her blade up to block, but there was no way she’d withstand the impact.

"Debibi!"

Out of nowhere, Debi charged right at Tura.

Thanks to him, she dodged by a hair, but Debi took the full force of the blow and shattered into pieces.

"Sir Debi!"

"Don’t sweat it. He’ll be back on his feet soon enough."

There’s no need for apologies. I’d already given Debi his orders: keep us alive at any cost.

His respawn timer had improved significantly compared to before, but it would still take a few minutes.

In the meantime, I had to move like my life depended on it to make sure nobody else died.

The Four Dragons were absolutely livid after taking those hits.

If we weren’t here keeping them occupied, the village would’ve been reduced to ash by now.

――――――――――――――――

Afterword:

I didn't think this battle would take this long, but it’s going to go on for just a bit more, haha!

That said, the ending is already set in stone, so look forward to it! (^^)/

Also, I’ve started a new serialization!

It’s a story about a protagonist who gains a skill called Otherworld Guide Map and travels using Reviews and various other abilities. 

I’m hoping to bring out all the fun elements I’ve cultivated so far.

I’d love it if you gave it a look! Or even just a follow! Actually, could I just get a star?! Every little bit helps! (^^)/

I'm participating in Kakuyomu Contest 9. 

I lost pretty badly last year, so I really want to win an award this year!

Thank you for your support! m(__)m.

Since I obtained 【Otherworld Guide Map】 5.0 ★★★★★ (57,894 Reviews), I will enjoy a comfortable otherworld trip relying on 【Reviews】
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"It looks like you're hurting. Want to call a truce?" I taunted.

"Don't be stupid—don't you dare mock me!"

Dialogue was impossible, but the fact that it was losing its composure was a good sign. 

Olynn had been trying to force his Subjugation on the dragon repeatedly. Every time he tried, he seemed to sap its strength; to my surprise, the skill appeared to double as a Weakening debuff. I figured it only worked on monsters, but even so, it was one hell of an overpowered Gift.

"—Fine then—I'll just change the direction of my spite—"

Suddenly, the Water Dragon pivoted, aiming its killing intent toward Biado.

[Notice: Firing a massive Mana Cannon]

The worst part was that the village lay directly behind him. Even at this distance, where the blast’s power would likely dissipate significantly, it would still be a fatal blow to regular villagers who didn't possess a shred of Magic Resistance.

Surprisingly, Biado was the first to realize the danger. Since he couldn’t participate in the physical assault, he must have been running every possible worst-case scenario through his head. With his meager, remaining mana, he began chanting a Defense Formula to try and disperse the impact, even if only by a fraction. 

But if he takes that head-on, he’s dead.

Lilith was currently clinging to the Earth Dragon’s back, moving with a ferocity that surpassed everyone else as she toyed with the beast. Tura was doing the same, using her Unnatural walls alongside her One-Hit Kill ability to steadily grind the enemy’s stamina down. 

Debi still wasn't back in the fight. 

I desperately started chanting a Shield, but our relative positions were all wrong—I wasn't going to make it in time. The Mana Cannon roared to life.

In that split second, Olynn threw himself forward. He must have diverted all the mana from his Subjugation Formula into his defense. The cataclysmic attack slammed into him with a sickening thud.

"Gah... urgh...!"

I scrambled to apply Power Up to him from behind, but the sheer force of the attack was still more than he could withstand.

"Olynn, hang on!"

It was reckless, but I had no other choice. While still in mid-air, I triggered [Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction].

In an instant, a surge of power so intense it felt like I might explode flooded my veins. My blood boiled, my muscles shredded themselves, my bones creaked under the pressure, and it felt like my brain was being microwaved. 

But right now... I can do this!

"—You damn lizard bastard!"

I swung my sword back with everything I had. The Water Dragon twisted its body to avoid a lethal strike, but it was too slow. When my blade bit into its tail, it just kept sinking in, deeper and deeper.

I doubt the creature had ever been backed into a corner like this before. It let out a shriek that nearly shattered my eardrums. It helped that it was the only one already wounded, but that was one dragon down. Time for the finishing blow.

Or so I thought, right until Olynn’s scream tore through the air.

"Guaaaaaahhhhhhh—!"

I whipped my head around in a panic. The Fire Dragon’s attack had landed a direct hit on his right arm. The skin was charred to a gruesome, ghastly crisp; the limb was completely useless. He must have maintained his Magic Resistance until the absolute limit, but his skin was sloughing off and his arm just... hung there, limp. Recovery Magic wasn't going to fix that.

"...D-don't... falter!" Olynn forced the shout out.

He was yelling for us—for his allies—so we wouldn't lose heart. Olynn was overflowing with a sense of justice that bordered on the suicidal. In the Original Story, that personality made him pretty unpopular with a lot of people. But right now? I respected the hell out of him. 

Your inner strength is more incredible than anyone else's, Olynn.

Which meant there was no way in hell I could let myself be outdone.

"—You! Exit the stage right now!"

I slammed a follow-up attack into the Water Dragon. This time it was truly fatal. The beast plummeted toward the ground, screaming all the way down.

Finally, the first one was dealt with. However, almost all of my mana was spent. Lilith was clutching her left arm, having clearly taken a hit. Tura was standing precariously on her right leg, her left injured as well.

"...The Water Dragon is not dead yet. But you? You are finished."

"I did not think humans could push us this far. But this is the end for you."

The Fire and Wind Dragons were acting smug. They had likely sensed that our mana pools were running on fumes.

But—

"Heh. The real show's only just starting."

"That's... right. We aren't losing."

"Of course we won't," Tura added.

"I will not give up either," Lilith declared.

"Ha... honestly... me neither..." Biado wheezed.

We weren't giving up until the very end. 

After all, we are the students of Noblesse.
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I forced my mana to stir once again.

It was then that the Earth Dragon, who had been silent until now, finally spoke. I’d heard he was the most thoughtful and intelligent of the Four Dragons. If anyone’s going to listen to reason, it’s probably him.

"I shall ask... why do you stalk us?"

"Don't get the wrong idea," I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. "We only came to protect the village. We aren't the ones who attacked the Water Dragon, and we definitely aren't stalking you."

"Do not listen to them, Earth Dragon!" the Wind Dragon hissed. "These are humans!"

"Precisely," the Fire Dragon added. "Besides, it is already over. Look at you—you’re a mess of wounds. And more importantly, our preparations are complete."

In that instant, the Wind Dragon exhaled a massive breath. It wasn't a direct attack, but a spell.

I didn't understand what he was doing at first. Then, the reality hit me.

The monsters we’d enchanted with Flight Magic were suddenly plummeting toward the ground. A wide-range Magic Cancellation... and he’d pulled it off in the blink of an eye. We only managed to stay airborne by desperately clinging to our own innate Flight Magic.

But our footing? Gone. Totally gone.

"This is the end. I suppose I can humor you and listen to your final words," the Wind Dragon said, staring us down. The Earth Dragon seemed to have no intention of interjecting further.

"From here... just get lost!" I shouted.

Olynn and Lilith flashed quiet, determined smiles, while Tura and Biado actually managed to laugh. Seriously? We’re on the verge of death and they’re laughing?

"I see. In that case—perish."

The Fire Dragon’s hellfire came roaring straight at Olynn and me. But Debi was already—thank god—back in action.

"Debibi!"

"Weiss!"

Olynn grabbed onto a lone monster he’d sent escaping into the sky earlier and soared upward. I used Debi as a makeshift platform, kicking off him to evade the flames.

Lilith and Tura were both too injured to move, but they still managed to let fly a knife and a One-Hit Kill.

Our next target was the Fire Dragon.

Don't think about the odds, I told myself. Just focus on taking them down one by one with everything I've got.

These dragons had special eyes that perceived the world through mana. That was likely how they’d tracked us through the dense forest. However, that kind of vision is a double-edged sword. The mana within that hellfire was so overwhelming that it actually blinded them to anything else.

Just like that, the Fire Dragon lost track of Olynn and me.

But the Wind Dragon was there to back him up.

«Releasing Breath of Magic Cancellation»

—I see it!

"Shield!"

I stacked four layers of Shield in a single chant, but they were stripped away one after another by the breath. Despite that, my Flight Magic somehow managed to hold firm.

Olynn used his remaining left hand, and I used my Dual Sword, to drive our blades deep into the dragon's scales.
Chapter 222
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The Fire Dragon—screams.

"GWROOOOOOAAAAA"

It seems Olynn is stealing its strength as well.

Without a moment's delay, Lilith and Tura pounce on the Wind Dragon and launch an attack.

The Earth Dragon does not move. This is convenient.

I'm at full power.

Making the impossible possible.

Just then—

"...Stop, humans. It is already over."

The Earth Dragon simply said so.

Surprised, I turn my gaze toward it. I realize those are words of truth.

"If you do not stop, I will kill you."

«I will unleash Destruction Magic that returns everything to nothing»

It intends to burn its own Mana and soul to destroy the entire area.

However, I saw another future as well.

"You guys, stop!"

I shouted and stopped my attack.

And then, the Earth Dragon quietly continues.

"...I shall believe you. That you are not the ones who attacked the Water Dragon."

"What was that, Earth Dragon? These are the same humans. It does not matter who attacked us!"

"It is as the Fire Dragon says."

"...No. Humans each possess their own will. —I shall acknowledge the misunderstanding. Now, let us have a dialogue."

The Earth Dragon seems quite reasonable.

Though, I understand their side of the story as well.

"We don't mind. But we'll be in trouble unless you control them."

"It is fine. Our consciousness is already shared."

I couldn't believe it, but it seemed to be the truth; although the Fire Dragon and Wind Dragon were not satisfied, they did not launch any more attacks.

I land on the ground, covered in wounds from head to toe.

The Water Dragon lying on the ground was already in the process of recovering.

Ha, what a monster.

"...Weiss-kun."

"Are you okay, Olynn?"

"Yeah, but... they might not be usable anymore..."

Her arms were severely damaged.

It wasn't a level that Healing Magic could handle.

"...I'm sorry."

"Don't worry about it. It seems they've finally understood us."

"Lilith, Tura, how are your injuries?"

"We're fine. But Olynn-san is..."

"I have no problems either."

Behind us, Biado also said he was fine.

The Earth Dragon lands on the ground.

We managed to reach the point of dialogue, but depending on the response from here, we might end up fighting again.

I have to heal Olynn's wounds quickly, too.

But at that moment—

"...Let us heal the injuries."

In the next moment, the Wind Dragon prepared to release a breath.

I activated my Magic Eye with my remaining Mana and checked the future.

Lilith and the others were frightened, but I held them back.

—Fyuuuuuu

It was Healing Breath.

Everyone's bodies began to heal.

"Ha, amazing."

"—Besides, it would be difficult to talk like this. You lot."

"...Hmph."

The Fire Dragon replied to the Earth Dragon's words with a look of dissatisfaction.

However, in the next moment, the bodies of the Four Dragons began to glow.

It was a divine Light. So bright that I couldn't even keep my eyes open.

But I was speechless at the forms they took next.

No, why didn't I realize it sooner?

This world is Noblesse Oblige.

The Original Story was incredibly popular.

It doesn't miss its tropes; that is the secret to its popularity.

What exactly does that mean?

—They can transform into human form.

And furthermore, god damn it—into beautiful girls.

"This should suffice. Let me say one thing: we are not the same as humans. We are merely making ourselves look this way."

"I hate this form. Having red hair is so tacky."

"...I don't particularly mind, though."

"I've finally recovered... but my bottom still hurts."

The Earth Dragon was a bouncy older-sister type. She had brown hair and big, round eyes.

The Fire Dragon was a strong-willed girl with short red hair and a "just right" amount of bounce.

The Wind Dragon was a woman with an intellectual aura, wearing glasses for some reason.

The Water Dragon was a little blue-haired loli, sobbing.

As expected, even Olynn, Lilith, and Tura were shocked by this.

Biado was so surprised his jaw practically hit the floor.

"Now then, you said your name was Weiss? Is your only wish for us to leave this place?"

The Earth Dragon's bounce-bounce-bounce-bounce-bounce-bounce-bounce.

Dammit, it was easier to talk to her in her previous form.
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“So, Weiss, was it? Tell me, what is it you desire?”

The Earth Dragon’s overflowing, jiggling curves and the sheer absurdity of a dragon transforming into a beautiful girl left the Noblesse students and the Mercenary Knight—who were supposed to be unshakable—in a state of total confusion.

“W-What is going on? Why a human form? And why a... a woman? Am I dreaming?”

“To think they could take the same shape as us. And to choose the form of a woman, no less...”

“This is certainly... a surprise.”

“Yeah... This is so unexpected I can hardly believe my eyes.”

Unfortunately, this was the most classic cliché imaginable. In fact, it was a high-speed fastball of a trope—a direct hit.

From my perspective, this development was perfectly natural, but my calmness seemed to weird them out even more. Even Lilith was trembling.

“Lord Weiss, h-how can you be so composed? Aren't you surprised? A Dragon just turned into a human woman!”

“...I’ve had training for this sort of thing.”

“T-That’s incredible!”

No, it’s really not. It’s not incredible at all. If anything, it’s so mind-numbingly straightforward that I’m actually ashamed I didn't see it coming until now.

But if I let myself get bogged down by meta-commentary, we’d never get anywhere. Despite their new looks, their power hadn't changed one bit. Depending on how I handled this, we’d just end up right back where we started, trying to kill each other. First, I needed to prove we weren't a threat.

“Lilith, bring out the Allen.”

“Wait, the Allen!? You mean that Allen?! We still have the souvenirs meant for the village, but... are you sure about this?!”

“Yeah. Bring it all out.”

Lilith looked at me with pure astonishment.

“A-Are you certain? All of it?!”

“I don’t mind. This is an emergency.”

“U-Understood!”

Desperate times call for desperate measures. To gain something of value, you have to be willing to pay an equivalent price.

The Four Dragons watched us, their gazes sharp and suspicious.

“What are you two whispering about? Are you plotting something?”

“Earth Dragon, I’m telling you, these guys are shady.”

“Fire Dragon, please, compose yourself. The negotiations haven’t even begun yet.”

“Wait... is that a sweet smell?”

◇

“I shee... if you’re going this far, then I supposh it can’t be helped... I’ll do as Weiss says...”

“Hey, Earth Dragon! That’s my share!”

“Fire Dragon, you’re eating way too much.”

“Delicious... so delicious...”

For the second time today, the Noblesse students and the Mercenary Knight stood there, utterly confounded. 

The cause was the dragons. They were currently stuffing their faces with the assortment of Melo-Melon, cakes, and snacks I’d brought along as refreshments. They looked absolutely blissful. The Earth Dragon had even started using formal honorifics the second that food hit her tongue.

“I never knew dragons ate cake...”

“I’m just as shocked. Lord Weiss truly knows everything, doesn’t he?”

“As expected of him. To think he’d even mastered their specific tastes.”

“The Nobless Valedictorian is... truly something else.”

No, you’ve got it all wrong. This is also a trope. A terrifyingly powerful dragon transforms into a human girl and then gets all warm and fuzzy because of sweets and snacks—it’s, like, the most predictable thing in the world.
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They didn’t get it. Not a single one of them. 

This was child’s play—the absolute basic of basics. Still, I figured I might as well take the credit for it. Maintaining my dignity was a vital part of my survival strategy, after all.

"As I said, we aren't your enemies," I told them. "The nearby villagers are terrified. I’d appreciate it if you could move somewhere else—preferably a place far from any human settlements."

"Phew... That was quite the feast," the Earth Dragon sighed, looking satisfied. "Very well. Considering you went to the trouble of preparing such exquisite souvenirs, I shall grant your request."

The moment the Earth Dragon spoke, Olynn and Lilith let out cheers of relief. 

But we weren't out of the woods yet.

"That’s a huge help. Now, I have a question for the Water Dragon. Who attacked you? You said it was a human, but what did they look like?"

"Hey! Fire Dragon, that one’s mine!"

"Water Dragon, that's your second melon petit cake already!"

Could you two just eat and listen for a second?

"Uh, let's see... the one who attacked me was a woman with long, white hair," the Water Dragon said between bites.

"Did she have horns on her head? If so, she wasn't a human. She was of the Demon Race."

"I wonder... Ah, actually, she might have."

Just as I thought.

It was likely the other Eva. Even for members of the Demon Race, those girls emitted a bizarre, alien Mana. It made sense that the dragons would mistake them for humans. 

But there was no way they were doing this to "protect the village." What were they actually after?

"When did this happen?" I asked.

"About a week ago, I think."

The Wind Dragon chimed in to supplement the story. "We all attacked her together. She was incredibly strong. Though, the moment we started getting serious, she vanished."

"...I see."

She faced all four of these monsters at once and managed to escape? Dammit, she better not be putting in as much effort as I am! That’s just not fair.

It was too perfect to be a coincidence. They had known about the Four Dragons beforehand. Most likely, the Demon King was behind it. He’d dispatched a subordinate to plot... something. 

Was it an attempted massacre? An attempt at persuasion? Or something else entirely?

I can’t figure it out just by standing here.

However, it was becoming increasingly likely that they knew more about Noblesse Oblige than I did—especially since they'd successfully revived a Pseudo-Demon and had Nell, the Eva look-alike, on their side.

Just then, the Fire Dragon stepped forward, a piece of Melo-Melon fruit still stuck to her cheek. 

"Fine, I’ll trust you guys. I’ll believe those other guys were Demon Race, and I’ll admit that you humans are... alright."

Olynn seized the opportunity immediately. 

"In that case, I think our interests are aligned. The Demon Race will keep targeting people indiscriminately. When that happens, we're going to need your help."

Honestly, only Olynn could say something like that without a hint of hesitation. Well, Allen probably would too.

The Earth Dragon was the one who responded.

"We are neutral. We do not take sides. However... since the Water Dragon was harmed, I will consider lending you some assistance. But—"

The Earth Dragon turned her gaze toward me. I knew that look. Her eyes were practically screaming her demands.

"Leave it to me," I sighed. "I’ll make sure the Melo-Melon offerings are properly prepared."

"...Very well. We are not unwilling to accept the loyalty of such admirable humans as yourselves."

"...Well, I guess I’m okay with that too," the Water Dragon added.

"I don't mind either!" the Wind Dragon chirped.

The Fire Dragon huffed. "I still won't forgive the one who slapped my butt, though!"

In any case, that was that. 

It was a convoluted, headache-inducing mess—exactly the kind of episode the Noblesse dev team would have cooked up.



Afterword
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I wonder how everyone is doing? It's been a while since we've seen the rest of the cast. Also, will there be an exam?
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“And Weiss,” the Earth Dragon spoke.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Your movements are beyond human. How did you acquire such power?”

“Heh. Who knows?”

“...Willpower, perhaps?”

“Maybe.”

After that, the Earth Dragon leaned in close. She whispered directly into my ear.

“Call my name when you wish for me to lend you my strength. I shall appear only when you are truly in need.”

“...Heh. Got it.”

I’d just secured the ultimate [Card]. I see, so in the game, this was originally intended to be some kind of New Game Plus perk.

Well, I might as well stir the pot a bit while I’m at it.

“Is the god you people worship by any chance named Noblesse?”

“...How do you know that name!?”

“Forget I said anything.”

The Earth Dragon’s ample chest jiggled as she fidgeted with embarrassment. Yeah, that’s about the right amount of pressure to put on her.

When everything was finished and we were about to head back, the Fire Dragon approached Olynn.

“Olynn, wasn't it?”

“Eh? Oh, me? Yeah, that’s right.”

“I’ve taken a liking to you. Was that Subjugation? That was the first time anyone has ever peered into my heart like that. ——I’ll lend you my power. ...Sorry about your arm.”

“Huh?! Oh, thank you! But it was healed just now, so I’m fine!”

Olynn had been draining power from the Fire Dragon. If he was lending that strength to her, then... Hah, isn’t she going to end up about seven stages stronger? This is definitely going to turn into another headache.

“Then, we shall depart. Weiss, Olynn, Tura, Lilith, Biado—we apologize for the trouble we caused.”

With those words, the Earth Dragon emitted a divine light once more and reverted to her true form. The Four Dragons ascended into the sky and vanished; honestly, that might have been the highest difficulty spike I’ve faced yet.

Biado turned around and finally let out a long, relieved sigh.

“Phew... thank you. Thanks to you all, the village was saved. If even one of you had been missing, we wouldn’t have stood a chance. I still can’t believe it, but you truly saved us.”

Even though he wasn't a major character in the Original Story, Biado had really stepped up. In fact, he was arguably the MVP of this whole mess.

“Weiss-sama, you really are incredible. You were so composed, so cool, and you were stronger than anyone else.”

“Heh, thanks, Lilith. But—”

“But?”

“...Make sure you explain the whole ‘dragons turning into women’ thing to Cynthia very carefully. If you word it wrong, it’s going to be a disaster.”

“Fufufu, I understand! Leave it to me!”

With this, the massive sub-episode came to a close. It was perfect timing for the end of Summer Vacation (Estarm), too.

My classmates should have been getting stronger as well. Especially that idiot Allen, ‘Sasami’ Duke, and ‘Peachiku-Paachiku’ Shari.

For now, I’m going home to take a long soak in the bath.

◇

Far to the north, Allen was fighting against a staggering tide of monsters. After slaughtering them all, he slumped forward, gasping for air.

From behind him, the white-haired Eva Avery approached with a delighted smile.

“Oh my, you’ve finally become able to [Use It], haven’t you?”

“...Huff... huff... Thank... you... very much...”

“Fufufu, I’m looking forward to the next [Partner Exam]. Since we’re at it, I really want you to win against that boy.”

She wore a smile that was utterly, terrifyingly bold.



Chapter Seven, Four Dragons Arc — End.

Starting from the Nobless Trip, Weiss obtained the Magic Eye through the Partner Exam. Duke’s final blow feels like it happened a lifetime ago.

The word count is around 660,000 characters, and the ending might have wrapped up quite nicely.
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Interlude: Useful Trash and Useless Trash

In the suburbs, there stood a mansion that commanded the horizon, its scale bordering on the obscene. The interior was draped in excessive luxury, centered around a room so cavernous it felt more like a hall than a living space. 

I, Neil Albert, stood in the center of it all. I caught my reflection in a nearby mirror—tall, blond, and possessing a face that radiated a refreshing, noble charm.

"Priscilla," I said, my voice steady. "There are two types of humans in this world, excluding myself. Do you know what they are?"

I kept my face perfectly expressionless as I addressed the black-haired maid standing at my side. She was a masterpiece of a servant—handsome features, well-proportioned, and skin so white it lacked a single blemish.

"My apologies, Lord Neil," Priscilla replied, her voice a flat, melodic monotone. "With my limited intellect, I am utterly incapable of providing an answer."

On the floor before us, a man in a tailcoat was pressed into a desperate kowtow. He didn’t dare utter a sound, his forehead glued to the polished floorboards.

"Raise your head," I commanded.

"Yes, Lord Neil! I—I cannot apologize enough for—"

"Priscilla."

"Yes."

"Hi—HIGYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

The man’s scream tore through the room as flames manifested in Priscilla’s palm, searing his cheek. I didn’t blink. I didn’t even twitch. The sound was merely noise, and noise was beneath me.

"Do not speak without permission," I said coldly. "Priscilla."

"Yes."

With her other hand, she conjured a sphere of pure water. She pressed the freezing liquid ruthlessly into the man’s fresh burn. He screamed again, a jagged, pathetic sound. 

How many times must I deal with such incompetence? 

When the display finished, I looked down at the quivering wreck. "How many years have you served House Albert?"

"...F-five years, my lord."

"I see. Then you shall work as a slave starting tomorrow."

"N-no... please! Mercy! H-HIGYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

The flames took him again. The man eventually scrambled to his feet, staggering out of the room under his own power. He was an eyesore.

"He was useless trash," I remarked. "But you, Priscilla... you are useful trash."

"Your words are my greatest joy. I am honored."

I reached out, catching her chin between my fingers and forcing her to look up. I allowed the smallest of smiles to touch my lips. "That beautiful skin is your only redeeming quality."

"I am unworthy of such praise, my lord."

"Hmph. Spare me the false modesty. Anyway... do you know of Weiss?"

"Yes. I believe he is the eldest son of House Fanscent."

"It seems Sophia is busy spreading rumors about him, calling him the man who repelled the Demon Race. I’ve also heard he’s the reason Eva is still enrolled at the Academy."

I noticed a slight twitch in Priscilla’s cheek. 

"What is it?" I asked.

"...I simply found it rare for you to take such an interest in another person, Lord Neil."

"Haha. Interest? Perhaps." I let go of her chin. "Priscilla, change."

"Yes."

Without a hint of hesitation or resistance, Priscilla reached up and removed her headband. She proceeded to shed her skirt and jacket, standing there in nothing but her pure white undergarments. I watched with clinical indifference.

"Summer Vacation (Estarm) is finally over. It's time we returned to Noblesse. As a senior, I suppose I should go greet my juniors."

Priscilla pulled a Noblesse student uniform from the wardrobe and began to dress. She then prepared my uniform as well. Sewn onto the shoulder was the emblem of a third-year student—the same as Eva’s.



"Priscilla, give me the briefing. Keep it concise."

I leaned back in the carriage as we rattled toward Nobless Academy. 

"Eleanor Witch and Sierra Witch have been granted 'supplementary graduation' status," Priscilla reported. "They are required to attend Noblesse a few times a week, effectively placing them in the same grade as you, Lord Neil. Among the first-years, Beryl of House Friede and Meryl of House Stone are currently fighting for the top spot. In the second year, the top student is Weiss Fancent. He is being pursued closely by a commoner named Allen."

"I thought those sisters might be useful, but it turns out they’re just more trash. More importantly... a commoner? Someone let a commoner into Noblesse?"

"It is as I said, my lord. Reports suggest he has the ability to copy the magic of others."

A copycat? I felt a dark cloud settle over my mood. The Academy has truly fallen if they’re letting monkeys enroll.

"Furthermore," Priscilla continued, "most of the individuals I just mentioned were involved in repelling the Large-scale Invasion of the Demon Race in the Kingdom of Carlos. Also, Milk Abitus was appointed as a teacher last year."

"Hah. Things are getting interesting. This might actually be more entertaining than I expected."

Before long, the carriage pulled up to the gates of Nobless Academy. Priscilla stepped out immediately, holding the door open for me.

"It’s been a while," I murmured, stepping onto the pavement.

"Indeed."

I scanned the courtyard. A group of unfamiliar first-year girls caught sight of me. Immediately, I switched. I wiped the coldness from my face and offered them a warm, radiant smile and a wave.

"Wh-Who is that?! He’s so handsome!"

"Is he a senior? I don't remember seeing him before..."

"Look at how tall he is!"

As soon as the girls scurried off, I let the mask slip. My face returned to its natural, expressionless state. 

Acting charming for trash is exhausting.

"Yes, my lord," Priscilla agreed.

At that moment, a woman with translucent white hair drifted across my path. Eva Avery.

"Eva."

"Hm? Oh my... if it isn't Neil. It’s been quite some time."

"I was certain you would have abandoned this place by now."

"Fufufu, that was the plan. But then some very interesting children appeared among the underclassmen."

"I see. Putting that aside, would you care to serve House Albert after graduation?"

"My, are you courting me?"

"You are useful," I said simply.

"Thank you. Well, it does sound like it might be fun. I’ll keep it in mind."

"See that you do."

Eva turned her gaze to the black-haired girl at my side. "Priscilla-chan, long time no see. You’ve gotten even cuter, haven't you?"

"Thank you very much."

"Fufufu, let's play again soon. Our little score hasn't been settled yet, after all."

Eva sauntered off with a playful smile. Priscilla watched her go, then spoke without my permission—a rare lapse.

"...It is unusual for you to personally invite someone like that, Lord Neil."

"Because she is useful trash. Looking down on every single human is a fool’s errand. It’s what the truly weak do. You understand, don't you?"

"Yes."

I felt my expression soften just a fraction. "Priscilla, what is my current point total?"

"54,560, my lord."

"Hah. They’ve dropped significantly."

"I do not believe it will be an issue."

"I loathe the idea of spending more time in this pathetic Academy, but this too is an important job. Just make sure you don't lose to anyone other than Eva."

"Understood. There will be no problem."

"Good. Let’s move."

"Yes, my lord."

As we walked away, the hushed whispers of a few nearby first-years reached my ears.

"Did you see that?"

"Yeah, he's gorgeous. I've never seen him before."

"No, not him. Look at the girl."

"The black-haired maid?"

"Yeah. Look... on her neck. That’s a Slave Crest."

"Wait, what? Isn't that... isn't that the kind you can never take off?"

"I... I think so..."
218: Pure Evil

Chapter Eight begins!!!

――――――――――――――――

The protagonist of Noblesse Oblige was Allen.

He was the central figure of a classic hero’s journey that everyone yearned for—a commoner who rose from nothing after losing his home and family. He enrolled in an aristocratic Academy, a feat considered absolutely impossible, and encountered various allies and enemies along the way.

In contrast to him, there was Weiss Fancent.

In the Original Story, he was a disgustingly cunning villain. He interfered with Allen at every turn, using cowardly methods to steal his points. It all started because he was a sore loser who couldn't handle being beaten by Allen in the entrance exam duel. In the end, after a pathetic defeat, he was killed by the Demon King.

As far as being the story's antagonist went, he didn't even come close to balancing the scales. Weiss was just a small-fry crook; he was far too weak to be Allen's true foil. The Demon King was more like a natural disaster, and the Demon Race were literally beings from another dimension.

However, an overwhelming evil did exist in Noblesse.

Someone cowardly, cunning, strong, wise, and a total piece of trash. That guy would clash with Allen head-on, standing in his way like an insurmountable wall. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that his presence was what made the Original Story so entertaining.

I want to beat this guy someday. I want to kill him. I want to see him groveling in the dirt.

That was likely what every player thought while going through the game. But things didn't go that easily in Noblesse. In a game that boasted an infinite number of branching episodes, there were plenty of paths where you couldn't just trample over your enemies. You were forced to drink from the bitter cup of defeat over and over again. That was the fundamental Noblesse experience.

And that man’s name was—

◇

"Why are you doing something like that!?"

I heard a shout echoing through the courtyard of the Academy, despite it being our first day back. It was a familiar voice—the voice of an idiot with his sense of justice on full display.

"Weiss."

"Ah, Allen."

"What’s going on? There are a lot of first-years around today, aren't there?"

Cynthia and Lilith were walking beside me. As usual, their beauty was only becoming more refined. The Noblesse school uniforms really emphasized the girl's thighs, making me instinctively want to reach out and touch them. Wait, get a grip, me.

Explaining the situation with the Four Dragons to Cynthia had been a massive ordeal. I’d been terrified she’d be furious, but it seemed she actually understood how much I’d struggled. Though, to be fair, she still lectured me repeatedly.

She mentioned that her Medical Magic was coming along well.

"I think I’ve finally managed to stand shoulder to shoulder with you," she’d said with an air of confidence. It was the first time she had ever said something like that, so I was actually looking forward to seeing her progress.

I walked toward the source of the shouting. I didn't even need to push through the crowd; as soon as people noticed me, they scrambled out of the way. At the center of the clearing, a group of incredibly irritating guys were lined up.

"Do you really believe that everyone should be equal?"

"Of course I do!!!" Allen barked.

Shari and Duke were nowhere to be seen. Thank god—if they were here, things would’ve turned into an even bigger headache.

So you've finally shown up, I muttered to myself.

The man was tall, blonde, and looked quite refreshing at first glance. Eva Avery might be the Strongest, but it was no exaggeration to say that this guy was the most wicked. He was an absolute outlier. His appearance was much later than it had been in the Original Story, but that didn't matter now.

And standing beside him was the woman with the Slave Crest on her neck, Priscilla—

—Neil.

This guy was the symbolic evil of Noblesse.

"It is only natural to distinguish between humans and slaves," Neil said smoothly. "More importantly, is that any way to speak to a senior?"

Heh. Well, things just got a whole lot more interesting.
Chapter 219: Common Sense

The surrounding reactions were, if anything, leaning toward Neil’s side.

It made sense. Everyone here was a noble, and for them, slavery was just a fact of life. Even Cynthia probably didn’t harbor a deep-seated hatred for the institution itself. Of course, they believed that senseless violence should be eradicated, but in their eyes, that was a completely separate issue.

I’d clashed with Allen once before during a history lesson on the subject. At the time, I’d simply provided an answer that aligned with the morals of this world and this era.

Ironically, if we were talking strictly about personal feelings, it wasn’t like I didn’t understand where he was coming from. Acts that trample on human rights... in another world, they really ought to be abolished.

But that was strictly my own subjective take. I had no idea what Priscilla’s life had been like or how she ended up in her current state. In fact, I didn’t know the first thing about her. She was an anomaly even in the Original Story, a character whose background was never really explored.

“Give me a break. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t push your selfish assumptions on me,” Neil said, spitting the words out with a composed look.

He then reached out, intentionally brushing his fingers against Priscilla’s neck. At a glance, the Slave Crest looked like a stylish tattoo, but it was the mark of someone who had been stripped of their humanity. It wasn’t some primitive brand seared into the skin with a hot iron; it was a magical construct, specially crafted by a talented mage. It was a curse—once engraved, it could never be removed. And it ensured the victim could never, ever defy their master.

However, even the nobility generally found this specific practice distasteful. Dignity was important to them. If they absolutely had to use a crest, they’d usually engrave it somewhere inconspicuous. Displaying it on a visible place like the neck was basically shouting to the world that you had zero class. 

To be honest, most people didn't use them at all. They were typically reserved for situations where rebellion would be a genuine problem, such as with combat slaves. While the system was inherently cruel, plenty of people still advocated for the basic dignity of slaves—the idea that even they deserved a bare minimum of respect.

Allen was clearly fuming, his irritation mounting as he faced a senior who refused to listen to reason. But Neil was sharp; he was almost certainly provoking the kid on purpose.

From a legal perspective, Allen was the one making unreasonable demands. More importantly, what did he think was going to happen if he, a commoner, picked a fight with the ducal House Albert?

As a game plot, this was top-tier drama, but in reality? It was a total shitshow. This was going to be a massive pain in the ass, but I couldn't just sit back and let him trigger a "Game Over" here.

Allen still has a job to do. Whether it’s taking down the Demon King or helping me get stronger, I need him to play his part as my stepping stone.

“Cynthia, stay back.”

“Weiss? What are you doing?”

“Don’t worry,” I replied. “Just playing the mediator.”

I stepped forward.

Neil looked down his nose at me from his high horse. Hah, you piece of garbage.

Well, to be fair, he hadn’t actually done anything to me yet. Not in this timeline, anyway.
220 Mediation

"Cut it out, Allen."

"Weiss... I wasn't—!"

"Look around you. You’re the one picking a fight here."

Allen slowly scanned his surroundings, his fists still trembling with rage. It was clear as day: Neil had far more allies in this room. 

However, the light of conviction in Allen’s eyes didn't dim for a second.

"...He should at least grant Priscilla-san a minimum level of dignity."

I didn't know the specifics, but it was probably about the Slave Crest after all. God, he’s such an easy guy to read.

"So, you're Weiss? I’ve heard the rumors," Neil said, his voice dripping with feigned exhaustion. "I was in quite a bind. It’s a huge help that you actually seem to understand the situation."

"I’m not like Allen," I replied smoothly. "Slaves are a perfectly normal part of this world, after all."

Hearing that, Neil narrowed his eyes, staring at me as if he were sizing up a piece of meat. 'Useful trash' or 'useless trash'—that was the guy’s favorite way to categorize people.

Beside him, Priscilla stood with eyes that were frighteningly cold. Even though she was the very subject of the dispute, she acted as if she weren't even there. She wasn't carrying herself as a person, but as an object. 

This level of loyalty was terrifying. No, it was more likely the coercive power of the Slave Crest.

"Weiss... I’m disappointed in you," Allen spat.

"Hmph. Allen, I couldn't care less what you think of me."

Neil watched our exchange, a smug, satisfied smile spreading across his face. 

But I wasn't finished.

"That being said," I continued, "Allen does have a point. A slave's dignity should be protected by the hands of their master. From where I’m standing, the one remarkably lacking in refinement isn't Allen—it's you, Senior."

"...What did you say?" 

At my provocation, a shadow fell over Neil’s face. The same shift occurred in Priscilla. Not a single muscle in her face moved, but I could feel her Mana. It was impossible to hide. The stagnation and the violent fluctuations in her energy gave away her true anger.

Alright, now what? Honestly, picking a fight with someone from the House of the Duke is a massive pain in the ass.

Just as the tension reached a breaking point, Teacher Milk stepped in to break us apart.

"The eldest son of House Albert, and yet you're stirring up trouble immediately after returning to the academy?"

Neil had been on a leave of absence for about a year. Whether it was for work for the House of the Duke or he was just playing hooky, I didn't give a damn.

"Instructor Milk Abitus. A pleasure to meet you," Neil said, instantly switching to a polite tone. "I haven't done anything. It simply seems he took issue with Priscilla."

"Yes. Lord Neil is not at fault," Priscilla added.

It was the first time she had spoken. Ironically, her voice was beautiful.

"Do you know the phrase 'both parties in a quarrel are to be punished'?" Teacher Milk asked coldly. "I have no intention of listening to either of your stories. This is over. The rest of you, disperse."

I see. As expected of Teacher Milk. If she actually listened to the arguments, she’d be forced to admit that Neil was technically in the right according to the law. She’s settling this skillfully by refusing to engage with the details.

"...Fine then. Priscilla, we’re leaving. —Weiss, Allen, was it? As your senior, I'll give you a word of advice: watch how you speak to your betters. The Noblesse isn't that soft."

Neil walked away with a composed, arrogant smile.

He had clashed with Allen just like in the Original Story. I didn't know which direction things would take from here, but I knew there was a joint training session coming up.

Neil possessed a Gift that was rare even among the Noblesse—something so peculiar that it could literally change the world. 

If I get the chance, I’d love to wring every bit of use out of him.
221: Lilith's Confession

Neil and Priscilla vanished from sight, and the little gathering finally began to disperse, though Allen still looked like he’d just swallowed a lemon.

"Teacher, that guy is—"

"Allen, don’t get involved with Neil," Teacher Milk interrupted. "You and he are like oil and water. Weiss, that goes for you, too. Don't go looking for trouble."

"I wasn't looking for anything," I grumbled, trying to sound as uninterested as possible. "It’s just that this idiot has been an eyesore since the sun came up."

"What did you say, Weiss!?"

"Knock it off, Allen. Deep down, you know the truth—Weiss just saved your skin."

"…………"

In the Original Story, Neil and Teacher Milk hardly ever interacted. That said, she used to be both an Adventurer and a Knight; there’s no way she wouldn't know who he was.

As the commotion settled, Shari and Duke hurried over to us. They must have heard the play-by-play from one of the bystanders.

"Allen, are you okay!?" Shari asked, her voice laced with worry.

"Yeah, I'm fine. But..."

"Allen, stay away from that man," Duke added firmly.

Naturally, it seemed even Shari and Duke were well-aware of Neil's reputation.

"Weiss, you be careful too," Duke warned.

"I know, I know. —Cynthia, Lilith, let’s go."

I gave Teacher Milk a quick nod of farewell and beat a hasty retreat from the scene. 

"Weiss, is that man named Neil someone famous?" Cynthia asked as we walked.

"Yeah. You really didn't know?"

"I'm afraid not."

"Well, it’s probably better that way."

It wasn't really a surprise that Cynthia was in the dark. Even though they were fellow nobles, she’d lived a life of such perfect, upright conduct that the seedier side of high society probably never reached her ears.

Beside her, Lilith walked with her head slightly bowed.

"Please," Cynthia pressed. "Tell me."

I agonized over whether or not to answer. Considering the plot of the Original Story, Cynthia was cut from the exact same cloth as Allen. If I told her the truth, it was only a matter of time before she dragged me into some new brand of disaster.

But she looked at me with those strikingly honest eyes. She’d asked me so many times to stop hiding things from her. 

Besides, I already knew the dark history between Neil and Lilith. I’d found out the truth after coming to this world, right after I learned that Lilith was a former Silent Witch.

Before I could speak, Lilith spoke up herself.

"He... House Albert is the largest Legal Slave Merchant in this world," she explained. "As an enemy, he is a terrifying man, but there is no ally more reliable. He is a master of the candy and the whip, and he commands a legion of fanatical subordinates. If Weiss-sama and Teacher Milk hadn’t intervened just now, I believe there is a very real possibility that Allen-san’s life would have been targeted."

It was rare for Lilith to speak with such raw emotion. Even Cynthia seemed taken aback by her intensity.

"...I see. So that’s who he is. But Lilith, how do you know so much about him?"

Lilith met Cynthia’s gaze and answered clearly.

"Because in the past, I worked under him."
Chapter 222: Mr. Popular

“Neil-senpai, would you mind helping me with my studies?”

“Senpai, come have lunch with us!”

“Hey, he’s already got plans with me!”

Several weeks had passed since the first day of the new term.

In the cafeteria, the sight of underclassmen swarming around Neil had already become a daily occurrence. And it wasn’t just the girls, either; the boys were just as eager to get close to him.

“Let’s put together a study group next time,” Neil suggested smoothly. “We can all work together.”

Ever since he’d returned to the academy, the guy had boasted top-tier grades. Furthermore, in a place like Noblesse, finding an upperclassman who actually looked after his juniors was like finding a needle in a haystack. Most nobles were preoccupied with "friendly rivalry," which was really just a polite way of saying they found the social maintenance of vertical relationships to be a massive pain in the neck.

Among them, Neil was an anomaly. 

Despite hailing from the prestigious House of the Duke, he never used his title as a shield. He was a model student—a picture of perfect conduct. Even his previous shouting match with Allen was being spun in his favor; people now saw him as "plain-spoken" and "honest" rather than rude. It was actually boosting his reputation.

Priscilla was always right there by his side, too. She never said more than she had to, acting like a silent sentinel dedicated to his protection.

For the moment, he wasn't doing anything to stand out. To any casual observer, it just looked like a popular student had made a triumphant return to campus. 

At least, that was the case on the surface.

The odds are incredibly low, but is it possible the Original Story has been altered? I didn't want to believe a guy like him could actually turn into a decent person, though.

But more than that, I could see something much more amusing unfolding right in front of me.

“A-Allen, are you okay?” Shari asked, her voice hovering with concern.

“I’m fine, Shari! Perfectly normal!” Allen insisted.

He’s eating way more than I am...

It was obvious that Allen couldn't stand the guy. He was glaring daggers at Neil while shoveling massive amounts of rice into his mouth—way more than his stomach could normally handle. Aside from the Priscilla situation, he’d apparently found out that Neil was currently an active Legal Slave Merchant. 

He really is a simple, easy-to-read guy.

I scanned the rest of the table. Carta, Olynn, Cecil, Tura—the usual gang was all there, digging into their meals. Every one of them was practically vibrating with Mana; the levels they were putting off were incomparable to how they used to be. They were probably itching for a chance to show off the fruits of their intense training.

“Weiss, you’ve got a little sauce on your cheek. Scrub-scrub!”

“Cynthia-san, you’re doing that thing where you say the sound effects out loud again,” Lilith pointed out.

These two, at least, were the same as ever. Cynthia had been shocked to hear that Lilith used to work for Neil, but she seemed to have processed it by now.

“Even so, it’s always so lively around Neil-san, isn't it?” Cynthia noted.

“Yes,” Lilith replied. “It was usually like that when I worked for him, too. However, those who broke his rules were met with horrific sanctions. I witnessed those as well.”

“Sanctions? Like what...?”

“Well... to put it simply, they were broken. Some were even reduced to the status of slaves.”

According to Lilith, Neil’s business involved buying up slaves in bulk and flipping them for a quick profit. He was apparently pulling in way more cash than I’d realized, and word was he had major pull with the Royal Family. Lilith’s job back then had been acting as a guard for his merchant dealings and "disciplining" any nobles who dared to defy him.

I didn't intend to hold her past against her. Knowing the circumstances she’d come from, she’d likely done whatever it took to survive. Still, the gap between someone like him and a commoner like Allen was enough to make me feel a pang of pity for the kid. 

Then again, that’s exactly what makes watching him try to scale that wall so interesting.

“Just leave him be,” I said, cutting through the heavy atmosphere. “We’ve got exams coming up soon. Don't let your guards down.”

“Of course not! But Weiss, haven’t you gotten even more handsome lately?”

“I look the same.”

“No, your eyes are definitely sharper than they used to be!” Cynthia insisted.

“They’re the same.”

Seriously, these two never change.
A Man's Jealousy

"Long time no see. You guys doing okay?"

Coco stood in the Noblesse courtyard, her signature white coat fluttering slightly. She gave her usual listless greeting, a cigarette-shaped candy dangling from her lips.

And right beside her stood...

"Hello. I am Neil Albert, an upperclassman."

"I am Priscilla. It is a pleasure to meet you."

There stood Neil and Priscilla—the latter making absolutely no effort to hide her Slave Crest.

The students started to murmur, but Coco quickly cut through the noise.

"Once you become Intermediate-year Students, your studies and exams get a lot harder. This is also the time when your individual magical affinities start to surface. Naturally, that means some of you are going to do something reckless. So, before that happens, I’m going to have you practice the most important fundamental of all."

Coco held up her right index finger. Then, using a small needle held in her left hand, she gave it a sharp jab—purposely drawing blood.

The students let out a collective gasp at the sight.

"Neil."

"Yes, Ma'am."

At Coco’s prompt, Neil covered her finger with his hand, and the wound began to close instantly.

Healing Magic.

"I asked Neil and his companion to help out because I can't handle all of you on my own," Coco continued. "Everyone, take a sterilized needle and prick your own finger. You’ll take turns practicing your healing. Magic is all about visualization. On the battlefield, even a tiny scratch can be fatal. Unfortunately, I don't expect all of you to be able to do it. Anyway, do your best."

She was as lethargic as ever, but she was right—healing wasn't something just anyone could do. I only knew the barest basics myself. It required an incredibly delicate mental image.

As the lesson began, one person succeeded almost instantly, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"Impressive. You’re Shari of House Elias, right? I knew you were a practitioner of Spirit Magic, but that was truly beautiful."

"Ah, um... thank you very much."

Trust the dexterous Shari to pull it off. Of course she could do something like this. 

Still, thanks to her success, I was treated to a very rare sight.

"............"

Allen was standing there, seething in total silence. Talk about an easy guy to read.

Hmph. A man’s jealousy is a pathetic thing to behold.

Then again, maybe Neil had actually become a decent guy. Though I doubted Allen would ever see it that way.

...Wait.

"Yes, yes, very good. And you are the young lady of the Violetta Family?"

"Yes, I am."

"That was splendid healing. Not just the wound itself—your ability to achieve such results with minimal mana is remarkable. Tell me... surely you didn't teach yourself?"

"During Summer Vacation (Estarm), I studied in the Gedou Region to the west."

"I see. The medical advancements in Gedou are truly staggering. Just one word of advice, though—it’s better to ensure the blood coagulates thoroughly before closing the wound. Doing that alone will make the resulting scar almost invisible."

"......I understand."

Perfect analysis, polite conduct, and a bright, carefree smile. Cynthia, who had already heard the truth about him from Lilith, looked utterly bewildered.

...Wait, what is this? What’s this feeling bubbling up from the bottom of my stomach?

"H-Hey, Weiss! My blood won't stop! Hurry up and heal me!"

"Hold your horses, Duke."

"I stabbed it too deep! Please, the blood is—"

"Shut up."

That "Neil" bastard... I really don't like his face.
224: Alteration or Corruption?

"Blood! Blood! Help me, Weiss, help meeeee!"

Good grief, this is your own fault.

Since Duke was being so noisy, I went ahead and cast a healing spell on him. I don't use it often, but a minor scratch like this was easy enough. As the blood receded and the wound closed, life returned to Duke’s face.

"H-Haa... So this is healing... It’s so warm..."

Now I'm starting to get annoyed with this happy muscle-head, too. Maybe I should just prick him with the needle again?

Just then, a voice called out from behind me.

"You should be a bit more careful with your technique."

It was Priscilla. She had long black hair and a face that grew more beautiful the closer you got to it. In the Original Story, she was always near the top of the popularity polls despite being Neil’s maid. Man, being cute really is an unfair advantage.

"Yes, ma'am," I replied.

"...Don't underestimate it just because it's a simple spell. Even a minor treatment like this can be fatal if botched."

"Yeah, yeah, I get it."

I was feeling a bit miffed, so I gave her a perfunctory answer. Immediately, a fist came flying and cracked against my skull with a heavy thud.

The pain was a shock—but more importantly, how did it get through my Inviolable Domain?

"Weiss, listen properly when your upperclassmen give you advice."

"...I was listening, Teacher Coco. But more importantly, why did my Barrier—"

"Never mind that. Both Priscilla and Neil are at the top of Noblesse when it comes to healing magic. Do you actually understand that?"

Of course I knew that. I might have sounded dismissive, but I intended to do the job right.

"I understand."

"Good. Priscilla, keep a close eye on this cheeky brat for me."

"Understood."

"W-Weiss, it’s my turn next! Come on, let me prick you... please!"

Duke approached me, looking incredibly excited. What is wrong with this guy? Oh, I see. He's just thrilled at the prospect of finally landing a hit on me.

"I'm gonna poke ya real good! I'll be gentle, I promise—wait, GYAAAH!"

"It's still my turn."

"My forehead! There's blood coming out of my foreheaaaaad!"

"Carefully, Weiss. Do it carefully," Priscilla chided.

My enemy isn't Allen, nor Neil, nor Priscilla.

It's the Demon King.

Everything leading up to that is just a means to an end. Whether it's the corruption of the Academy or anything else, it doesn't matter. I'll turn it all into fuel for my growth.

I focused and performed the healing even more meticulously than usual. Seeing that, Priscilla gave me a small, genuine smile.

"There. One hundred points."

Good grief, she can actually make a face like that?

She quietly walked away. Meanwhile, that bastard Neil was over there teaching magic with a perfect, saintly smile.

...What is going on here?

"H-Hey, Weiss, next is my—GYAAA!"

"That was number three. You can wait your turn."

I probably don't need to mention that the chime rang immediately after, bringing the lesson to an end.
225: A Single Match

"It seems they aren't just slave traders; they’ve got their hands in everything," Cecil said, her voice steady as she focused on the board. "Squeaky clean on the surface, but running human trafficking in the shadows. Around these parts, there isn't a soul who doesn't know Neil and his right hand, Priscilla. They’re ruthless to their enemies, but they shower their allies with more rewards than they know what to do with. Apparently, they’re making a killing because of it."

That part hasn’t changed, then... 

"I lost," I muttered, leaning back with a sigh.

"Hasn't changed? Does that mean you already knew about this?" She looked up, offering a small, polite smile. "Anyway, thank you for the game. Now, next."

"It's not exactly like I knew for sure, but let’s just say I’ve finally gained some conviction. Two-four."

"He apparently has quite a bit of pull in the political world because he pays several times more in taxes than is actually required," she continued, making her move. "People say he’s incredibly admirable for not resting on his laurels despite being from the House of the Duke. Two-five."

"Hah! That guy, admirable? Give me a break." I looked at her, trying to keep my voice level despite the knot tightening in my stomach. "Cecil, what do you really think? Five-three."

We were at the Ostrava Royal Memorial Park. 

It felt like a lifetime since I’d last been to this place. Everything looked so nostalgic, yet I couldn't help but feel like an intruder in my own memories.

Cecil paused, her brow furrowing slightly as she considered her answer. 

"...I don’t know. Fansent-kun, you seem desperate to clarify whether things are black or white, but good and evil are two sides of the same coin. They aren't things that can be easily put into words. Usually, you’re the one who understands that better than anyone, aren't you? But this time, you're different. You look like you're in a massive hurry to judge whether he's an ally or an enemy. Five-four."

In a hurry, huh...

She hit the nail on the head, and it honestly stung a little. 

But she was right to be suspicious. Neil Albert, the Academy boss from the Original Story, Noblesse Oblige, was a monstrously powerful enemy. If I waited for something to actually happen before I reacted, I’d already be dead in the water. That was exactly why I was so obsessed with grasping every detail of the current situation. 

I’d dragged myself all the way here on an Academy holiday specifically to pick Cecil’s brain. I’d asked her to do some detective work for me, but she’d been stuck in the Royal Capital since this morning dealing with family matters. Being the pathetic, impatient guy I was, I’d come straight to her.

"Allen-kun is opposed to the slave system, but I think it’s a much more complicated issue than he realizes," Cecil said, her expression darkening. "If you strip away the only means of survival for children in the impoverished class, they’re left with nothing but a path of thorns. That said... I can never condone the Slave Crest. Once it’s etched into you, it’s the end. You can never erase it. To do that to someone is just... it's beyond selfish."

Cecil rarely let her emotions bleed through her composure, but even she couldn't hide her simmering rage now.

Alright, Weiss, think. What's the move here?

If things played out according to the Original Story, that bastard was destined to clash with Allen. However, from this point forward, the timeline was starting to branch into different episodes.

Should I step in and stop it? Or should I just sit back and watch the carnage unfold? Decisions, decisions...
225.5 Cynthia’s Dissatisfaction

Foreword:

The word count for the main story has been a bit low lately, and with the appearance of the "boss" at the Academy, the narrative has been stuck in a somewhat gloomy rut.

Of course, I could wrap things up quickly, but I want to properly depict the characters as living, breathing people with their own feelings. I don't want to just force them off the stage for the sake of plot convenience. So, I’d be honored if you could stick with me for a little longer.

You might be thinking, "I’d rather you just increase the word count!" I hear you, but between the work involved in turning my newer projects into light novels and my actual day job, things are a bit hectic. Please bear with me ( ;∀;).

Since words alone might not convey my appreciation, I’ve written a short, heartwarming episode. I apologize for the timing—it’s not strictly related to the current plot—but I hope you can just relax and enjoy it.

Without further ado, here it is! (^^)/



The Noblesse training ground.

I was sipping water after finishing my daily routine when I noticed Cynthia looking even more dissatisfied than usual. 

No, it’s probably just my imagination, I told myself. She doesn't usually make faces like that.

"Weiss, let’s go on a date."

…Wait, what? Was it my imagination? I’m pretty sure I just heard Cynthia throw a 100-mph fastball right at my head. No, no, I must have misheard her. My brain must be fried from training.

"Are you listening, Weiss?"

"Ah, yeah."

"Let’s. Go. Out."

Okay, I definitely didn’t mishear that.

Looking closely, her cheeks were puffed out more than usual. She was looking up at me with those upturned eyes, yet she looked undeniably… grumpy. 

What is this? What’s going on?

I searched my memory, but nothing came to mind. I was here at the training ground with her yesterday, and the morning before that, we went for our early morning marathon. We’re practically attached at the hip. There’s no way she could be feeling neglected.

Wait, come to think of it, what even is a "date"? 

The word felt like a relic from a past life. But I understood the gist of her demand. It was true that we hadn’t really left the grounds lately. As her Fiancé, it was only natural for me to fulfill her wishes.

"I understand," I said, nodding firmly. "There’s a great hunting ground on the east side of the Royal Capital. Why don't we head over there and cull some monsters?"

Fighting the same humans over and over gets repetitive. Self-discipline is a grind that wears down the soul. Good grief, I was being way too insensitive! Obviously, she just wanted a fresh opponent for once.

Just as I was mentally patting myself on the back for being such a perceptive partner, I noticed Cynthia’s hand was glowing with a sharp, light-blue light.

"Weiss… do you happen to like things cold?"

"Please put the Ice Lance away!" I squeaked.

"A date! I mean a real date! I want to walk arm-in-arm with you, look at beautiful scenery, and eat delicious food! I have no complaints about our shared goal of reaching the top, but please, make some time just for us!"

Ah… okay. Even a blockhead like me gets it when it’s spelled out that clearly. 

I’ve been so hyper-fixated on following the events of the Noblesse storyline lately. I was so desperate to prepare for the future that I’d stopped looking at the person standing right next to me.

"I’m sorry…"

"I don’t want an apology. I just—"

"Is right now okay? I’ll have a carriage prepped immediately. We’ll shower and head out."

At my words, Cynthia’s face broke into a radiant, sun-drenched smile. 

Yeah, I have to protect this smile. That’s the whole reason I’m trying to flip the script on destiny in the first place.

"Hehe, in that case, why don't we shower together? I’ve worked up quite a sweat myself."

"…Good point."

We headed back to our room and shared a shower. After we… enjoyed ourselves for a bit, we changed into our finest clothes and boarded the carriage. I’d tried to invite Lilith as well, but she insisted that the two of us should enjoy our time alone. I can’t help but feel like I’m making her worry unnecessarily.

"By the way, how is your Healing Magic coming along? You seem to be burying yourself in it lately."

"It’s going well! Though, the structure of the human body is even more complex than I imagined. Teacher Coco has been helping me a lot at the Academy. She really is an incredible person."

Coco excels at healing and defense. Her desire to protect others is probably twice as strong as anyone else's. Then again, after that incident, anyone would probably end up that way.

"Still, it feels like forever since it was just the two of us."

Cynthia leaned over, resting her head gently on my shoulder. It was rare for her to be this clingy. I reached out and pulled her close, and she let out a quiet, content sigh.

"Once we graduate, we’ll have more free time. We just have to be patient until then."

"Hehe, I suppose you’re right."

Of course, graduation also means the direct confrontation with the Demon Race is looming. I can’t afford to let my guard down for a second.

Eventually, the carriage came to a halt. We’d planned to sightsee in the Royal Capital, but we’d ended up spending a bit too much… time in the shower.

"Cynthia."

As I helped her down from the carriage, she gave me another bright smile.

"What’s here? All I see is forest. Wait… are we hunting after all?"

"You’ll see. But we’re going to fly for the last stretch."

"…Okay."

She looked a bit nervous. The spot I wanted to take her to would take way too long to reach on foot. I manifested my Unnatural walls at regular intervals, using them as stepping stones to sprint into the sky. Combining that with flight magic, we eventually reached a vast, rolling grassland overlooking a shimmering lake.

As we touched down softly, Cynthia whispered in awe.

"It’s… it’s beautiful."

This was a secret spot I knew about from the Original Story. There weren't any specific plot events tied to it, but it was the perfect place to come when you wanted to enjoy some silence. 

I spread a large cloth I’d brought along onto the grass, and we sat down side-by-side. We didn't say much; we just sat there, sharing the quiet happiness of the moment.

…Yeah, I needed this.

The realization hit me hard. I’ve been rushing. It’s not a bad thing to be desperate when your life is on the line, but it’s just as important to check the ground you’re standing on. Without realizing it, I’d been forcing Cynthia and Lilith to carry the emotional burden of my frantic pace.

"Cynthia, thank you. For everything."

"Hehe, the same to you, Weiss. The view from your side always catches me by surprise, but it’s certainly exciting."

In the Original Story, she was supposed to fall for Allen. She’s someone who hates hurting others and loves peace. And yet, here she is, supporting my selfish goals and giving me her unwavering love. 

It makes me move-to-tears happy. No matter what trials await us, I will protect her.

And, of course…

"Lilith."

"…Eh? What is it? Why are you calling Lilith?" Cynthia asked, looking confused.

Then, a voice piped up from behind us.

"E-Ehehe… Ehehe. Weiss-sama, when did you figure it out?"

"Doesn't matter. Just get over here."

I’d known from the start, but I’d been debating whether to call her out. She’d likely been keeping watch over us. Lilith walked toward us looking incredibly sheepish, but Cynthia immediately scooted over to make room.

"Thank you, Lilith. But really, you don't need to hold back when it’s just the three of us."

"…Yes! I’m so happy, Cynthia-san!"

I’m a villain. I’m well aware that in this world, lives aren't created equal. No matter what happens, no matter what sacrifices I have to make, I will protect these two. 

Well, I suppose if the cast of the Original Story manages to survive as a side effect, it’d make for a "perfect" clear in game terms.

Suddenly, Lilith reached into her bag and handed me something. It was Melo-Melon Juice.

"What’s this for?"

"It’s a snack! I brought it just-just-just in case! Here, Cynthia-san, one for you too!"

"Thank you, Lilith."

I took a sip. Damn, that’s good.

"Cynthia, Lilith—let’s try to do this once a month. Just the three of us going out somewhere. Whenever you guys are free, of course—"

"I’d love to! I’m so happy!"

"I’m in! But… is it really okay if I come too?"

Cynthia answered Lilith’s question with a firm, "Of course it is."

The more effort you put in, the more your Mana grows and the stronger you become. But human hearts don't change that easily; you have to face them head-on. No matter how busy things get, I can’t afford to forget that.

Today, those two reminded me of what really matters.
Chapter 226: Seeing is Believing

"Do you think the Slave Crest is suppressing Priscilla's emotions?" I asked.

"I’d say the possibility is remarkably high," Cecil replied. "Originally, those crests were intended to be used when someone displayed a rebellious attitude. But Priscilla-san possesses incredible combat prowess, doesn't she? It’s only natural to assume something happened in the past that led to it being applied. Besides, even if you just look at her grades..."

"Yeah. Even now, Priscilla remains undefeated in the official exams."

In the third-year official exams, the only ones who held an undefeated record were Neil and Priscilla. 

Eva occasionally threw matches on her own whim, but in terms of total points, she still ranked higher than Neil. That was mostly because Neil spent his entire time playing hooky.

"Also, this is still just a rumor, but..." Cecil trailed off.

"What is it?"

"It seems there are movements for House Albert—or more likely, Neil himself—to change the law. Specifically, the laws regarding slaves."

"...The law?"

"Slavery exists in many countries, but it’s almost always illegal," she explained. "However, it seems he’s trying to legalize it on a global scale. Apparently, he let it slip at one point that he’s buying them up in massive quantities. This is just my own speculation, but if that bill passes, he’ll likely become the wealthiest man in the world. And he’ll have a literal army of slaves at his command."

Well, that’s just great. That’s the absolute worst-case scenario.

If a man like Neil, who had no hesitation when it came to Slave Crests, managed to get slavery legalized, he’d have a massive army at his disposal in no time.

So that's his game.

"I'm starting to see the full picture. Sorry for always dumping this on you, Cecil."

"It is quite a lot, isn't it? Still, seeing is believing. We might as well head out for some reconnaissance of the enemy’s situation."

"What do you mean by that?"

"First..."

Cecil shifted her gaze back to the game board. 

We’d been at this for what felt like an eternity, and I hadn't managed to win a single time. Now, looking down, I realized I was completely out of moves.

"I... I lost," I groaned.

"Hehe. Thank you for the game."

She gave me a polite little bow.

I still haven’t given up on beating her, though. That was why I spent every spare moment I had researching Battle Universe. On the final day of Summer Vacation (Estarm), I’d even managed to secure a Victory against the Undefeated Battle Universe Old Man, a sub-episode character living in the Edonia Region.

"You said your name was Weiss? Very well. I shall grant you the Menkyo Kaiden."

That old guy had been absurdly strong. It was a total bloodbath of a match. 

So why?! Why couldn't I win yet?! How am I still losing to her?!
Chapter 227: Never Forget Your Initial Intentions

While I was holding a solitary brooding session to reflect on my failures, Cecil stood up.

Wait, did she just stop playing the Game of her own volition...?

"Shall we go, then? To House Albert."

"…What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said before. We won't figure anything out just by sitting here and imagining things. If we actually meet him and talk, we might learn something, right?"

"But we don't even know where their house is, or—"

"It’s a villa in the suburbs. I’ve already secured an appointment in my name. I told them I had matters to discuss regarding the slaves. Of course, I didn’t mention that Fansent-kun would be coming along, but it’ll be fine, won't it? Well? Are you coming or not?"

Good grief, she was terrifyingly competent.

I slowly pushed myself to my feet.

"Of course I'm going. Though, what am I in this scenario? Your attendant?"

"Hehe, that sounds lovely. Make sure you protect me if anything happens, okay?"

"Hah, I can handle at least that much."

"Oh? I’ve got your word now."

"Naturally."

She was right; just sitting around and over-analyzing everything wasn't like me at all. My movements had grown sluggish because the impressions from the Original Story were weighing too heavily on my mind. 

Take the initiative. That was Teacher Milk’s teaching. 

And that didn't just apply to combat. It was time for me to return to my roots and remember my initial intentions.

"…But can we actually get back today? Even if it's in the 'suburbs,' isn't it still a long way off?"

"In that case, we can just stay the night. We could even camp out somewhere."

"You're joking, right?"

"Oh, I wonder. I’ve already gotten proper permission from Cynthia-san. I told her, 'I’ll be borrowing him for a bit.'"

"When did you even find the time to...?"

"Now, come on, let's go."

"Yeah, yeah."

It was all thanks to Cecil, but at least we were finally taking the initiative. I was going to see for myself exactly what kind of man Neil Albert really was.

As we walked toward the station for the shared carriage, we passed a Game Shop along the way. Cecil’s stride visibly slowed to a crawl.

"…What time is the meeting scheduled for, Cecil?"

"There's still some time. Though, I would like to arrive a little early if possible."

"…In that case, do you mind if we stop by that Game Shop for a second? There's something I’ve been wanting to see."

"I don't… particularly mind, I suppose?"

"Thanks."

It went without saying that, a moment later, Cecil proceeded to hum a cheerful tune as she skipped into the store with a light spring in her step.
228 The Visit

"Ha... What the hell is this?"

I’d thought that the houses belonging to Belk and Meryl were the pinnacle of luxury, but it turned out there was always a bigger fish. 

I never actually had the chance to see the House Albert mansion in the Original Story. It had simply been described as a "magnificent estate," but that word didn't even come close to doing this justice. There were four massive mansions lined up side-by-side. Next to them stood what I assumed were the servants' quarters.

In the center of the courtyard sat a gargantuan fountain, and the surrounding grounds were carpeted with roses. It looked like they were even in the middle of a new expansion, as another wing was currently under construction. This was a rare sight in this world.

Does that guy, Neil, actually plan on becoming the king of this world or something?

And then, there was the other problem.

"What should I do, Fansent? Maybe I really should have left these behind after all..."

"...Probably."

Since a Royal Capital special edition of Battle Universe had just been released, Cecil had somehow ended up purchasing three copies before I even realized what was happening. I’d told her to just have them delivered, but apparently, she wanted them on hand immediately.

One was for playing, the second was a spare, and the third was a "spare for the spare." 

What does that even mean?!

Predictably, however, the moment she stepped off the carriage, she began struggling under the sheer bulk of the boxes. 

What's the deal with her? How can she be so smart yet so incredibly oblivious?

I sighed. It couldn't be helped; I’d have to carry a few for her. But just as I reached out, a maid appeared and effortlessly hoisted Cecil’s boxes.

"I shall carry those for you. Lord Neil is still out at the moment, so please, come inside."

"Eh? P-Priscilla?! I-I’m so sorry!"

"Please, do not let it concern you. We are not within the Academy right now, so there is no need for your usual abbreviations, either."

With that, she turned and opened the mansion doors. I was used to seeing Priscilla’s maid outfit in the game, but this was the first time I’d ever seen the real thing. I found myself rooted to the spot, staring blankly, until Priscilla called out to me.

"Is something the matter?"

"No... it's nothing."

I didn't have the slightest clue what was going to happen from here. But this meeting would finally make it clear whether Neil was an enemy or an ally, and exactly what I needed to do. He hadn't actually done anything to me yet, but I knew that if I just stood around like a dazed idiot, I’d probably end up with my legs chewed off.

I am Weiss, the villainous noble. It’s only natural to strike first, isn't it?

Well then, let the match begin.
229 Corporal Punishment and Trust

“...So, Priscilla-san, do you like Battle Universe?”

“If you were to ask if I ‘like’ it, I wouldn’t know how to answer. However, if I were to put my current emotions into words... I would say it is enjoyable.”

The interior of the mansion was the very definition of opulence. It was so lavishly decorated it made my head spin.

What staggered me most, however, was the sheer number of butlers. Given the massive scale of the estate, I suppose it was only natural, but the sheer volume of staff was still overwhelming.

And right now, Cecil was locked in a match with Priscilla. 

This was a little experiment I’d set up myself.

A Slave Crest suppresses a person’s emotions and restricts their actions. Apparently, the specific restrictions are decided by a set of meticulous rules during the contract; depending on the master, some slaves aren't even permitted to speak to others.

But Priscilla was different. 

Curious to see just how far her restrictions went, I’d asked her to play a round against Cecil. The result? No problem at all. Neil’s rules for her seemed to be fairly loose.

The truly unexpected part, however, was that Priscilla possessed a level of skill that defied all logic. I watched in genuine shock as Cecil’s hand froze mid-air several times, her brow furrowed in concentration.

But still—

“I... lost.”

In the end, even a prodigy like Priscilla couldn't overcome the legendary Cecil. Priscilla lowered her head, her voice remaining perfectly monotone. Even so, from my perspective, it looked like Cecil had struggled far more than she usually did.

“Thank you very much. Priscilla-san, you were incredibly strong!”

“Not at all. It was my first time playing, so it was quite a struggle.”

“...Your first time? What do you mean by that?”

Priscilla tilted her head just a fraction at Cecil’s bewildered question. 

“I mean exactly what I said?”

“...And you have that much strength... on your first try?”

“I do not know if I am ‘strong’ or not. I have simply watched Master Neil play from his side before.”

Wow, way to make us feel inferior.

Unlike Cecil, however, I wasn’t that surprised. After all, the Original Story explicitly stated that Priscilla had the second highest IQ in the world, right after Cecil herself.

“That's amazing! Um... Priscilla-san, if you’re okay with it, would you like to go for another round?”

“Eh? I do not mind, but...”

At that, both Priscilla and Cecil turned their gaze toward me. 

Good grief, what did we even come here for? I’m losing track of the mission already.

But in a sense, this was good news. It seemed Priscilla’s emotions were still intact.

But then—

“Hey there. Sorry to keep you waiting. I must be doing a pretty good job as your senior if you’re willing to go out of your way to visit me on a holiday.”

The door swung open, and Neil stepped into the room. Priscilla stood up immediately.

“Master Neil—”

The next instant, the sound of a sharp slap echoed through the room. Neil had struck Priscilla across the cheek.

Cecil gasped, and even I couldn’t hide my shock.

“Don’t take liberties, Priscilla.”

“...My apologies.”

“Go prepare drinks for my juniors.”

“Yes, Master.”

In any normal situation, that would have been a massive overreaction. But Neil just turned to us with a casual smile.

“If you give a slave too much freedom, they start to develop a sense of independence. It’s quite a headache. She didn't cause any trouble, did she?”

“...No, she didn't. If anything, she was keeping me company so I wouldn't be bored. Besides... to us, Priscilla-san is our senior. To lay a hand on her like that...”

“Haha, you really are a kind soul, aren’t you? But I’m glad to hear it. Looking at the board, it seems Priscilla lost. If she had actually won, it would have been quite embarrassing for me to have a slave cause my guests such discomfort.”

This guy...

Neil had to know about Cecil’s reputation. He also undoubtedly knew that Priscilla had never actually played Battle Universe before. And yet, he spoke with such arrogance.

In a way, he had the worst personality imaginable. He took that attitude while being fully aware of just how much natural talent Priscilla possessed.

————————————————————

Afterword:

Priscilla has finally made her appearance. 

Weiss is heading into the fray as a tag-team with Genius Collector Cecil—now, let's see how this goes! (^^)/

It's the final day of the Kakuyomu Contest, and we've officially surpassed 100,000 words! Every character is running through the story with their own charm, so please check it out!

I obtained [Otherworld Guide Map] 5.0 ★★★★★ (57,894 reviews), so I'll be enjoying a carefree trip to another world by relying on [Reviews].
https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16817330669743197880

Also, for the final day, I've posted a [Short Story] of the [Otherworld Romance] I previously published. It's a complete story at 10,000 words and even hit the top rankings on Narou, so I'm confident in the quality. I'd be very grateful if you gave it a read!

I was dumped by the Count I had been promised to since childhood, but a shocking truth came to light years later, so I think I’ll go pay him a visit.
https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16818023212800219516
230 Just Like the Original Story

Still, I was the one who’d goaded her into the match in the first place.

I never imagined he’d actually lay a hand on her.

"Was there really a need to hit her just now?" I asked.

"Haha! You say the most amusing things, Weiss. You really are just like that Allen fellow, aren't you?"

"I’ve told you before: I’m nothing like him. I’m simply talking about basic decency."

"Is this truly the eldest son of House Fanscent speaking? I took the liberty of looking into you, Weiss. You used to be quite the fan of slaves, weren't you? If you’re going to lecture me on decency, perhaps you should settle the accounts regarding your maid’s past first. Lilith Scarlet has a lovely face, but she’s left a trail of misery in her wake. Should I list her victims for you one by one?"

The guy was surgically poking me with verbal needles, relentlessly hitting every raw nerve. 

This might be the first time anyone has actually managed to rattle me this much.

But everything he was throwing at me belonged to the past. More importantly, the "Weiss" he was talking about was me, yet not me at the same time. I just have to fight him in the present.

Still, his attitude made one thing clear: he viewed me as an enemy. He was establishing the hierarchy before we even started the real games.

Cecil finally found her voice. "Neil-san, we didn't come here to trade insults."

"I imagine not. And don't worry, I’m not angry. If anything, I’m delighted that such bright individuals reached out to me."

"Delighted?" Cecil echoed.

"My personal feelings can wait. So, what’s your business?"

So he’s categorized us as 'usable trash' then? I thought. Hmph. As arrogant as ever.

I decided it was time to get to the point. 

"It's about the slaves. We want to know your intentions behind advancing enslavement efforts in illegal territories."

At my question, Neil’s ever-composed mask flickered for just a moment. After weighing our options, we’d decided to just throw a straight fireball of a question and see how he reacted. I wanted to see how a villain with that much pride would respond.

"...You two are certainly interesting."

"Well? Neil-senpai, you aren't planning on building a slave army or something, are you?"

"Haha!"

As I pressed him, I felt a faint trace of Mana leak from Priscilla. They say a Slave Crest reacts physically when the slave senses ill-will toward their master.

And then, he said it.

"That’s exactly right."

...Wait, what?

"I’m intending to gather a vast number of combat slaves to form a private military. The Slave Crest is a masterpiece—it suppresses emotions, places a Restriction on actions, and allows one to dominate the world without risk. Please, don't misunderstand; I’m not doing this because I enjoy causing suffering. It’s simply natural for the competent to stand above the rest. This world is far too full of useless trash as it is."

"...In other words, you want to be a King?"

"Something like that. When trash sits at the top, no one can be happy. People are forced to taste bitterness simply because of incompetence. I only wish to correct the world's course. I don't care how many sacrifices it takes to reach that goal."

His words and his tone were exactly—and I mean exactly—as they were in the Original Story.

Neil was evil. But he wasn't your run-of-the-mill psychopath with a warped personality. In a twisted way, his sense of justice was so absolute it had punctured through the other side.

In most fiction, villains flaunt their power for no reason or try to destroy the world just because the plot demands it. But in reality, almost no one acts like that. 

Evil is just another version of justice.

Much like how Allen and I had clashed before, Neil was simply looking at the world through a different lens. In his own mind, he was trying to build a better world.

The truth was, plenty of people succeeded solely because they were born into a noble title. And, as Neil pointed out, that included plenty of "useless trash." He wanted to strip them of their power and replace them with the elite individuals he deemed worthy. A meritocratic utopia.

There would be obstacles, of course. To crush them, he needed an invincible army. 

So that’s his 'perfect plan.'

"I’ve told you this because it’s you two. I’m dead serious. I’ve asked Eva to join me as well, but I haven't been able to get a 'yes' out of her yet."

Neil’s eyes were terrifyingly pure. In that regard, he actually resembled Allen. 

In the Original Story, Allen and Neil barely spoke to one another. But now, I finally understood the real reason those two were destined to clash.

At their core, they were identical. Their methods were just polar opposites.

If Neil were just a simple, mustache-twirling villain, I could just crush him and be done with it. But it wasn't that simple. He had his own convictions. I had no justification to strike him down here, and even if I did, it would be meaningless. After all, at this point in time, he hadn't actually done anything yet.

Memories of the Original Story flashed through my mind.

Cecil was the next to speak. "...I’m not denying that the competent should lead, but history shows that such systems almost never succeed. If anything, I think it only leads to further oppression of those at the bottom."

"I’m well aware of that. But I will see it through, regardless of the cost. Just imagine it—I don't even have to be the one leading the charge. For instance, take Milk Abitus. Suppose she became an Attendant Knight powerful enough to hold the reins of the Royal Capital. How would the world change? Cecil Antwerp, if you had a voice as a high-ranking secretary, how much better could you make this world? Weiss, if your Fiancé Cynthia became the Queen, what would change for the children who don't even know if they’ll eat tomorrow?"

...I’m not falling for it.

The man was a silver-tongued devil spinning pipe dreams. It was impossible. Even if he got close to his ideal, the mountain of corpses required to get there would be staggering. You can't justify that.

But... I saw Cecil’s expression waver for a split second.

She had been born with low Mana and had suffered for it her whole life. The Original Story mentioned that she’d once dreamed of changing a world that valued Mana above all else. She likely had a burning desire to fix the system herself.

However—

"There’s no point in indulging in such fantasies. It’s pure ego," I snapped. "Maintaining a slave army is a gross violation of human rights. And that’s just the start. The sacrifices would be endless."

"I know that. But it’s obvious that even more people will suffer if we maintain the status quo. That’s why it has to be now. You understand, don't you?"

"And I suppose this 'process' includes not even allowing your juniors to enjoy a game to their satisfaction?" I bit back sharply.

But the final, heartless answer came from Priscilla.

"I will not tolerate any further insults toward Master Neil."

Her Mana was staggering—an oppressive weight in the room. She was clearly sensing my hostility.

The conversation was over. Cecil didn't say another word.



"Thank you for coming," Priscilla said, bowing as we reached the gate.

Her movements were graceful, polite, and entirely robotic. As we climbed into the carriage, Cecil called out to her one last time.

"Priscilla-senpai... shall we play Universe again sometime?"

There was no answer. Priscilla simply stood there in silence. But in that moment, I noticed something. Her hands were trembling, just a tiny bit.

Maybe what that guy said isn't entirely wrong. But I still can't accept it. And that's fine. It’s impossible for people to truly understand one another.

"Fansent-kun."

"...Yeah?"

Cecil spoke up once the carriage started moving. Honestly, I didn't know what to say to her.

But she surprised me. "Neil-san’s way of thinking is wrong. And I think Priscilla-san knows it, too. I can't forgive what he's doing."

"...What makes you say that?"

"She said it was her first time playing Universe, right? I don't believe her."

"Well, she was probably watching from Neil's side all this time. That would explain why she's so good."

"Maybe. But you don't get that strong just by watching. Besides... even if it was just for a moment, she looked like she was having fun while playing against me. I’m sure of it. I only noticed because it was me."

I see.

So those trembling hands hadn't been a hallucination. My path was clear. Before the final showdown with Neil, I had to dig into Priscilla’s background. She was a character who had exited the Original Story with her mysteries intact. She’d never even stepped into the spotlight like this in the original timeline.

This was another divergence. Her loyalty was clearly higher here. But unlike the game, I had the freedom to act. My mission was set.

Cecil looked uncharacteristically mournful. I assumed she was wrestling with her inner turmoil...

...Until she spoke again.

"I want to... I want to play Battle Universe with Priscilla-san again! It’s too sad that I can’t play with someone that strong anymore! —Ah! Don't get the wrong idea, okay?! It’s not like I just want to play a game or anything!"

It went without saying that as she stubbornly tried to deny it, Cecil looked exactly like a child throwing a tantrum.

Well, in a sense, I guess that’s just like the Original Story.



Afterword:

And that's a wrap on the chapter where Neil's true colors start to show. Even if he’s a villain, a Noblesse villain isn't stupid. So, what’s next? How will Neil move?

By the way, tomorrow’s update will be around 5,000 characters, so expect two days in a row of high-volume content! The next part is pretty shocking—or rather, the story is going to start moving very quickly, so look forward to it!

It’s the final day of the Kakuyomu Contest, and the total word count has surpassed 100,000! Every character is being written to be as charming and compelling as possible, so please check them out!

[I obtained an Otherworld Guide Map 5.0 ★★★★★ (57,894 Reviews), so I will enjoy a carefree trip to another world relying on the Reviews]
https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16817330669743197880

Also, for the final day, I’ve posted a [Short Story] in the [Otherworld Romance] genre. It’s a complete story at 10,000 characters and performed quite well on Narou, so I’m confident in the quality. I’d be honored if you gave it a read!

[I was broken off my engagement by the Count I had been pledged to since childhood, but I discovered a surprising fact a few years later, so I'm going to go meet him.]
https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16818023212800219516
Chapter 231: You’ve Really Gone and Pissed Me Off

“There are countless books on the history of slavery, but the answer regarding Slave Crests is always the same. There is only one way to break the brainwashing.”

We were in the library of the Noblesse Magic Academy. I was currently buried under a mountain of literature, desperately looking for a loophole. Cynthia was right there beside me, helping out. Despite her grueling schedule of studying healing magic late into the night, she always managed to carve out time for me. She’s way too good for this world, honestly.

“It’s the same over here,” I muttered. “The only way to break the brand is for the person who engraved it to die.”

“...It is utterly unforgivable.”

Cynthia, who usually kept her emotions locked behind a mask of cool composure, was white-knuckling the book in her hands. The source of her fury was an incident that had occurred in the academy’s public baths.

‘Hey, look... isn’t that Priscilla-senpai?’
‘Wow... that’s intense.’
‘...Well, she is a slave, after all.’

The baths were shared across all three grades. Although the men and women were separated, Cynthia had happened to cross paths with Priscilla in the steam. 

That was when she’d seen the state of Priscilla’s skin. There were fresh blue bruises, nasty abrasions, and scars that looked like they would never fade. According to Cecil’s investigation, Priscilla had actually started out as Neil’s maid. Now, she was a slave—forced onto the front lines of dangerous combat zones as a "combat unit."

In Neil’s twisted worldview, she was just one of those "necessary sacrifices."

Watching Cynthia tremble with rage, a part of me remained unnervingly calm. I couldn’t find it in myself to hate Neil with the pure, righteous fury he deserved. Why? Because the garbage coming out of his mouth was almost identical to what the "old me" used to say—the version of me that had clashed with Allen. 

God, I really was a piece of work, wasn't I? But even so, I refuse to be lumped in with a guy like him.

Cynthia told me she had tried to speak to Priscilla.

“She wouldn't give me a straight answer, but the wound on her cheek was fresh. It was clearly made by a sharp blade. I can... I can tell.”

Through her obsessive research into healing, Cynthia had developed a terrifyingly sharp Dark Eye. She could tell exactly how a wound was inflicted and the precise method needed to mend it.

“Could we ask Teacher Coco to treat her?” I asked.

“No. I offered to heal her on the spot, but she refused. She told me it was meaningless.”

“Meaningless? How?”

“When I touched her, I could see the traces of previous healing magic. Healing only works by accelerating the body’s natural self-recovery. Priscilla’s body has been wounded and healed so many times that it’s lost its responsiveness. The magic barely takes anymore. She’s covered in old, overlapping scars.”

“I see...”

“The other day, I saw Neil hitting her,” Cynthia continued, her voice trembling. “I cannot forgive this. Even if it’s just hypocrisy on my part, I want to save her. I don’t care what you think of me for it, Weiss.”

She threw the words at me as if she were peering directly into my conflicted heart. This was the true heroine of Noblesse Oblige for you—strong-willed and overflowing with a sense of justice, just like Allen. Unlike me, she didn't sit around calculating risks. If someone was suffering in front of her, she moved.

It was a quality I simply didn’t possess.

Weiss... am I actually just the worst?

Suddenly, a voice shattered my self-reflection.

“Weiss!”

Shari came charging toward us, her face pale. I had never seen her this panicked before. My stomach did a slow roll. 

“What happened?”

“Lilith! She submitted a notice of voluntary withdrawal this morning!”

“...Huh? What are you talking about?”

“Just come on! Cynthia, you too!”

My brain stalled. We followed Shari out of the library, sprinting through the courtyard toward the Academy office. But halfway there, a familiar voice called out.

“Weiss.”

It was Neil. Priscilla stood at his side, as silent as a shadow. A cold chill ran down my spine.

“What do you want?” I spat.

“I’ve made up my mind. I want you as my subordinate.”

I wanted to ignore him and keep running, but the smug, greasy smirk on his face stopped me cold. I didn't give him an answer; I just tried to push past.

“At your core, you and I are the same,” he called after me. “Because of that, I’ve decided I don’t care what methods I have to use to get you. I’ll be waiting for a favorable reply.”

He wore a smile that made my skin crawl. I understood the reason for it seconds later. I saw Lilith walking down the hallway, her head bowed in sorrow. The moment she spotted us, her eyes went wide with shock, and she bolted.

“Lilith!”

Shari argued that we should prioritize the Academy office to stop the paperwork, so I left that to Cynthia and chased after Lilith. But she was fast. Too fast. 

That bastard... what did he do to her?!

I funneled mana into my Dark Eye, locking onto Lilith’s signature, and sprinted at full power. I called her name again, but she only moved faster, leaping across the courtyard and heading toward City Area B.

That was the final straw. My patience snapped.

I used a One-Hit Kill to pin her down, followed immediately by an Unnatural wall to cut off her escape. Lilith slammed into the invisible barrier, nearly breaking her nose, and collapsed into a heap, sobbing.

I walked up to her, but her eyes were so swollen from crying she could barely look at me.

“I’m sorry... Lord Weiss...”

I had never seen her like this. Not once. 

“What is the meaning of this? I heard you submitted a dropout notice.”

“If I stay... I’ll only cause trouble for you, Lord Weiss...”

Neil’s face flashed through my mind. I shook off the dark thoughts and pressed her.

“What did Neil do to you?”

“...I can’t say.”

“Just tell me!”

“I can’t!”

“Lilith, even my patience has a limit!”

“............”

She went stone-silent. She wouldn't move, wouldn't look at me, and no matter how much I yelled, she wouldn't speak another word. Eventually, feeling like I was the one abandoning her, I turned away.

“...Fine. Have it your way.”

A short distance away, I spotted Cynthia and Shari heading toward me.

“Weiss, Lilith is—”

“What’s the status on the office side?” I interrupted, looking at Cynthia.

“The request for voluntary withdrawal is real. However, it hasn’t been processed yet. The Headmaster is away on an expedition and won't return for a week. If she doesn’t withdraw the notice by the time he gets back, her expulsion will be official.”

“...Dammit.”

“Weiss, what is going on?” Shari asked, looking between us. “What happened? What did Lilith say?”

“...Nothing. She said absolutely nothing.”

“But why? This makes no sense!”

“Cynthia, look after Lilith for me,” I said.

“I will.”

“Shari, sorry for the trouble. I’ll make this up to you.”

I turned to leave.

“Where are you going, Weiss?!”

“To see a piece of trash.”



I marched back to the courtyard. There he was, sitting on a bench with a look of supreme elegance, as if he hadn't just ruined someone’s life. My blood felt like it was literally boiling in my veins.

“Did you receive my message?” he asked.

That was it. The final thread of my restraint snapped. Before I knew it, my Dual Sword was in my hand. Driven by pure, unadulterated emotion, I swung the blade down at his head.

But someone caught it.

“Get out of the way, Priscilla! Do you want to die?!”

“If you intend to harm Lord Neil, you must go through me,” she said, her voice a hollow shell.

I had been a fool to think, even for a second, that Neil was anything less than pure evil. He had done something to Lilith. 

Neil spoke from behind his human shield. “Do you know the old saying? ‘To shoot the general, first shoot the horse.’ I’ve researched you, Weiss. I’ve looked into everything. I realized that you were the biggest obstacle in my path. I may look down on people, but I never undervalue talent. Weiss Fancent, I am certain that with you at my side, my dream will become a reality.”

“Shut up! I don’t give a damn about your dreams! What did you do to Lilith?!”

“I didn't do anything to her. Not technically.”

I activated my Magic Eye and slashed again, but Priscilla blocked me once more. A sword swung in blind rage loses its edge—Teacher Milk’s lessons echoed in my head, but I couldn't calm down.

And for some reason, my Magic Eye wasn't working. No, that wasn't it. I couldn't read Priscilla’s thoughts. I couldn't see her next move.

“It will not work on me,” she stated.

How? Magic? No... she was closing off her consciousness entirely. My Magic Eye doesn't actually see the future; it senses mana flow and combines it with the power of darkness to predict movement. But Priscilla was intentionally shutting her mind down. She was a living corpse.

Wait... the Slave Crest. She wasn't moving by her own will. That was why I couldn't read her.

“Weiss Fancent. In the past, you were known as The Degenerate Noble. Your past deeds, your treatment of slaves—it was all quite gruesome. And Lilith Scarlet... I knew she had a colorful history, but the reality was beyond my wildest imagination.”

Neil smiled, looking genuinely delighted. That was it. He was blackmailing her.

But that was impossible. Because—

“You idiot. That won't work. There’s no proof of—”

“I know,” Neil interrupted. “I know you erased every single trace. Honestly, I was impressed. How much money did you spend? How many favors did you call in? There are only vague rumors left. No matter how deep I dug or how many connections I used, I couldn't find a single shred of physical evidence. Especially regarding Lilith Scarlet—she’s a legend in the underworld, and yet there isn't a single smoking gun. I’ve never been so frustrated.”

Since I’d arrived in this world, I had been obsessed with covering my tracks. I knew the students at Noblesse weren't idiots. I had anticipated that someone would eventually try to dig up dirt. With the help of Zebis and my father, I had spent a fortune and a massive amount of effort to scrub our histories clean.

“But rumors and the human heart are two different things,” Neil continued. “Lilith Scarlet places absolute trust in you. She knows that even if there’s only a one-percent chance of an oversight, your position would be compromised. You could be disgraced. You could be expelled. It was a gamble on my part, but she loves and respects you far too much. She’s kind—too kind, really. It was that kindness that allowed me to win this little game of chicken.”

“...You’re a moron. If you just admitted you have no evidence, there’s no way Lilith would actually be expelled.”

“That’s not true. I know how people like her work. Killers are always haunted by remorse. She could endure any amount of pain if it were for her own sake—she’d probably lose her limbs or give her life for you without a second thought. She’s a magnificent maid. Truly respectable. But because it’s for your sake, she becomes paralyzed by even the slightest doubt. No matter how many times you tell her it’s fine, she won't believe it.”

He was right. There was no evidence, but Lilith was so terrified of being the cause of my downfall that she had cracked. 

This was the absolute evil of Noblesse Magic Academy. Cowardly, cunning, and willing to use any means necessary: Neil Albert.

“But don’t worry, this isn't my end goal. Even if Lilith drops out, that doesn’t get me you. So, I have a proposal.”

“...What is it?”

“During the next joint exam, if you can beat Priscilla and me, I’ll drop the matter. But if we win, you enter my service. You’re confident, aren't you? Surely you believe you can win.”

He watched me with eyes that seemed to see through everything. I knew there was no guarantee he’d keep his word. He was exactly the type to move the goalposts the moment he lost. This "match" was likely just a formality for a victory he’d already rigged.

“My, that sounds like a proposal I’d like to join.”

I spun around. Eva Avery was sitting on the opposite bench, looking as elegant and unbothered as ever.

“Eva... what are you doing?”

“Neil, I’ve decided to accept that invitation you gave me before. On the condition that you can actually defeat Weiss-kun.”

Neil barked a laugh. “Hah! And what’s the catch?”

“In exchange, if you lose, you will honor your word. If you try to back out for any reason... I will personally see to it that House Albert is crushed.”

She said it so flatly that anyone who knew her realized it wasn't a threat—it was a statement of fact. Neil’s smile faltered. He had clearly intended to win regardless of the outcome, but Eva had just spiked his escape route.

“...Fine. But Eva, if we win, you’re really coming over to my side?”

“I don’t lie. And of course, I’ll help you drag Weiss-kun along by force. Right, Weiss?”

Eva looked at me. It was a golden opportunity, but I knew her well enough to know she wasn't doing this out of the goodness of her heart. She had set the stage; now she was telling me to finish it.

Well, fine by me. I was going to get Lilith back with my own two hands anyway.

“I don’t mind,” I said, my voice cold. “There’s no way in hell I’m losing to a piece of trash like him.”

In the Original Story, Neil and Priscilla were monsters. Allen had clashed with them, but he’d never actually surpassed them in pure combat. He’d only won by exposing their crimes and using his political connections to force a desperate victory. In terms of a straight-up fight, Allen had never beaten them.

But I would. I’d just have to do what I always did: break the script.

Neil did one more thing to push me over the edge. Without a word or a hint of provocation, he backhanded Priscilla across the face with enough force to send her spinning. She spat blood onto the pavement, but her expression didn't even flicker.

“This is what happens to losers,” Neil said. “Remember that, Weiss Fancent.”

A cold, dark fury bubbled up from the pit of my stomach—a rage unlike anything I had ever felt.

I realized something then. A while ago, I’d told myself that if Lilith dropped out, maybe it was for the best. If it helped me avoid my "ruin," or if she just wasn't cut out for this life, I could accept it.

But I was wrong. 

Lilith was irreplaceable. Avoiding ruin didn't mean a damn thing if she wasn't there to be happy with me.

Neil Albert. You’ve officially pissed me off. I’m going to make sure you regret ever breathing the same air as her.
232 Determination

Teacher Milk was kind enough to work her magic behind the scenes, keeping the news of Lilith’s withdrawal notice from leaking to the rest of the Academy.

However, the clock was ticking. If I didn't get her to retract it before the Headmaster returned, it would be officially processed.

"Weiss, if you want, I could try to... persuade Neil myself."

Teacher Milk looked at me with an expression I’d never seen before—one of genuine, maternal concern. I’d explained the situation to her, but I was fairly certain there wasn't anything she could actually do within the rules.

Wait, what exactly does 'persuade' mean coming from her? I’m almost too terrified to ask.

"No," I said, shaking my head. "I’ll be the one to settle the score."

"I see... You won't regret this?"

"I won't. I'm going to win. I have to."

"Heh, fair enough. But remember, those two are still undefeated. Priscilla even managed to fight Eva to a draw once."

"I’m well aware. I’ll be giving it everything I’ve got. My plan is to seize the initiative from the very start."

"...Then I have nothing more to say. Except this: I’m on your side, Weiss."

"Thank you... I appreciate it."

Teacher Milk, the woman who was supposed to be the pinnacle of neutrality and never show favoritism, looked at me with such kind, supportive eyes.

And it’s all because I’m so damn weak. 

I hated it. That’s why I had to surpass him. I had to crush that guy.

While I was busy spiraling into my own self-loathing, another event was unfolding—one that was definitely veering off the rails of the Original Story.

"Weiss."

"Allen. Don't tell me you made a deal with him too?"

"I did. I... I can't forgive him. Cornering Lilith-san like that, and doing such horrific things to Priscilla-san..."

Lilith’s situation wasn't public knowledge, but obviously, the people in our inner circle knew. Apparently, Allen had actually challenged Neil to a match, with the condition that if he won, Priscilla would be liberated from her slave contract.

Conversely, if Allen lost, he had to promise never to interfere again.

In other words, Neil was using this upcoming exam to sweep the board and claim total victory over everyone. He probably thought Allen was just some lowly commoner at first, but he’d finally recognized him as a threat worth neutralizing.

God, he really is the ultimate villain of Noblesse Oblige. One win and he gets everything he wants. It’s disgusting.

But more importantly, this was a massive deviation. In the Original Story, Allen never had a direct confrontation with Neil this early. Right now, Allen was still weaker than me. He wasn't supposed to fight Neil until much later.

On top of that, Priscilla had the kind of tactical mind that could push Cecil and Universe to the absolute limit. 

Allen is way out of his league. He’s going to get slaughtered.

"Do whatever you want," I snapped. "Just make sure you don't get in my way."

"Right, that's why I think we should join forces—"

"Don't give me that crap. I have zero intention of relying on your strength."

Thinking about the Original Story, Allen was more likely to be a liability than an asset. His heart was already wavering because of his feelings for Priscilla. Neil would exploit that in a heartbeat. He’d probably hold Priscilla's life over Allen’s head just to mess with him.

At that moment, Allen will be nothing but a hindrance.

On the walk back, Cynthia was waiting for me.

"How’s Lilith?" I asked.

"She’s in her room. She... still won't say much to me."

"...I see."

"Weiss, I... I’m angry at her. Why won't she trust us? We’ve been by her side this whole time, and yet..."

Cynthia had every right to be furious. I’d probably feel the exact same way if the roles were reversed.

But...

"It’s my fault."

"What do you mean?"

"I can't tell you yet. But once I win this fight, I’ll tell you everything. That includes you, Cynthia. You’ve noticed, haven't you? That I’ve been hiding things."

Cynthia remained silent.

She knew. She’d always known. In a way, this whole mess happened because the foundation of trust between Lilith and me wasn't solid enough yet.

And the crack in that foundation isn't her—it’s me.

I had never told Lilith my true goal. I hadn't told her about the world of Noblesse Oblige, or that I was desperately scrambling to avoid a future where I’m destined to be murdered. I’d kept it secret because I was terrified of changing the future too much, but we had come too far for secrets to be harmless anymore.

Lilith wasn't stupid. She knew I was holding back. She knew I was keeping her at arm's length from the truth.

That uncertainty must have been eating her alive. 'Why won't he tell me anything? Am I just a burden on his path?'

I trusted her with all my heart, but that didn't matter if it stayed locked inside my head. Feelings don't mean anything if you don't put them into words.

But there was no point in talking now. I would tell her the truth only after I beat Neil. This was my way of paying her back—a gesture of gratitude for the girl who had devotedly supported me ever since I woke up in this world.

To do that, I needed to be sure of one thing.

"Cynthia, I am going to win this exam no matter what happens. Do you understand what that implies?"

Even if it means I have to take Priscilla’s life.

It was a brutal, heart-wrenching decision for Cynthia to face. But she looked me in the eye and nodded.

"...I understand. I’ve already made up my mind."

"Then we start training immediately. Honestly, is this the first time we’ve actually formed a proper tag-team? It feels ridiculous after all the exams we’ve been through together."

"It is. You were always so busy looking far into the distance, Weiss. But this time... for Lilith’s sake, let's fight together."

"Yeah."



Inside a lavish, over-decorated private room in the Noblesse dorms, Neil stood by the window, staring out at the grounds.

Without turning around, he addressed the woman standing in the shadows behind him.

"The next exam will be the most important moment of our lives. If we win, everything is ours. If we lose... we lose everything. We cannot afford failure. Not now. We must win, Priscilla."

"It will be fine, Lord Neil. We will prevail."

"...Yes. Priscilla, I’m putting my faith in you."

"Yes, Master. I will... I will defeat Weiss Fancent."
The Night Before

“So, the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction won’t work on her?”

“Yeah, not against Priscilla. Or rather, it’s just way too dangerous to even try.”

Priscilla’s Gift was never fully fleshed out in the Original Story. The only thing the authors ever committed to paper was the fact that she possessed a nearly bottomless reservoir of Mana. In that one specific category, it was written that she even surpassed the legendary Eva Avery.

Before we’d ever set foot in Nobless Academy, Priscilla had faced Eva in a Joint Exam. The match ended in a draw, but according to the accounts of those who watched, Priscilla had been spamming high-level magic for the entire duration without breaking a sweat.

If I tried to activate my Magic Formula to drain her Mana, the sheer volume of it would likely cause my body to expand until I literally burst. Death by magical over-inflation—definitely not on my bucket list. To make matters worse, the Future Prediction from my Magic Eye didn't work on her either.

This was going to be the toughest fight of my life. 

Neil was an enigma in his own right, the type of guy who never showed his hand until it was too late. I shared everything I knew from the Original Story and my own research with Cynthia, and the two of us threw ourselves into training.

During one of our sessions, she managed to catch me off guard.

“Weiss, if I combine my Glacies and Dual Sword, the output increases exponentially.”

“Then let’s refine that. Can you manifest the Ice Wings at the same time?”

“I can. And I actually have a proposal regarding the Unnatural as well.”

I was floored. Her knowledge of magical theory had skyrocketed. She’d clearly spent every waking moment brainstorming every possible tactical advantage. Even with my meta-knowledge of the Original Story, her suggestions were brilliant enough to make my head spin.

As the school year progressed in Noblesse—or rather, as the plot advanced—the cast grew and the complexity of coordination techniques evolved. It was as if she’d been taking notes during the Large-scale Invasion and our practice sessions with Shari and applying them with terrifying efficiency.

Cynthia’s knowledge base was now staggering. Even during the Summer Vacation (Estarm), she hadn't rested for a second, dedicating herself entirely to self-improvement. I knew she’d been burning the midnight oil studying, yet here I was, having told her practically nothing about the truth.

I’ve been so focused on what’s ahead that I haven't even looked at the ground beneath my feet. I’m such a moron.

I had to win this fight. I had to show Cynthia and Lilith that I trusted them with everything I had. That was my responsibility. 

Beating Neil and Priscilla was going to be like trying to take down Eva Avery in a fair fight. But I didn't have the luxury of losing. We spent the night perfecting one final trump card—a technique to ensure our Victory.

“...Weiss, this is incredible,” Cynthia whispered, looking at the results. “We’ve succeeded where no one else ever has.”

“Yeah. With this, we can definitely win. Neil, Priscilla—we’re taking them down.”

“Right.”



For most students, this Joint Exam was just another grade. For us, it was everything. 

Later that night, I had Cynthia arrange a meeting with Lilith on the rooftop of City Area B. I wasn't even sure if she’d show up, but...

“Lord Weiss.”

She was there. Her expression was uncharacteristically heavy, draped in a sadness that made my chest tighten.

“Have you been eating?” I asked.

“...A little.”

“I see.”

She’d clearly lost weight. Usually, she could out-eat anyone. We stood there for a while, staring at the night sky in silence before I finally bit the bullet.

“You noticed, didn't you? That I’m... different.”

I waited. The silence stretched until she slowly, tentatively nodded.

Of course she did. 

I’d suspected as much for a while now, based on the way she’d acted after we defeated Beltony. I’d just been coasting on her kindness. I’d been taking advantage of the fact that she didn’t say anything or ask any questions. I’d been relying on her loyalty as a crutch, and I felt like a total loser for it. 

She could have demanded answers at any point. But she didn't. She’d kept her mouth shut because I hadn't said a word.

But this thing with Neil had forced her hand. She was worried that my goals were going to fall apart. At least, that’s what I’d assumed.

“I am your maid, Lord Weiss,” she said, her voice trembling. “But everything changed the moment I met you. I know you destroyed all the evidence of my past. I never doubted your intentions. However... I realized that my presence in the light was a mistake from the start. I am a shadow. I want to support you from behind the scenes. Forever, if possible. That’s why... I wanted you to discard me. I am so deeply sorry for the trouble I’ve caused.”

Lilith bowed her head, and the realization hit me like a physical blow. 

Neil was wrong, and so was I. 

Lilith wasn’t cowering. She wasn't afraid. She was trying to submerge herself back into the Darkness—trying to hide herself away so she wouldn't be a burden to me.

“My failure to explain myself led to this situation,” she continued. “I... I will fix this.”

No. You haven’t done anything wrong. You’re—

“I’ll go see the Academy Principal right now and—”

“Lilith, stop. This story was already written.”

The core of Noblesse Oblige was stubborn. If anything, this whole mess was an irregular result of my own interference. As long as I existed in this world, a confrontation with Neil was inevitable. Just as the Demon Race’s invasion of the Human World was a predetermined Calamity, this was always going to happen.

“I’m going to win. And then I’m going to drag you back into the light with me. So just... stay calm and wait for me.”

From here on out, this was my story. I was going to tear the scenario to shreds and rewrite it. That was the only way to avoid ruin and achieve a Perfect Clear.

“...Lord Weiss.”

“Actually, you did a great job, Lilith.”

“Huh? What do you—”

“I’m going to win this battle and turn those two into my pawns. It’s actually a perfect opportunity.”

“...You really are incredible, Lord Weiss.”

“Yeah. And when it’s over, I’ll tell you everything. I’ll tell you exactly what’s going on in this head of mine.”

“Thank... thank you...”

Lilith began to weep quietly. 

I meant every word. I am the villain, Weiss Fancent. If I can crush Neil Albert, I become the center of this world’s narrative. I’ll use every tool at my disposal. If I didn't have Carta, Cecil, and Shari, I would have hit a Game Over long ago. 

You can’t beat a trash game like this by playing fair.

Right, Weiss?

You’d agree, wouldn't you? You’d seize every advantage and turn your enemies into stepping stones. You’d crush anything that got in your way.

I’m going to show everyone an ending they never could have imagined. Just watch me.



In the Noblesse Girls' Dormitory, Priscilla sat in a cavernous, empty room. She stared into a mirror, her fingers tracing the Slave Crest branded onto her neck. Tears tracked down her cheeks.

“...If only... if only this thing didn’t exist...”



In the underground training hall, Allen was swinging his sword with frantic, single-minded intensity.

“Allen, give it a rest. The exam is tomorrow,” Shari said, appearing from the shadows.

Allen didn’t stop. He didn’t even look at her.

“That’s why I can’t stop. Tomorrow is everything. I have to win. I’m going to take down Neil and save Priscilla.”

“...I know.” Shari gave a sad, fragile smile. “But we don't even know the rules for the Joint Exam yet. What if it’s a test where we don't have Training Uniforms? It could be lethal. We might actually have to kill each other. And you know Weiss will—”

“I know.” 

Allen stopped mid-swing and looked her dead in the eye.

“I won’t kill anyone—and I won’t let anyone be killed. I’m going to win without losing anyone. I need you to lend me your strength for that.”

Shari’s smile turned genuine. “I figured you’d say that. Fine. Let’s make the impossible possible.”

The night faded, each of them carrying their own heavy burdens into the dawn of the exam.
The War Begins

“As previously stated, this Joint Exam will be a clash between the Upperclassmen and the Intermediate-year students.”

Chloe delivered the explanation in her usual detached, businesslike tone.

This followed the script of the Original Story, but honestly, it wasn’t supposed to be a major plot point—just another joint training session.

Usually, we weren’t expected to put our lives on the line for “absolute victory.” In a way, it was supposed to be a low-stakes affair, much like that snowball fight we’d had. Being the younger students, we were at a natural disadvantage, meaning there weren't many points for us to actually scavenge.

But today, the air felt electric. Tense.

I suppose people can’t help but be influenced by the sheer intensity of those treating this like a life-or-death struggle. After all, the mana radiating from me, Allen, Cynthia, and Shari was practically overflowing.

“It seems Allen-san did team up with Shari-san after all,” Cynthia noted.

“Yeah. I just hope he doesn’t get so fired up that he starts spinning his wheels.”

Just as she said, Allen was paired with Shari. Beside them stood Duke, and to my surprise, his partner was Cecil. 

Muscle and brains. Chicken breast and a cerebellum. Now that’s an interesting combo.

Carta was with Olynn, and Tura was paired with—oh, ho. So he went with that guy, did he?

“The ‘country’ has already been enchanted with restoration magic,” Teacher Milk announced. “No matter how many buildings you level, they will return to their original state over time. In other words... go wild.”

The students erupted into cheers at her words.

We had been transported to a small nation a short distance away from Noblesse. No one actually lived here; it was essentially an ‘uninhabited country.’ It was a training facility built in cooperation with other nations, designed as a massive, large-scale venue for practical combat exams.

In the Original Story, the location was randomized—sometimes a forest, sometimes an uninhabited island. Each had its pros and cons, but for me, a place with good footing wasn't a bad draw.

I caught Teacher Milk’s eye. She didn't say it aloud, but her gaze spoke for her: “Win.”

I offered a silent prayer of thanks and steadied my breath. This match was vital to me. It was for Lilith’s sake, but more than that, it was about avoiding my own impending ruin. I had to sharpen my focus. I had spent every waking moment in this world moving toward this goal.

I need to carve that into my brain.

Neil’s expression was as unreadable as ever. Priscilla was the same; they looked like they were just here for a routine test. But I knew better. Even a guy like him wouldn’t think he could cruise to an easy win while we were breathing down his neck.

And, of course, he had his entourage. Those who had sworn their absolute loyalty to Neil would undoubtedly try to block our path.

I’ll just have to mow them all down.

“Weiss Fancent. Cynthia Violetta. Please step forward.”

The Upperclassmen had already been deployed; we were in the second wave. Until the match officially started, we were all under Recognition Obstruction, rendering us unable to move. The moment the timer hit zero, Mana Sense and every other ability would be fair game.

Just as Chloe’s Teleportation Magic began to glow, she leaned in and whispered, “I’m rooting for you.”

Heh. So she knows what’s going on? Still, it’s rare for her to say something like that.

“Cynthia.”

“Yes?”

“...We’re winning this.”

The place we were warped to looked exactly like a setting out of a fantasy story I knew well. They called it a “small country,” but it didn't feel small at all. They’d even gone through the trouble of leaving a Royal Castle in the center. It looked so lived-in that I half-expected people to come strolling out of the houses.

Teleportation was supposed to be random, but I assumed the groups were somewhat segregated by school year. The Upperclassmen would likely prioritize regrouping first. They wouldn't want to waste stamina on useless skirmishes right out of the gate.

I took a firm stance, scanning for an opening. I wouldn't let a single chance at victory slip through my fingers. I had to stay vigilant and crush any enemy that dared show their face.

“Cynthia, we’re going with the plan.”

“Understood. I am ready when you are.”

Teleportation effects began flickering across the sky like falling stars. Just as Cecil had predicted, we had been dropped outside the city gates. That meant the Upperclassmen were likely clustered near the Royal Castle. 

Whether that was an advantage or disadvantage depended entirely on one’s Gift. Some were better at sieges, others at defense. There were probably trap specialists like Shari lurking about, too.

A swarm of Magic Birds was released into the air. While they were worth points if shot down, that wasn't the main event. What made this interesting was the "War" theme—each year had a designated [King].

If the [King] fell, the match was over. It didn't matter how many other players were still standing. There was no time limit, either. Naturally, the duo that took down the King would be showered with points.

As for our King...

『No need to even think about it, right?』
『Yeah, we’re all in agreement.』
『Weiss, we’re counting on you to be the King.』

It wasn’t even a discussion. Heh. To think they’d trust a guy like me with the crown.

The Upperclassmen’s King was undoubtedly Neil. He’d be protected by Priscilla and a literal army of seniors. He’d dig in, surround himself with knights, and wait. It was exactly like a match of [Battle Universe]. Eva Avery was here too, but she was just spectating from on high today. 

Fine by me. I’ll just do what I always do.

Then, the match officially started.

The moment the Mana Obstruction vanished, it felt like the world suddenly populated with enemies. I had to hit Neil before his forces could fully consolidate. I lunged forward, and almost immediately, four Upperclassmen intercepted us.

“—It’s Weiss!”

“Don’t panic! There’s only two of them! This is our chance!”

“Surround them! Channel everything into the Barrier Magic!”

“We can actually win this!”

I sensed the mana of Fire, Water, Earth, and Wind. I see. They’ve teamed up to cover each other’s elemental weaknesses. 

Magic circles flared to life on the ground, and a barrier resembling iron bars manifested around us. This wasn’t a pre-existing trap; they were applying magic formulas remotely with high-speed chanting. It wasn't the work of one person, but a coordinated quadruple-effort.

And they pulled it off the second we met? 

Heh. Impressive. I’d expect nothing less from Noblesse seniors.

“Now! All at once—fire!”

In the next heartbeat, a barrage of spells rained down on us. High-density mana, launched with zero restraint. 

Ah... yeah. That’s more like it.

My goal today was different than usual, but that didn't mean I couldn't enjoy myself. I would destroy everything, overcome every obstacle, and take back what was mine.

Lilith belongs to me. 

I won't let you have her, Neil.

“W-we did it! With that, they should be—Wait, gyaaaaaaaaaaaah?!”

“Get lost.”

I took the first one down with a single strike to the neck. The training uniform’s mana calculation registered a lethal blow, and he vanished in a flash of teleportation light before his mana could even begin to leak.

“H-how? How did he shrug off that magic attack?!”

“Sorry. I’m just... built different.”

I had wings on my back now. But unlike before, they weren't just for show. This was the near-perfected form I’d developed with Cynthia. 

By combining Ice and Darkness, we created the [Dark Wings]. 

By projecting a force that defied gravity, the wings multiplied my physical speed several times over. Furthermore, if I stayed at a low altitude, I could maintain flight without needing to constantly chant formulas.

“Dammit, that’s just cheating—!”

“That’s two.”

But of course, I wasn't the only one who had leveled up.

“Fall back for now!”

“Right!”

“—Oh, I don’t think so.”

As the Upperclassmen tried to flee using flight magic, Cynthia unleashed her [Ice Lance]. I remotely applied an enchantment to her projectile mid-flight. The moment it pierced a senior’s leg, their flight magic short-circuited.

“W-what is this?!”

“Three.”

By imbuing Cynthia’s magic with [Time Lapse], her [Ice Lance] became a projectile that was nearly impossible to track or defend against. It could punch through average defenses like they were wet paper.

These seniors... I’m sure they’ve coughed up their fair share of blood to get here. I’m sure they’ve stepped over their own friends to keep winning. But the number of life-and-death thresholds I’ve crossed is on another level.

Our goals, our mindsets—everything was different!

“This is impossible... You’re only Intermediate students...!”

“And four.”

[Address Milli, Tritia Lili: Eliminated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Cynthia Violetta.]
[Orus Muu, Eres Trinis: Eliminated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Cynthia Violetta.]

I am the King.

But I won’t sit on a throne and wait, nor will I run or hide. I will charge the front lines and take every head myself.

Neil... I’m going to show you what a real villain looks like.
235: Underestimated

Once the forced teleportation ended, Duke-san and I moved immediately to regroup with the others, just as we’d planned. Based on the initial spawn points, the Upperclassmen should have been sent to the Royal Castle—the center of the facility. That meant the area near the Outer Gate was safe.

In this Joint Exam, the most important thing is to form a party with good synergy before anything else. Whether we're going on the offensive or hunkering down to wait, being separated is the greatest risk of all.

In other words, no one should have been attacking anyone yet. Prioritizing the rendezvous was the only logical solution.

And yet, Weiss-kun had already taken down several Upperclassmen. I could hear announcements echoing through the air, declaring that—unbelievably—the Intermediate-year Students were actually defeating Upperclassmen.

...Something is wrong. This isn't the time to be fighting. So why is everything going so smoothly?

"Cecil!!!"

We were darting across the rooftops near the inconspicuous Outer Gate when Duke-san suddenly screamed my name and lunged in front of me. An instant later, a Mana Cannon blast of terrifying proportions came screaming toward us.

A spell that large always has a "tell"—a buildup of preliminary mana. Just like the wind-up of a physical strike, I should have been able to sense it.

And yet, I felt absolutely nothing.

"Haaah!"

Duke-san funneled power into his right fist, hardening the mana he’d refined within his body to punch the spell right out of the sky. We were supposed to be as far away from the Upperclassmen as possible. Who could have possibly—?

"Because you’re our biggest headache, and yet the easiest to break."

"Just as we predicted."

Neil-san and Priscilla-san appeared before us. It’s impossible. How did they—?

"Cecil, you're a genius," Neil-san said. "Some people think Battle Universe is just a game, but I don't. I believe it has even more value than real-life combat. To me, being the best in that game is synonymous with having the greatest tactical mind in the world. But even you have one fatal flaw... You underestimate yourself. You probably think you aren't a big deal compared to everyone else. You're wrong. We decided from the start that our only priority was taking you off the board first."

Following Neil-san’s lead, about ten Upperclassmen emerged to surround Duke-san and me. At the front was Priscilla-san, hovering with Flight Magic while conjuring fire in her right hand and water in her left.

The teleportation was supposed to be random. How did they find me so accurately?

"Human wave tactics," Priscilla-san answered, her voice cold and detached as if she were reading my very thoughts. "After the random teleport, every single Upperclassman ignored the risks and moved single-mindedly to sense your mana. We lost people to Weiss Fancent and others during the search, but the cost... it was worth it."

They ignored the theory of regrouping. Every Upperclassman had acted alone, taking a massive gamble just to hunt down one person. Me.

"Cecil, run!"

Duke-san moved with incredible speed, charging at Priscilla-san. To my horror, Neil-san stepped in to shield her. He didn't even try to block the blow; he took a direct, full-force hit right to the stomach.

It was a serious strike. I saw his mana scatter, leaking and overflowing from the impact. And yet... for some reason, every drop of that mana flowed right back into Neil-san’s body.

"Wha— How is that—?"

"As expected of the Billian Family. That's a solid hit," Neil-san remarked. "But attacks don't work on me."

I was so stunned I couldn't even form words. Duke-kun launched a flurry of follow-up attacks, but Neil-san dodged them with effortless grace. Then, Priscilla-san appeared before me again.

This exam was for Lilith’s future—no, the convictions of Fancent-kun and Allen-san were riding on this. It was a match I couldn't lose. I absolutely couldn't lose.

"I won't give up! Priscilla-san, even if I have to go through you—!"

"I'm sorry, but strength of will doesn't decide the winner," she said. "The correct move would have been for you to suppress your mana and hide. If you had done only that, we would have lost."

◇

[Cecil Antwerp, Duke Billian: Eliminated. Points awarded to Neil Albert and Priscilla Schertz.]

I stared up at the Magic Bird circling the sky, unable to process the announcement. The fact that Duke and Cecil had been taken out in less than twenty minutes was... incomprehensible.

"Weiss, this is..."

In our original plan, the members excluding Cynthia and me were supposed to prioritize regrouping with Cecil first, and each of them would follow her instructions. The iron-walled Duke was her guardian; from our perspective, there was no safer setup.

But Neil and Priscilla had seen right through it.

My guess is the Upperclassmen didn't bother regrouping at all. The four guys I’d crushed earlier were organized, but I couldn't figure out why they were so far out of position. Now I knew.

They were hunting for Cecil.

Not every Upperclassman is a combat specialist. Some are rear-guards; some are trap-setters. And yet, they all prioritized Mana Detection over their own safety. If they hadn't found Cecil immediately, they would have been in a desperate spot.

But they won the bet. They even managed to take down Duke, our primary vanguard. If he’d been alone, he could have escaped, but he must have fought recklessly to try and save Cecil. This was going to make the upcoming indoor battles a nightmare.

But still...

"I knew this wouldn't be easy. This is a battle with lives on the line. The war isn't over yet."

"...Yes! I'm sorry, Weiss. I let myself get shaken for a moment."

Cynthia responded to my words by letting the fire return to her eyes. We’ve survived far worse death zones than this. We weren't going to break now.

The problem was the other Intermediate-year Students. They had to be panicking. If so, what I needed to do was—

[Dorsty Bull, Elia Holly: Eliminated. Points awarded to Allen and Shari Elias.]

[Emo Ann, Calgos Hallis: Eliminated. Points awarded to Allen and Shari Elias.]

Ha! Talk about perfect timing.

Dorsty was one of the heavy hitters among the seniors. He was definitely strong enough that the current Allen shouldn't have stood a chance.

As expected of that Idiot Protagonist. He just has to go and blow past his limits the moment things get dire.

But he understood. There was no point in mourning Cecil's loss. The only key to victory was to keep looking forward.

"If they went all-in to take out Cecil, there must be other Upperclassmen still wandering around solo. We’re going to hunt them down and crush them before they can regroup. Don't forget, Cynthia—this exam is about points. We’re going to win this war, and we're going to take the top spots on the leaderboard while we're at it. I don't play to lose."

"Yes! Weiss, I am your wings and your heart. I will follow you to the end!"
236 Genius vs. Genius

"Alright, I can see everything from here," I whispered to myself.

I was soaring high above the Royal Castle. A Barrier had been erected overhead, preventing me from flying as high as I usually would, but this vantage point still gave me a clear view of everyone’s movements.

"Olynn-san, I’ll keep an eye on the area around the North Gate."

"Got it," Olin Pastel replied. "I’ll watch the opposite side."

After our battle with the Four Dragons, Olynn-san’s Mana had increased significantly. He was even able to keep pace with me using Flight Magic right now. 

To be honest, though, I was still reeling. Duke-san and Cecil-san had been defeated, and I was completely at a loss for words. Before this exam started, we’d all sat down to discuss just how vital this battle was. We’d gone into this with every intention of winning.

No... there’s no point in grieving now.

If Cecil-san wasn't here to lead, then I was the one who had to keep track of everyone’s movements. This battle was too important—it was the deciding factor in whether Weiss-kun, Allen-kun, and Lilith-san would be allowed to remain enrolled at the academy—

"Flight Magic is a complex Magic Formula," a voice suddenly cut through my thoughts. "One must constantly balance the Mana required to counteract gravity and generate lift, all while maintaining perfect equilibrium. And yet, you handle it as easily as if you were merely taking a stroll."

Priscilla Shertz appeared from behind the spire of the Royal Castle. She was perched atop a massive black staff, riding it much like Sierra-san handled her scythe.

A second later, Olynn-san’s panicked scream echoed from behind me.

"W-Why are you here?!"

"Carta Wiore, your Flight Magic is truly something to behold," Neil Albert said, appearing seemingly out of thin air. "Your skillful magic manipulation is likely world-class. And Olin Pastel... you might have been the second most troublesome opponent in this exam. Unfortunately for you, the setting didn't do you any favors. If this were a forest teeming with monsters, we might have hesitated to target you."

Neil was floating there with his hands tucked casually in his pockets, not even bothering to use a staff. 

We had only decided to head for the Royal Castle because Cecil-san had been taken out, and we’d been so careful to stay out of sight! How on earth were they waiting for us?! Did they read us like a book?!

"The movements of capable people are quite easy to predict," Priscilla said, as if reading my mind. "It’s because you always strive for the optimal solution."

With those words, Priscilla raised both hands toward the sky.

Ever since Cynthia-san snapped my staff, I had spent every waking moment honing my Shield. I’d practiced until my fingers bled so that no matter what kind of attack came my way, my defense would never break, and I would never fall. Even against Upperclassmen, I had confidence in my Mana.

I’ll show them. I’ll take everything they’ve got!

I focused, wrapping my body and my staff in a shimmering Shield. The moment Priscilla swung her hands down, I braced for impact—

"—W-Wait, what is this?!"

Suddenly, my entire world flipped upside down. My stomach did a somersault as the sky and ground traded places. In my panic, I tried to right myself, but instead of soaring into the blue sky, I found myself plummeting toward the earth. Priscilla was diving right after me.

"To defeat a Flight Follower, one must first manipulate the air resistance relative to Gravity," she explained calmly. "I do apologize. This is a technique taught in the Upperclassmen curriculum, so I don't expect you to know the countermeasure."

She manifested fire and water magic in her hands, launching both spells simultaneously. They hurtled toward me and—exploded right in my face.

—DOGOOOOOOOOOON!

The force was staggering. A direct hit like that should have triggered an immediate Forced Teleportation. I was going to lose. I was going to be kicked out!

No! I won't let it end like this!

I forced my eyes to stay open, staring straight into the heart of the magical explosion. Even if I was falling, the sky was my domain. Weiss-kun had praised me. He told me my magic was amazing!

I am not losing in a place like this!

I wrenched my body around, regaining my posture and spiraling out of the way just a hair’s breadth before a follow-up Mana Cannon could delete me. Without losing momentum, I kicked off the air and rocketed back into the heights.

"...Incredible," Priscilla murmured, her eyes widening. "To break out of that on her own without any formal training... So this is what a genius of Flight Magic looks like."

It would take time for Priscilla to fly back up to this altitude. My priority now was to grab Olynn-san and get out of here. I just had to keep standing. I knew that better than anyone—

"C-Carta-san... run..."

The moment I reached the peak of my ascent, I froze. My heart sank into my shoes. There was Olynn-san, already being enveloped in the white light of a Forced Teleportation. He’d been taken out in a matter of seconds.

"You surprised me, Olin Pastel," Neil said, looking slightly disheveled. "I didn't expect to take this much damage without even being hit by a Subjugation."

Mana was visibly leaking from Neil’s body. Olynn-san had clearly landed a massive blow before going down. It wasn't for nothing, I told myself. Weiss-kun and Allen-kun can use this. They can turn this around—

"Unfortunately, it was meaningless," Neil said.

Right before my eyes, the Mana that was leaking out of him suddenly reversed course, flowing back into his body as if the wound had never existed. He looked perfectly fine.

"H-How...?" I stammered.

"Sorry, but I just happen to have excellent compatibility with these Training Uniforms," Neil replied.

[Olin Pastel eliminated. Points awarded to Neil Albert and Priscilla Shertz.]

Olynn-san vanished in a flash of white light. But in that moment, I saw it—Neil had let his guard down. This was it. My one chance!

Now!

I thrust both hands forward and unleashed a maximum-output Mana Cannon. If Neil was the "King" of their formation, this would end the match right here. At this distance, I couldn't miss. A normal defense wouldn't stand a chance. Even the stoic Neil Albert widened his eyes in genuine shock.

"...Tremendous Mana," Neil muttered. "A direct hit would have been dangerous even for me. —Priscilla."

"On it."

But it wasn't Neil who stopped me. Priscilla Shertz intercepted the beam, somehow diverting the trajectory of the blast I’d poured my soul into. She used fire and water, but she mixed in—wind?! She had used the air pressure from a controlled explosion to blow my Mana Cannon off course. 

A Coordination technique like that?! Just how many attributes can she use?!

"Goodbye, Carta Wiore."

Priscilla lunged at me. She wasn't using long-range spells anymore; she was coming in for the kill at close quarters. She manifested a Water Sword in her right hand, moving with a terrifying fluidity that reminded me of Cynthia-san. She swung the blade down with crushing force, but I refused to give up!

"—You can still manifest a Shield?" Priscilla asked, her voice tinged with surprise.

"Priscilla-san, please, wake up! You’re—"

The Slave Crest on her skin flashed in my vision. To gain this much power... what kind of horrible training had she been forced to endure?

But before I could say another word, Priscilla pressed her hands together and detonated a spell right between us.

"It is goodbye."



"Priscilla, are you alright?"

"Yes... however, Carta Wiore escaped," Priscilla sighed, looking down at the empty air. "I didn't think she could possibly slip away from that predicament. My apologies."

"I'm surprised, but it's not a problem," Neil replied, adjusting his collar. "She consumed a massive amount of Mana to pull that off. She won't be able to use any decent Flight Magic for the rest of this match. She's effectively out of the picture. Next."

"Are we targeting Tura Enizi?" Priscilla asked. "Her actions are... unpredictable."

"I know. If we don't find her within the next few minutes, we’ll revert to the primary plan."

"Understood."

Neil looked toward the horizon, his expression hardening. "...We will win this, no matter what. Priscilla, this is the most important part. Don't let your guard down."

"Of course, Neil-sama."
237: Thinning the Herd

"Weiss... H-how? How are you this strong?! It’s not fair. This is exactly why I hate geniuses... Dammit!"

"Ha, me? A genius? That’s rich."

An upperclassman who had been born with the innate ability to manipulate wind magic was actually spouting that crap at me. I didn't give him a chance to keep talking; I went straight for the neck for an instant elimination. 

Currently, we were inside the old Adventurer's Guild. I’d noticed these guys peeking out from the windows to scout the area, so I decided to launch a preemptive strike.

"Even I have my pride as a senior—"

"Forgive me, but that attack will not work on me."

Beside him, Cynthia was closing the distance, a Glass Sword in one hand as she nimbly dodged a barrage of Mana Cannons. She delivered a merciless, silent strike. Her Absolute Zero was as terrifying as ever. No matter how much you trained, the fundamental mechanics of the human body didn't change. If you were made of flesh and blood, you stopped moving the moment frostbite set in. In the worst-case scenario, your limbs would just undergo necrosis and rot off.

For someone as kind as her, that power is probably a bit of a nightmare to handle, I thought. A 'genius' is a word meant for someone like her, someone born with that kind of terrifying potential.

【Eliot Al and Laurie Cal have been eliminated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Cynthia Violetta.】

"The upperclassmen who were pinging my Mana Detection outside are retreating," Cynthia reported.

"They probably had a pre-arranged retreat time. It's a relief that Carta and Tura haven't been knocked out yet."

There was a natural order to things. As students progressed from lowerclassmen to upperclassmen, the curriculum at Noblesse became exponentially more difficult. The magic, in particular, was a massive pain. Much like grappling in martial arts, if you didn't know the specific technique to break a spell, you just couldn't win. That was the clear wall between us and the seniors.

There was no doubt that Neil and Priscilla were the ones pulling the strings. They’d succeeded in taking down Cecil and Duke—the two biggest threats—and then moved on to target Olynn and Carta. But Carta had already overcome her past trauma. She wasn't going to go down that easily.

Their next target had to be Tura. However, her movements were more akin to a wild animal than a student. Even if you could predict where she was going, actually pinning her down was a different story. Furthermore, she was almost impossible to pick up with Mana Sense. Duran’s training had focused heavily on anti-magic specialization, and Tura herself was a natural prodigy. Unless you practically tripped over her, nobody was going to notice she was there—

"This one is so cute I almost want to take it home with me..."

I stopped mid-thought as I spotted Tura in the back of the Adventurer's Guild, staring intensely at a row of stuffed animals on a shelf. She was muttering something to herself with a goofy grin, reaching out a hand toward them.

"Hey, Samurai. What do you think you're doing?"

"Gah?! Wh-what?! Wei—Weiss-dono!?"

"We're in the middle of an exam, you know."

"I-I am well aware! I was... I was hiding! Truly!"

"Didn't look like it to me."

Tura let out a fake, forced cough to clear her throat. "A moment ago, Priscilla-san and Neil-dono attacked me. I managed to get away, though I became separated from my partner in the chaos."

"Hoh. Impressive that you escaped them."

"It was thanks to my partner. I realized that being eliminated here would be a disaster, so I suppressed my presence and went into hiding."

I see. I guess those wild instincts of hers are good for something after all.

Just then, Cynthia appeared from behind me. "Oh dear, am I interrupting something?"

"Cynthia, knock it off..." 

But honestly, having her here was like giving a metal club to an ogre. It was no exaggeration to say she was the person I’d been hoping to run into most. And besides...

【Evil Light has been eliminated. Points awarded to Allen and Shari Elias.】

The Magic Bird’s announcement confirmed it. In terms of raw numbers, we—the intermediate-year students—actually had the advantage now. It was likely the unintended consequence of the seniors scattering their forces to take down Cecil’s group. The fact that they couldn't finish off Carta meant they had wasted more time than they’d planned for. On top of that, they’d let Tura slip through their fingers.

Those guys were actually struggling. If we were still the same people from the Original Story, we would have been wiped out by now. But we weren't. We had clawed our way through life-and-death situations. And now, I knew exactly where Neil and his group were hiding.

"We’re heading to the Royal Castle. If they’re playing the role of upperclassmen, they’ll definitely use that as their stronghold."

No matter how skilled Neil and Priscilla were, if their 'pawns' were depleted, they’d be at a disadvantage in an open area. Magic had its affinities, after all. No matter how strong an individual was, a gap in numbers was an absolute advantage—

【Ori Toa has been eliminated. Points awarded to Eva Avery.】

【Kou Angou has been eliminated. Points awarded to Eva Avery.】

"...Why? Why would Eva-san do that?" Cynthia asked, her voice wavering.

"Don't tell me she's sided with Neil?" Tura added, looking panicked.

Why...? No, wait. I got it.

"She's thinning the herd."

"Thinning the herd? Weiss, what do you mean?"

I had the number of seniors, their magic types, and the capabilities of our own classmates burned into my brain. Looking at the remaining combat power on the field, these latest eliminations actually brought the two sides closer to being perfectly even. There was no way Eva didn't realize that.

In other words... she was enjoying herself. She wanted to ensure the final battle reached the most exciting development possible. If that was the case, she’d be at the Royal Castle too.

Eva was the one who had set the stage for this entire match. She was like a billionaire who had bought front-row tickets to a bloodbath. I suppose this level of 'amusement' was only natural for her. 

I’d almost forgotten, but Eva Avery was neither an ally nor an enemy. She was an observer. She moved solely for her own desires, seeking out whatever entertained her most. But she would stay to see it through to the end. She wanted to see which of us would claim Victory. To her, that would be the ultimate feast.

"Don't sweat it. Eva probably won't interfere any further. Cynthia, Tura—stay behind me and focus on support. We’re going to make a break for the Royal Castle and end this!"

"Understood, Weiss."

"Understood!"

Even if I ended up having to trade blows with Eva herself, I had no intention of losing. At least, that’s what I’m telling myself so I don’t start shaking.

————————————————————
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238: The Thunder of Effort

"So, you're the Weiss I've heard so much about. The rumors were one thing, but... I never imagined you'd be this capable."

Standing before me was Ertur Rigit, an upperclassman. 

With his hair shimmering like spun gold, he possessed the rare Gifts of Earth and Light. Even within the Original Story, he was a top-tier powerhouse—a massive wall that Allen had to smash his head against multiple times just to get past.

"No," I replied, trying to sound cool while my heart hammered against my ribs. "You were strong too."

"Hah! That sounded exactly like a child’s book report." Ertur gave a wry, pained smile. "I’ve wanted to be strong since I was a boy. I’ve swung my sword every day, obsessively refining my craft. Even after enrolling in Noblesse, I never missed a single day of training. And yet, you... your sword... it far surpassed mine. Magic is mostly a matter of innate talent, but Weiss, the sheer amount of effort I felt behind your blade was staggering."

Now, however, he was slumped against a wall on the ground.

In the Original Story, he was just 'that one strong guy.' But after crossing blades and actually speaking with him, I finally understood just how much blood, sweat, and tears he’d poured into his life.

"……Thank you," I said sincerely.

"Haha, no, thank you. Neil is an arrogant brat, but he’s got the strength to back up his attitude. Good luck out there."

"I will."

[Ertur Rigit: Defeated. Points awarded to Weiss Fancent and Cynthia Violetta.]

Honestly, opportunities to test myself against upperclassmen were rare and precious. Many of the seniors left standing had far more experience than I did. But I didn't have time to soak in the sentimentality of the moment.

The interior of the Royal Castle wasn't exactly a labyrinth, but the terrain was incredibly intricate. It made sense—castles from this era were designed specifically to give intruders a massive headache. This place had been a stronghold during the Dark War; its paths branched out like a demented maze.

Still, even in this mess, one person was displaying a level of strength that was frankly terrifying.

"Dammit—she’s too fast—!"

"Your attacks will never reach me."

It was Tura. 

She was flooding her legs with Mana, sprinting along the walls and picking off upperclassmen with surgical precision. That was Cecil’s specialty. She must have picked it up when they paired up earlier. In a close-quarters brawl, the only person who could likely match her now was Duke. She was definitely a variable Neil hadn't accounted for.

However, the one who truly blew past my expectations was Cynthia.

"Tura-san, hold still. I’m going to heal you."

"Thanks. You’re amazing, Cynthia... really."

The Training Uniforms were designed to leak Mana based on a precise calculation of "damage" taken. If you took a hit that would normally lop off an arm, the suit would spray out Mana instead of blood. But Cynthia was using her healing magic to forcibly plug those leaks, essentially stopping the "bleeding" of Mana.

Watching her, a theory began to form about Neil’s Gift—the one the Original Story had always called a mystery.

"Weiss, is it true that attacks barely work on Lord Neil?" Cynthia asked.

"Yeah, probably. I couldn't be sure until now, but seeing your healing and hearing Tura’s report, I’m certain."

"I managed to land a hit on him," Tura added. "But the Mana leaking from his suit... it just suddenly wound back."

Neil and Priscilla had a terrifyingly perfect compatibility as healers. Simply put, they could do to themselves exactly what Cynthia was doing to us. They could "rewind" the leakage of Mana, returning themselves to a state of being completely unharmed. 

The most terrifying part of that tactic? He could play "flesh for bone"—letting you land a "mortal" hit just so he could ignore the damage and kill you while you were open.

But they aren't invincible.

The fact that Mana leaked at all meant they were taking damage. If we hit them with an instant-death blow, they wouldn't have time to "rewind." Furthermore, healing that much damage had to be a massive drain on their Mana pools. Our only move was to accumulate damage until they were running on fumes, then hit them with everything we had.

The real problem was Priscilla. In the Original Story, she was described as having inexhaustible Mana reserves. If that was true, she was basically Immortal.

Seriously, Noblesse students are such a pain to deal with.

"Someone’s coming!" Tura shouted, her voice sharp.

I readied my sword, but as I sensed the familiar Mana signatures, I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding.

"Relax... they’re allies."

Out of the shadows emerged the "Hero of Justice" and my childhood friend.

"Weiss! There you are! And Tura-san and Cynthia-san too!"

Allen was grinning like a maniac. Seriously, is this guy a golden retriever? I can almost see the tail wagging.

Then, Shari caught my eye. She was wearing a very suspicious smirk. What now?

"Oh, my, Weiss. So you do think of us as allies? Hmmm? My, how much you've grown."

"……Shut up. More importantly, do you actually know what's happening with the battle?"

Allen answered my question with typical enthusiasm. "Of course! Duke is out, and Cecil-san is gone. Olynn too... but Carta-san is still in the game. We have plenty of reliable people left. We can definitely win this!"

"Hah. You’re a hot-blooded idiot as always. You planning to just charge in there without a plan?"

"We just have to react to whatever they throw at us!"

"If winning were that easy, I wouldn't be sweating through my uniform right now."

"What’s that supposed to mean!?"

"Hey, hey! This is no time for a domestic dispute!" Shari chirped, stepping in to "help" while Cynthia physically moved between us.

"Please, be serious," Cynthia sighed. "We don't have time for infighting. Weiss, please just tell them the plan."

Fine. I’ll listen to her. Mostly because she’s the only sane person here.

I quickly broke down the mechanics of the "rewind" healing and the Training Uniforms. Allen and Shari were surprised, but they were quick studies. They understood the goal: force the seniors to burn through their Mana, then deliver a finishing blow. 

At least they're talented. I’ll give them that.

"Listen up. From here on out, the seniors are going to have the castle rigged with traps," I warned.

"Right. We'll proceed with caution," Allen nodded.

"……You moron."

"Weiss."

"Look... this is a country, but for the sake of the exam, it's a stage. I didn't come here to play hide-and-seek. I came here to bait them into using their Mana and then pull the rug out from under them. Remember what Teacher Milk said? Shari, you’re the smart one, you should get it."

I’d set the stage this far. If I didn't get these guys to start thinking outside the box, we were going to lose the match on points alone. Shari’s eyes widened as the realization hit her. Allen followed a second later, his jaw dropping.

Suddenly, there was a thud at the window. It was Carta.

"S-Sorry... I'm late..."

"Carta-san! Are you okay—?"

"Shari, quiet. That's not the point. ——Carta, are you ready to 'die'?"

I’d discussed this with Carta beforehand, but seeing her now, she had even less Mana left than I’d feared. I kept my words brief, but she knew exactly what I was asking. 

She gave a firm, resolute nod. "Of course. ——I’m not a coward anymore."

Hah. Now that’s what I’m talking about.

Normally, anyone would hesitate. But she could do it. I knew she could. After all, she was the first girl at this Academy that I’d truly acknowledged.

"Let's go. It's time to show those seniors exactly what happens when you underestimate us."



"This should be high enough. ——Carta."

"Yes."

We were hovering in the sky far above the Royal Castle. We had doubled back outside and used Flight Magic to get a bird's-eye view of the entire stronghold. Below us, the other intermediate-year students were still poking around the Outer Gate.

I didn't have time to explain the plan to everyone down there. A few of them would probably get caught in the blast, but if we waited any longer, the seniors would sniff us out.

Black wings sprouted from our backs—a completely new magic I'd whipped up by reinforcing Shari’s spirits. Carta was already deep in a trance, her focus so absolute she couldn't even hear us. Her eyes were fixed on a single point below.

If she had been knocked out by Neil earlier, this plan would have been dead in the water. We would have been forced into a miserable, grinding slog through a trapped castle. But with her, the entire board was about to be flipped. Honestly, there was a good chance this would just end the match right here.

Neil and Priscilla probably thought Carta was already out of the picture. They couldn't even imagine what was coming.

"I’m... ready."

"Good. ——Alright, everyone, listen up. Use me as a conduit and pour every drop of your Mana into Carta. Allen, you combine One-Hit Kill and Time Lapse to shatter as many Shields as possible on the way down."

"Got it!"

"Tura, you use One-Hit Kill too—"

"Leave it to me. I’ve picked up something even nastier than that."

"Hah. I’m counting on you. Shari, Cynthia, ready with the Mana?"

"Of course, darling."

"Ready when you are."

Carta leveled both palms at the Royal Castle. She began drawing in our Mana. It started small, like a flickering candle, then roared into a bonfire. From one to ten, the output spiked without limit.

Mana capacity can be improved with effort, sure, but everyone has an innate "tank" size. No matter how much Cecil trained, she had a limit. But Carta? Carta was a freak of nature. Her storage capacity was on a completely different scale from a normal human.

If we were pistols, she was a Mana Cannon.

Shari, Cynthia, and I funneled our power into her. In a way, this was a technique born from my "modern" knowledge—a coordinated attack that never existed in the Original Story.

"Carta... I won't let your 'death' be in vain."

Without a word, without wasting a single ounce of motion, she unleashed the entirety of her being onto the castle below.

At the same instant, Allen and Tura let fly.

"One-Hit Kill!"

"All Kill!"



"——Lord Neil! From the sky——something is——!"

"——What!?"

It was impossible. I hadn't been careless. I’d pushed my Mana Sense to its absolute limit. I’d set the traps. I’d organized the perfect formation based on the Gifts of every remaining upperclassman.

And yet——what was this?

A force capable of unmaking the world was screaming down from the heavens.

"Full Shield!"

Priscilla threw herself in front of me. I gripped her shoulder, pushing my healing to its breaking point. This was a gamble. If the system judged this as "instant death," we would both be deleted from the match instantly.

"BRACE YOURSELVES!!!!!!" I screamed to the other seniors.

But I couldn't lose. Not this match——.

——DOGOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

The sky turned white. A pillar of Mana thick enough to vaporize every structure in the castle slammed home. It was a localized natural disaster. This wasn't the power of a single human; it was something far beyond that.

A coordinated strike——!?

The pressure was relentless, raining down in waves. To make matters worse, Wind Magic was weaving through the blast, specifically designed to unravel our Defense Barriers. It was insane. How could they generate this much output?

"Kh……!"

Priscilla’s Full Shield formula was fraying at the edges. The sheer firepower combined with that level of coordination was absurd.

"Lord Neil... I’m dropping the useless defensive spells," Priscilla gasped. "I’m going to pump healing to the absolute limit. The rest... is up to you——"

In the next moment, Priscilla intentionally collapsed her shield. She bared her body to the downpouring Mana. She’d realized that if the Full Shield was going to be shattered anyway, she might as well use that Mana to keep us "alive" through the hit.

"Kuaaaaaaaaaaaah……!"

Even with the Training Uniforms dampening the sensation, you couldn't erase the pain of being vaporized. She screamed, a raw, guttural sound. I pushed my healing to the max; she did the same. We screamed together, taking the full brunt of the cataclysm with everything we had.

I wouldn't lose. I couldn't lose——.



[Carta Wiore: Disqualified due to total Mana depletion.]

Having squeezed every last drop of Mana from her cells, Carta vanished without a word. The sheer willpower required for that was staggering. Humans in this world are fueled by Mana; even when you hit your limit, your body usually keeps a tiny "emergency reserve" for basic biological survival. 

But Carta had burned even that. She’d put her soul into that shot. It was the magical equivalent of slowly cutting your own throat.

I’ll never call her a coward again. Not even as a joke.

The announcements from the Magic Birds began to overlap, a chorus of disqualifications. The upperclassmen who had been hunkered down in the castle were being erased en masse, unable to even offer a token resistance.

"Incredible……"

"Carta-san... she really did it."

"Normally, that would be impossible."

"Simply brilliant."

Even though we acted as the batteries, the "cannon" was all Carta. Looking down, the once-proud Royal Castle was a smoking ruin. Pillars were shattered, walls had collapsed, and I could hear the muffled wails of seniors pinned under the rubble. If we weren't wearing Training Uniforms, this would have been a historic atrocity.

“I don’t care how much of the scenery you break; it’ll all reset eventually. In other words, go nuts.”

Teacher Milk’s words echoed in my head. Normally, no one would be crazy enough to interpret that as "level the entire castle," but this was an exam. The one who thinks flexibly and seizes the initiative wins.

The intermediate-year students who had been loitering outside began to swarm forward, eager to finish off the half-dead seniors.

"It’s over. We won——"

"——Don’t give me that crap. You bottom-feeders."

[Address Debi: Disqualified. Points awarded to Neil Albert and Priscilla Shertz.]

Neil Albert stepped out from the wreckage. I knew it. He’s still in.

A few other upperclassmen began to crawl out from the debris as well. We had aimed the brunt of the attack directly at Neil’s coordinates, but because they were at the epicenter, the Mana had likely dispersed outward, ironically allowing a few of them to survive the "instant death" threshold.

Still, we had a massive advantage now. But the real fight was only just beginning.

"Fufu... how wonderful. I’m so glad I got a front-row seat for this."

Up in the sky, Eva Avery was hovering gracefully on her staff, watching the chaos with an amused smile. I couldn't afford to worry about her yet. If she decided to jump in, I’d just have to cut her down too.

"Priscilla isn't with him. Everyone, stay sharp!"

"——Yes!"

I hadn't heard a disqualification announcement for her yet. 

Suddenly, a voice whispered from directly behind me. Priscilla swung her arm in a wide arc. My world flipped. Up was down, down was up.

Was that a... Gravity inversion?

"You people really are quite troublesome," she remarked coolly.

"Hah! Did you think that would be enough to stop me?"

In the next heartbeat, I slashed through the empty air. It wasn't a random swing; I was using Time Lapse to sever the magic itself. Flight Magic is a delicate formula; by injecting just a tiny bit of my own Mana into the flow, I could force it into a feedback loop. 

It was Mana Manipulation on a magnetic level—something only the most elite could pull off. But my Magic Eye sees everything. Even if I can’t see the "future," these eyes are a custom-made masterpiece.

In the confusion, the remaining seniors—Neil included—began to propel themselves into the air. They were different from the fodder we’d fought so far. This was Neil’s hand-picked elite unit.

"Alright, everyone. The warm-up is over. ——Don’t you dare lose!"

Allen, Shari, Tura, and Cynthia all nodded.

However, a thought lingered in the back of my mind. I’d seen it just a moment ago—the way Priscilla had protected Neil with everything she had. That was fine. But Neil... Neil had entrusted his entire life to her, barely defending himself so he could focus entirely on boosting her.

That didn't look like a master and a slave. That didn't look like a guy using a tool.

The tiny itch of "wrongness" I’d felt about them was growing into a dull ache. Well, fine. I’ll just win this and drag the truth out of them.

But first things first.

"Priscilla, you’re the first to go. I’ll deal with Neil after you’re gone."

"Is that so? By all means, do try."

There was only one thing left to do. I had to take down the woman considered the Strongest in the story—the only student in Noblesse who had ever fought Eva Avery to a draw.

I was going to defeat the final member of the Noblesse Elite Four, the one character no one could ever beat in the Original Story——Priscilla Shertz.
239: Magic that Surpassed the Original Story and a Double Trap

Until that moment, aside from yours truly, only Eva Avery and Meryl had been capable of handling three or more elements. In the Original Story, those two were established as total freaks of nature—the ultimate geniuses of the setting. Meryl, in particular, hailed from a prestigious lineage of Court Mages.

But the Priscilla I was currently squaring off against didn't have that pedigree. Even if she was considered strong in the game, there had to be a secret behind that supposedly inexhaustible pool of mana. Beyond that, her mastery of multiple attributes just didn't make sense. Noblesse was a game, sure, but it didn't usually resort to lazy, convenient plot devices that ignored its own world-building.

In other words, there had to be a logical explanation. If I could just unravel that mystery, I’d have the key to her secret. Whether or not I actually had the luxury of time to solve puzzles in the middle of a life-or-death struggle, however, was a different story.

I was aiming for a 100% completion rate. Victory, hidden content, every single last trophy—I wanted it all!!

"—One-Hit Kill."

Having gained the ability to use Flight Magic through my black wings, we were currently tearing through the sky in all directions. Tura was busy holding off multiple upperclassmen, and Cynthia was doing the same. Somewhere in the distance, Allen and Shari were double-teaming Neil. The rest of the seniors and intermediate-year students were scattered across the battlefield, locked in their own skirmishes.

My slash, augmented by Time Lapse, slammed into Priscilla—.

"—Wind Attack."

She fired off a similar strike, neutralizing mine with practiced ease. It carried a force equivalent to Magic Destruction; she was likely weaving in small amounts of the water and Fire Attributes as well. She landed gracefully, pressing her hand against the ground to pull up a mass of earth.

"—Hah!"

Just as I thought she was going to throw it, the dirt dispersed like a shotgun blast right in front of me. Of course, it wasn't just common dirt—it was an elemental attack saturated with mana.

The Earth attribute—that makes four! This girl is a total monster!

"You monster!"

I managed to block it with a Shield, though the sheer impact rattled my teeth. She was likely imbuing every single projectile with a different attribute. Normally, an attack like that would have ended the fight then and there. She was burning through mana with an extravagance that suggested she had an infinite supply.

"Weiss Fancent. How did you acquire such power?"

"Hah! You want answers? Then tell me first: how the hell did you learn to use all those different attributes?"

Priscilla might have been wearing a Slave Crest now, but she had been born a daughter of a Baron. Cecil had told me that her service as Neil’s maid since childhood had just been about handling his personal chores. The records hadn't lied; they clearly stated she only possessed a microscopic affinity for the wind element.

That meant everything else was a late-game power-up. A maid who wasn't even supposed to be a combat specialist had somehow become strong enough to trade blows with Eva. It was unthinkable. But the evidence was currently trying to blow my head off.

"It wasn't something I particularly desired. It was simply... necessary."

"A mere maid wanted power? For what?"

"Isn't it obvious? —For the sake of Lord Neil!!!"

For the first time, an actual expression flickered across Priscilla’s face. It was brief, but it was a look of pure, unadulterated rage. Her sword began to glow with a black light, identical to my own. She lunged at me, swinging her blade downward with terrifying efficiency, power, and speed.

However, the attack was far too honest. I blocked it with a Shield, intending to counter in the split second she was wide open. But in that moment, I sensed an indescribable surge of mana.

I activated my Magic Eye. It didn't grant me Future Prediction yet, but my visual perception spiked far beyond what Time Lapse alone could provide.

And then—my heart nearly stopped. Her sword was now imbued with the Dark Attribute as well.

Realizing my Shield was about to be pulverized, I twisted my body mid-air to dodge. She had mastered the four great elements and Darkness.

Impossible. This is cheating!

But!!

"I'm going to beat you and keep moving forward!"

"—Wha—"

Surprises like this were par for the course in Noblesse. I couldn't afford to be intimidated. I dodged Priscilla's follow-up by a hair's breadth and swung my sword horizontally. I intended to end this right now—a kill-on-sight judgment with a single blow.

"—Ku-aaaaah... ngh."

Despite her pained expression, Priscilla displayed a horrifying reaction speed. The moment she realized she couldn't dodge, she used Wind Magic to create a platform under her feet and launched herself in the opposite direction. She began chanting a healing spell while still mid-air, but she couldn't break her momentum and plowed straight into a pile of rubble.

She had to have taken massive damage. This was my chance. I dashed toward the crash site, but an upperclassman stepped in to block me.

"I won't let you!"

"—Vanish."

I didn't have time for small fry. I took him down in one hit, but he'd managed to waste a few precious seconds of my time. When I looked up, Priscilla had already soared back into the sky. There was no mana leakage. As I suspected, she had used self-healing.

But... for some reason, her clothes remained torn. Usually, the magic would have restored the fabric as well. Had some kind of "irregularity" occurred that the healing spell couldn't account for?

"...What on earth is driving you this hard?"

Until now, Priscilla had been a blank slate. But now, she looked different—almost as if she were wrestling with some internal conflict.

"I’m doing this for myself. Always have, always will."

"...Is that so? In that case—I can crush you without holding anything back."

She didn't even look tired from all that mana consumption. A war of attrition was going to be bad for me. But then—.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Weiss."

"Yeah. —Sorry, Priscilla, 2-on-1 isn't really my style. But hey, this is a Tag Match, after all."

Cynthia stepped up beside me. She’d apparently finished off her batch of seniors and left the rest to Tura. In the distance, I could see Allen and Shari struggling to keep up with Neil. I didn't particularly care if those two got knocked out, but it would be a massive pain if they messed up and let him escape.

In this exam, there were no bonus points for taking down the "King." The developers probably put that rule in to prevent players from backstabbing their teammates over the last hit. However, my plan was to delete Priscilla quickly so I could be the one to finish Neil myself. That was the only way to get my "Complete Clear."

"Let's go, Cynthia."

"Yes."

She readied her Glacies at my side. Seeing the two of us together, Priscilla took a deep, steadying breath.

"The Slave Crest suppresses emotions. But it also has... side effects. Specifically, it allows one to exceed the limits of the human body."

The next moment, her mana exploded. It’s said that humans only use about thirty percent of their brain's potential, subconsciously holding back to prevent self-injury. The reason Neil was so obsessed with building a combat slave harem—and the reason Priscilla was so terrifyingly strong—was finally clear. That was his secret.

To my surprise, Priscilla seemed ready to stake everything on a single, decisive strike. Despite her bottomless mana, she wasn't going to drag this out, likely because she was worried Tura or the other students would finish with the seniors and come to reinforce us.

Actually, that’s exactly what I wanted.

And we had a secret weapon of our own. I had no intention of having a long, dramatic battle with someone whose "source of strength" was now an open book. I was the villain, after all. I was prepared to take down anyone, and I was prepared to kill if the situation called for it.

But you didn't fit that criteria, Priscilla.

"Haahaaaaaaaa!!!"

She lunged with a thrust that contained all her mana, the four elements, and Darkness. A standard Shield would be like paper against that, and even an Inviolable Domain (Barrier) was a risky bet.

"—Weiss, I’m ready."

"Yeah. Let's do this."

Instead of dodging, I charged straight into her path.

"A clash of raw power? —You have my thanks."

Yeah, sure. Except this isn't power against power.

"—This is the Miracle Magic that's going to blow the Original Story out of the water."

"Weiss—now!"

I caught Priscilla's blade with everything I had. The force was staggering—greater than anything I'd felt from any other opponent. But in that moment, I finally understood. She had put in a blood-soaked effort. Over and over, she had trained harder than even I had.

But even that... with this... was over.

"Priscilla, you did a great job."

"It's not over! We're just getting started!!!!"

"No, this is the end!!!!"

My sword knocked hers aside, but she instantly chanted Full Shield. Her speed and technique, fueled by that limitless mana, were perfect. A second strike would have been blocked easily.

But that wasn't the plan. This was the end for her.

"It's over."

In the next heartbeat, Cynthia imbued my blade with magic. This was the culmination of my Magic Eye, Time Lapse, and Miracle Magic. Usually, the brainwashing of a Slave Crest only broke if the master died. The game followed that rule, and this world was no exception.

However, we had engineered a loophole. We had created a Magic Formula—the first of its kind in this world—specifically designed to sever that "unbreakable" curse.

"—This is—"

When my sword connected with her through her Shield, Priscilla was engulfed in a brilliant white light. This wasn't our first time doing this. I had already liberated one slave I’d known about from the game—a cursed girl who had wandered the Royal Capital after her master went missing. She was now living a normal, sane life.

Priscilla, you were officially number two.

"...No... how... a technique like this..."

Priscilla went limp, her strength deserting her. Her sword point dropped to the ground, and the look on her face was completely different from before.

"Priscilla-san, it’s... it's okay now. The Slave Crest won't vanish, but you are finally free."

Cynthia smiled like a literal goddess. And it was working—Priscilla was actually crying. It was an expression I'd never seen on her. I couldn't tell if she was happy or sad, but we didn't have time to process it.

I could have just beaten her the old-fashioned way, but that wouldn't have accomplished anything. I didn't save her out of pure sentimentality; I did it because I was certain this was the key to avoiding my own destruction. Meeting Lilith, Zebis, and Teacher Milk, stopping Carta from being expelled, saving Shari—all of it had led to this. If I just knocked Priscilla out here, the story might follow the same path to my ruin. I had to go beyond the script.

Just like when I subjugated Debi, I knew the developers of Noblesse were greedy enough to leave the possibility of "miracles" in the code. Thanks to Cynthia, we’d made it a reality. I was moving toward one goal: defeating the Demon King. Meaningless fighting was a waste of time. Priscilla was going to be useful in the future. Better yet, I would make her useful.

This was the "Correct Answer" for this battle.

"Let's go, Cynthi—"

I didn't let myself get caught up in the moment. I turned my attention back to Neil. But then, I saw something that made my blood run cold.

In the split second that Cynthia looked away from her, Priscilla—still weeping—ignited her mana once again. She leveled her sword directly at my throat. It was the most terrifying, pitch-black Darkness I had ever seen.

And it was impossibly fast. It was as if she had been waiting for this exact moment.

"—I believed that you two could produce a miracle. I believed you could actually devise a way to break the Slave Crest's brainwashing when no one else in history could—"

Wait, what? What is she—?

I pushed Time Lapse to its absolute limit, dragging the world into a crawl. Don't stop thinking. Think, Weiss, think!

...I see. Her words, her expression—it all clicked. She hadn't been brainwashed by Neil from the start. She was following him of her own free will. And she had bet on the fact that we would try to "cure" her, knowing it would create a moment of absolute, fatal carelessness.

Nobody would ever suspect a trap like that, because the "cure" itself didn't exist in this world's history. But she had believed in us. She had believed that her enemies would do the impossible.

That momentary lapse was going to cost us everything. She’d been looking longingly at Cecil and Battle Universe... she’d looked like a tragic slave at the gate... it had all been a long-con.

How long has she been setting this trap?!

I tried to react, but she was too fast. I didn't know if my Inviolable Domain (Barrier) would even hold—.

"—Weiss!!!!!!!!"

But the sword didn't hit me. Cynthia had thrown herself into the gap, and the blade pierced through her heart. The Training Uniform registered the fatal damage. Between the kill-on-sight judgment and Priscilla's insane mana, it had to be excruciating—like her entire body was being shredded.

But—.

"I... believe in you."

Without so much as a whimper, Cynthia vanished into light with a smile on her face. Her mental fortitude was unreal.

Ah, dammit. No, stop. Don't mourn yet.

Move. Make your body move. Don't stop thinking! She hadn't protected me because she doubted my Barrier. She did it because she knew if I burned my mana there, our chances of winning later would drop to zero.

[Cynthia Violetta eliminated. Points awarded to Neil Albert and Priscilla Enizi.]

"Priscilla!!!!"

"—I!!!!!!! Cannot lose!!!!!!!!!!! For Lord Neil's sake, I will!!!! DEFEAT YOU!!!!!!!!!"

The person standing before me wasn't the Priscilla I knew. She was a raw nerve of rage, killing intent, and destruction. This was her true self. Her sword was a blur. How could a former maid be this driven? It was impossible.

Suddenly, Tura appeared behind her.

"—Forgive me."

It was a cold, decisive strike from a blind spot. He hadn't left so much as a hint of his presence.

But—.

"—Aah, aah, AAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!"

Letting out a guttural scream that didn't even sound human, Priscilla moved with insane Taijutsu. She looked like Sierra. She launched a back-kick that sent Tura flying and caught his sword with her teeth.

"W-What?!"

"I... we cannot lose. Not once. Not even a single time—"

She drove her blade through Tura’s heart in the same motion. He vanished in a burst of Teleportation Magic.

[Tura Enizi eliminated. Points awarded to Neil Albert and Priscilla Shertz.]

But I wasn't going to let that opening go to waste!

"Priscilla!"

I swung my sword down with everything I had. She wasn't giving up, though. She thrust her left arm out to meet my blade. She hadn't even funneled mana into it. There was no Shield. She had to have mana left, so why—?

"—The left arm... you can have it—"

I couldn't believe my eyes. My sword bit deep into Priscilla's arm. It sliced through flesh, shattered bone, and—horrifyingly—cut right through her Training Uniform. The limb flew off in a spray of blood and gore.

There was no mana leakage. That meant she had manually deactivated the Magic Formula of her Training Uniform beforehand. Why would anyone go that far?!

"This is my... true... secret plan—"

I had hacked her arm off, but the momentum of the swing had left me completely overextended. She was truly fighting a life-or-death battle. She’d taken Carta’s magic without flinching, and she’d done this without hesitation. If she'd timed it wrong, it would have been for nothing. But she had believed in us—believed that unless she sacrificed her own flesh, she couldn't win.

Her mental strength and intellect were terrifying. But... but!

"I won't lose! I can't lose!!!!"

To win this match, to stop Priscilla, I had to kill her. Allen wouldn't have been able to do it. But I was Weiss Fancent. If there was only one path to victory, I wouldn't show an ounce of mercy!

I used an Unnatural Wall to wrench my body back into position and summoned Debi directly in front of me.

"Debibi!"

He intercepted her blade, but he was no match for her. Still, he bought me a fraction of a second. Sorry, Debi, but I won't let you die for nothing.

I didn't hold back. I aimed a lethal blow straight for her heart—.

And in that moment—perhaps triggered by my raw emotions—the Magic Eye flared to life.

«A blow toward the heart»

"This is the end, Priscilla!"

I saw through her sword entirely, dodging it by a hair. She had gambled everything on that one counter; she couldn't even defend herself with mana now. Her Training Uniform’s protection was gone.

"—Lord Neil... everyone... I'm sor... I couldn't win—"

My sword—surpassed hers—.
240: The Beginning of Everything

This is the longest chapter of the century, so please read it when you have plenty of time to spare.

I could have split it up, but I felt it was better to keep it all together.

――――――――――――――――

A mansion stood in the suburbs of Ostrava.

This was House Albert, the place I served.

It was my favorite workplace—a home with a vast garden and flowers blooming everywhere.

As I walked down the hallway, I heard children’s voices drifting in from the courtyard. When I turned my gaze toward the noise, I saw them chasing Master Neil.

Again?

Honestly, he was going to get scolded.

"Yay! Catch Master Neil!"

"Haha, hey! Stop that!"

"—Hey! Everyone, stop this instant!"

I grabbed one of the kids by the scruff of the neck, and they all froze, eyes widening in surprise.

"Ugh, P-Priscilla... ma’am."

"S-Sorry..."

"Return to your work. You know you'll be in trouble if you're even a second late coming back from your break."

"Okay..."

"We understand..."

The children scurried off. When I turned back to Master Neil, he was already looking for an escape route.

"And where do you think you're going?"

"Eh? W-Well... Priscilla, I'm sorry?"

"Sigh. Do you actually understand, Master Neil? Please stop interacting with the slave children as if you're equals. One day, you will be the head of House Albert."

Master Neil didn't seem to have a listening ear for my lecture. Of all things, he just flopped down onto the grass right there. As he gazed up at the sky, his expression turned uncharacteristically serious.

"It doesn't matter. Slaves and I are effectively in an employment relationship, even if we aren't socially 'equal.' It’s about mutual support. There are far too many people in this world who can't tell the difference between 'distinction' and 'discrimination.'"

There were many slaves in House Albert. I was a maid, but even including me, a clear hierarchy existed. The personal butler, the chef, the guards, the slaves, the servants—not everyone could just get along.

Furthermore, the current head, Master Isaac Albert, was strict and often argued with Master Neil about how people should be treated. Honestly, Master Isaac’s sensibility was the normal one. Master Neil was the eccentric, and everyone around him saw him that way. He was a noble of a House of the Duke, yet he spoke to everyone as an equal.

That was... his best quality, though.

"But Master Neil, that's just common sense."

"Exactly. And someday, I'm going to overturn that common sense. Just watch, Priscilla. I'll make it happen."

"Fufu. I’ll look forward to seeing it."

"Hah, you don't believe me at all, do you?"

"That's not true."

I really do believe him.

I believed that Master Neil would truly make his dream come true one day. I wanted to help him. I wanted a world where things like 'slaves' and 'hierarchies' vanished entirely—where everyone could just smile. A world where anyone, regardless of status, could be friends or fall in love.

I hoped that world would come someday.

"Priscilla, come here."

"Eh? T-To where?"

"Over here. Come on."

He beckoned me over. Wait, what is he...?

"Fueh?! Ahhh!"

Before I knew it, he had tugged me down, and I found myself lying there, staring up at the sky.

"The sky doesn't belong to anyone. Humans are the same way. Demi-humans too—everyone should be equal."

"...I suppose so."

"I'll take care of your family’s situation, too. So don't worry, just work hard."

"...Yes."

I was the daughter of a House of the Baron, but our business had faltered, and we were in a financial crisis. House Albert had taken me in. I was just a personal maid, yet Master Neil even worried about my family’s affairs.

How could he live so selflessly for others? If it were me, I’d be much more content to just sit back and wallow in idleness.

Ah, wait!

"Master Neil, you have magic theory homework this afternoon—"

"Oh, I already finished the paper on Attribute Magic. And the practical application as well. Look."

He held up his left hand, and a flame flared into existence. He was a genius on top of everything else. What a man. I was certain that if Master Neil ever became king, he would fulfill every one of his dreams.

However...

"U-Uwahhh! Priscilla, get it off! Take it off!"

"Yes, yes. Honestly, Master Neil... it's just a bug."

"...Phew. Ah, don't kill it. Make sure you release it outside properly."

"Shall I put it back on you?"

"No!"

On one hand, he hated conflict and was terrified of hurting anything. I’d heard rumors from the Academy that despite his excellent grades, he was mocked as "The Neil who can't even kill a bug."

It makes me so angry.

To think they would hurt someone as kind as him.

At that moment, Master Neil touched my cheek.

"Don't make such a sad face. Come on, smile."

"...Why are you so kind, Master Neil?"

"I'm not. I'm just normal. The world is just too cruel. My mother used to say that all the time, didn't she?"

"...She really was a wonderful person. She scolded that butler for being cruel to the slaves... she was a truly righteous soul."

"Yeah. I want to live nobly, just like her."

Master Neil’s mother had passed away from an illness several years ago. He had provided her with devoted care until the very end, never leaving the work to us. His mother had shared his views; she hated slavery and longed for equality. The only reason she bought children was to rescue them from horrific environments.

Master Isaac had been a quiet man, but back then, he was still kind. He changed after she passed away. He grew strict, quick to anger, and became obsessed with expanding the business, claiming he needed more money. There were even rumors he was dipping his toes into dangerous waters.

Master Neil was deeply troubled by this and was secretly investigating his father's dealings. Despite being father and son, they were constantly at odds. I could do nothing but watch over them.

"I’ll stay by your side forever. That’s really all I can do."

"Haha, that’s more than enough. But remember, you and I are equals. We’re friends."

"Fufufu, I like the sound of that."

I continued to serve Master Neil and House Albert faithfully. But one night, when I went to visit his room on an errand, I heard shouting from within.

"Father, how could you?! Just because it's legal doesn't mean you should make a business out of buying and selling people! Do you have any idea what Mother would think?!"

"Silence, Neil! It can't be helped. We need the capital to expand."

"Mother is gone! We don't need any more money!"

"Silence! Money is always a necessity! You need to learn how the world really works!"

It seemed he was becoming a financier for a Legal Slave Merchant. It was profitable, but it increased the risk of ties to criminal organizations and would ruin the family’s reputation. Master Neil was livid. It was the first time I’d ever seen him show such raw rage.

A few months later, Master Neil’s fears were realized. The slave merchant Master Isaac had been backing vanished with a massive sum of money, and it was revealed they had been trafficking humans in illegal territories.

Master Isaac was held responsible, forced to pay astronomical reparations to the state, and arrested. "I didn't know" wasn't a valid defense. He was branded as the mastermind behind the entire operation and given a sentence far heavier than his actual involvement warranted.

Master Neil tried everything to fix it, but the damage was done. With their credit gone, their legitimate businesses collapsed. Eventually, they couldn't even pay the servants, let alone the slaves.

As the staff resigned one by one, those of us who adored Master Neil were devastated.

"Priscilla, what are you going to do?"

"I’m going to stay and support him. My family is stable now, thanks to him. Right now... he needs someone to take care of him. He’s not even eating. He’s obsessed with trying to save Master Isaac. What about you, Nicola?"

Nicola, a girl with beautiful blue hair, had become a maid at the same time as me. She was kind and much more capable than I was. She, too, had been saved by Master Neil.

"I'm staying. It's important to keep up appearances so people think we can still afford staff. If we don't, he won't even be able to start a new business."

"I'm staying too," Reina added. "People judge based on what they see."

"I'll do anything for Master Neil," murmured Celia.

The four of us—Nicola, Reina, Celia, and I—were in nearly the same situation. We were always together.

Reina spoke up again. "But we have to make sure we aren't a burden while we support him."

"Right. Master Neil is so focused on making sure the slave children have food that he’s neglecting himself. He won't even sell this house because it was his mother's. Honestly, he only ever thinks about others..."

Being by his side was one thing, but it wasn't enough to truly help him. That was when Nicola found a job for us as maids at another mansion. It was a large estate, and the shift hours were perfect. We knew Master Neil probably wouldn't accept money if we gave it to him directly, so we planned to work in secret and support the household from the shadows.

"Priscilla, I can't pay your wages. I've already told the others..."

"It’s fine, Master Neil. I’m your maid, aren't I? But you better pay me double once things settle down!"

"...Thank you."

I couldn't help with the legal mess, but I handled everything else. I took care of the chores, cut costs wherever possible, and even handled the education of the slave children. Our secret work was going well, too.

One day, we were in a carriage heading home after receiving our pay.

"Ehehe, Master Neil is going to be so happy. I wonder what I should cook tonight?"

"Priscilla, you're grinning like an idiot. But yeah, it's a good feeling."

"I didn't think we'd get this much. Master Neil will definitely be relieved."

"I just want to see him smile again."

Even while struggling to rebuild, Master Neil made sure the slave children were treated well. But then we discovered the real reason Master Isaac had been so desperate for money.

It was in a letter—a final will from his mother. She had hated discrimination and had written of her grief regarding the treatment of slaves. Master Isaac had been trying to fulfill her wish by gathering enough wealth to buy out every slave in a poor environment and provide for everyone under his care. He hadn't told Master Neil because he knew how dangerous the path was.

I don't want anything more to happen to him. I want him to be happy.

『Priscilla, thank you, as always.』

『No, the pleasure is mine. You saved me first, Master Neil.』

『...By the way, what has everyone been up to lately? Nicola, Reina, Celia... how are they earning—』

『E-Eh?! M-More importantly, we're having meat tonight! Meat!』

『Where did you get the money for—』

『Yes, yes, let's eat! The kids are waiting!』

It was a hard time, but I knew Master Neil would get us through it.

"Everyone, let's keep working hard."

"Of course."

"Obviously!"

"Master Neil needs us now more than ever."

I was so glad I wasn't alone. As we talked, Nicola conjured a flame in her palm. Her hands were slender and beautiful; the light made them stand out even more.

"Next year, I'm going to train my magic even more. I’ll become stronger than anyone so I can be his personal guard."

"I won't lose either! I’ll master water sublimation!"

"Me too! I'll make my Earth magic invincible!"

We all had different attributes. We didn't have money for a teacher, so we trained together every day. We wanted to be the shields that protected Master Neil.

—Suddenly, the carriage bucked violently.

No, it didn't just shake. It moved with impossible force. The interior tossed us around like dolls before I was thrown out into the forest. My head struck something, and blood began to flow.

In my fading consciousness, I heard a voice.

"I'm paying you good money! Keep the Barrier up! These girls are strong, despite how they look!"

Who... is that...?

――――

When I woke up, I was strapped to a table. I looked around and saw the others in the same state. A man stepped into the light, wearing a repulsive grin. I recognized him from somewhere.

"Hehehe... finally awake?"

"...You're the butler... the one Mother fired..."

He was the man Neil’s mother had banished years ago for his cruelty to the slaves. I remembered him. I had hated him with a passion.

"W-What are you doing—"

"It's a grudge, brat. House Albert ruined my life. So what if I bullied a few slaves? After they kicked me out, no one would hire me. I’ve been eating dirt every day! Do you have any idea how hard an Adventurer has to work, vomiting blood just to kill a monster?!"

"That has nothing to— Gyaaaaaaaaaaaa!"

Without a word, he pressed a red-hot branding iron into my right arm. He was insane.

"I was going to kill that bitch eventually, but she went and died on her own. But her son? Neil? Ugh, guys like him make my skin crawl. Such a self-righteous hypocrite. And Isaac? Watching him fall was hilarious."

"Did you... did you set them up? You piece of filth..."

"Guhehehe! Exactly! So I thought... if I make his precious little pets suffer, it’ll be the perfect revenge against the son, too."

"Doing this... won't make anyone happy... stop..."

"Shut up! Don't worry, I enjoy tormenting women, but I don't have a taste for kids. Gahahaha!"

"Kuh... Aaaaaaaaagh!"

I don't want to remember what happened after that.

Nicola's screams. Reina's screams. Celia's screams. Every single day, we were tortured. The sound of shrieking, the smell of burning flesh, the feeling of my body being systematically dismantled. Eventually, I stopped thinking. I didn't just give up; I forcibly shut down my mind to survive. A sane person couldn't have endured it.

Eventually, through a haze of broken memories, I found myself in front of an unfamiliar house.

"Filthy brats. Magic talent is all well and good, but I can't have them rebelling. Will they really behave if I put a Slave Crest on them?"

"No problem at all, sir. They don't even have the strength left to crawl."

"...They're a mess. Fine, they'll do for the experiments. But you'd better give me a discount."

"Of course, of course. But we brought them a long way. Throw me a little extra?"

After being broken, we were sold. Sold to a man we didn't know, for a purpose we couldn't fathom. We couldn't even speak anymore. We weren't walking; we were being dragged.

"Hey, kid. Neck out. Hah! Now you're mine."

My consciousness finally flickered out. The last things I saw were the Slave Crests being seared onto the necks of my friends.

――――

When I next opened my eyes...

"...Priscilla... thank god... you're awake..."

Master Neil was there. He looked older. Haggard.

"Master... Neil...?"

I didn't understand. What happened to me? And more importantly... why couldn't I see out of one eye?

"What's wrong? Why... why are you crying?"

"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry. Priscilla, if you weren't here... I... I'm sorry..."

"It's okay... please don't cry... wait, why can't I move? Ah..."

Then I felt it. The pain. A searing, burning agony. My arms were wrapped in bandages. And my legs—my legs were gone.

"What... is this...?"

"I'm sorry. It's all my fault. All of it."

Ah... what is this feeling? Why am I... I'm happy. I'm just happy I got to see Master Neil again.

"It's okay... please don't cry."

"...I'm sorry."

"...Ah."

Finally, reality set in. Nicola, Reina, and Celia weren't there.

"Where... is everyone else?"

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

That day, Master Neil did nothing but weep and apologize. He wouldn't say a word.

◇

"Priscilla, were you awake?"

"...Yes. It hurts too much... I can't sleep."

"...I see."

My senses were dull, yet my body felt like it was on fire. Master Neil looked like he was carrying the weight of the world. He leaned over and began applying healing magic. He did this for hours, several times every single day.

"...How can you do that?"

"............"

He hadn't been able to use healing before. And this... this was high-level magic.

"Where is everyone?"

"............"

"Please tell me. And where are we?"

This wasn't the mansion. It was dark, windowless—like a dungeon.

"...I'm sorry."

"Please, Master Neil. Tell me."

"............"

"I—"

Then, I realized. Why hadn't I noticed until now? The left arm he was healing... it wasn't mine.

"...Ni...cola...?"

Those long, slender fingers. The skin tone was slightly off. But there was no way I could mistake them.

"Master Neil... what did you do?"

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

"Answer me! Tell me!"

Master Neil looked like he was being torn apart. Once the healing was done, he whispered something utterly horrific.

"I transplanted them."

"...What?"

"You were all... in a terrible state. I couldn't save everyone."

"What are you—"

The memories came rushing back. The groans, the screams—how could I have forgotten?

"No... you didn't..."

I tore the bandage off my other arm. It wasn't mine either. It was Celia's.

"N-No... this can't be happening..."

"...You were being held. And... to save you, Priscilla..."

"How could you do something so awful?! Why, Master Neil?!"

It was unthinkable. No matter the reason, it was unforgivable.

"Priscilla, I—"

"Get out! Get out of here!"

"But I have to finish the healing—"

"GET OUT!"

It hurt. My right arm, my left arm—they were burning. This wasn't my body. Why? Why?!

As I lay in bed, I began to piece together the fragments of my missing memories. We had been tortured and sold to a researcher. And now...

The Slave Crest.

I sat up and found a small mirror. The mark was still there on my neck.

Wait. This is wrong.

That night, Master Neil brought me food. Despite my outburst, he performed the healing in silence.

"...Master Neil. Why am I still conscious?"

A Slave Crest usually puts the victim in a state of brainwashing. The only way to break that is—

"............"

"Tell me everything. All of it."

After I asked a dozen times, he finally broke. We had been held in a frontier dungeon. A man was using us as lab rats for illegal healing research, experimenting on our different magical attributes. Master Neil had used every resource he had to find us. But by the time he arrived, it was too late to save the others.

"I killed him. I killed him with my own hands. I can still see his face. And I killed the man who sold you. That butler..."

"I see..."

"It was the only way. I tried everything else, but there was no other way."

I couldn't believe it. The kind Master Neil... had chosen to kill. For us.

"And the others...?"

"...I didn't make it in time. I used that man's research, his papers... I tried to save at least you. Using the knowledge I gained from what he did to them... I transplanted their parts into you. I'm sorry."

"...So this really is Nicola's arm. And Celia's..."

"...And inside you... is Reina."

He had done it to save me. But at what cost? How could he use their bodies just for me? My head understood his desperation, but my soul recoiled.

"Could you... leave me alone for today?"

"...Yeah."

I remained unstable for a long time. My temperature spiked, I was plagued by nightmares, and every part of my body—parts that didn't belong to me—screamed in pain. I couldn't even run away; I had no legs.

One day, in my agony, I screamed at him. I told him it was all his fault. I reviled the man who had saved me. Yet Master Neil still came every day to heal me. The transplant was successful, but the rejection was constant. He healed me seven times a day, even while I slept. The bags under his eyes were deep. He wasn't sleeping at all.

He hasn't changed.

He was still the same person.

"...Master Neil."

"...What?"

One day, in the middle of a healing session, I reached out. With Nicola's arms, Celia's hands, and Reina's strength, I hugged him.

Everyone will forgive me, won't they? It's Master Neil. Even if they don't... I will.

"Thank you. Thank you for saving me. I'm alive because of you. Truly... thank you."

"...I'm sorry... I'm so sorry..."

After that, Master Neil told me the rest. They were all tragedies. We were in a rented house far from the Capital. Master Isaac had committed suicide in prison after writing a letter of apology. Neil had sold the mansion and everything else just to find us.

Why is the world so cruel to someone so kind?

"I don't even know where the slave children are anymore. I lost them."

The smiling Neil was gone. But his heart... that was the same.

"...Sorry. I'm sorry."

But I could tell he was still hiding something. Eventually, I became able to move with a wheelchair. He told me to stay in bed, but I was worried. I went out into the hallway and heard a sound. A muffled sob. The smell of blood was overwhelming.

I opened a door and saw a child on a table. No—a corpse. The room was filled with rot, blood, and the stench of death. In the center stood Master Neil, drenched in blood, looking like a ghost.

"Master... Neil..."

"Priscilla? Why are you here?"

"...Come here."

"N-No! The blood... it's dangerous... you'll get sick..."

"Please."

He slowly approached me. I reached out, and he collapsed to his knees, burying his face in my lap.

"It's okay. I'm on your side. I'll protect you. You aren't doing anything wrong, Master Neil."

"...I'm scum... to save you... I bought corpses... but it's not enough... I don't have enough knowledge..."

Healing magic required a perfect understanding of the human body. My body was falling apart, and he didn't know how to fix it. To save me, he was enduring this hell every single day—the blood, the rot, the guilt.

What an incredibly kind man.

A miracle was happening inside me. I could feel them. My friends' magic was dwelling within me. Fire, Water, Earth. And a burning hatred—Darkness.

I knew why. It was to protect Master Neil. They were telling me to keep him safe.

It's okay. No matter what happens, they're lending me their strength. I will protect him.

"I’ll help you. I’ll learn healing too. If I can do it myself, you won't have to suffer like this."

"No... I can't let you do that..."

"Please."

From then on, we conducted research on the very edge of the law. We bought corpses, performed transplants, and practiced suturing. Over and over, until finally...

"Priscilla, yes. That's it."

"Kuh... hah... ah!"

I successfully attached legs from a corpse to my own body. Through constant healing and rejection, I stood and fell, stood and fell, until eventually, I could walk. We became experts in the human body. We knew exactly how to heal it—and how to destroy it. We eventually reached a level of skill where we could use Mana for constant self-healing, likely beyond anyone else in the world.

However...

"...Priscilla, someday I’ll find a way to remove it. Just wait."

"It's okay. This is just a mark. You're the one who set my heart free."

The Slave Crest would not vanish. No matter what we tried.

By the time I was fully recovered, something strange had happened. I possessed a terrifying amount of Mana. I knew why. Nicola, Reina, and Celia were giving me their power. My skin had assimilated, the scars had faded. Some remained, of course, but that was just the price of what we'd done.

But this was only the beginning.

"Priscilla, I'm going to find the children. I'm going to rescue them. It might... get a bit rough."

"I don't mind. I feel the same way. And everyone will help us."

We began rebuilding House Albert. We bought back the children, the butlers, the maids. It was a constant struggle, but Master Neil was a genius. He reclaimed the estate and his wealth in no time. When people came for him with grudges, I became his spear and shield. It was what we wanted.

"Gwah! S-Stop!"

"I won't allow you to lay a finger on Master Neil."

Some children were found, others were lost forever. But Master Neil didn't stop. He bought other slaves, other suffering children, to give them a better life.

But tragedy struck again. Slave merchants, furious that Neil was encroaching on their territory, attacked while we were away. Many innocent children were killed as a warning.

"Why? Why does this keep happening?"

"...You didn't do anything wrong, Master Neil."

"No... it's because I'm weak. I'm too weak. I need to be stronger. I need to be a monster. I'll make them tremble just by looking at me."

That day, Master Neil changed. He became strict with the slaves, demanding they grow strong. He hired more combat-ready staff. He buried his kindness and played the part of a cold-hearted tyrant. It worked. People began to fear him. The attacks stopped. The insults stopped.

But it wasn't enough. I had to do more.

"Master Neil, I won't hide my Slave Crest anymore. I will be the icon of your terror. I’ll be the ruthless slave who crushes anyone who opposes you. Use me like a tool. It will make them fear you even more."

"...Are you sure?"

"Yes. We are your maids, after all."

I stopped hiding the mark. I trampled anyone who crossed him. People believed that anyone who resisted Master Neil would be brainwashed, just like me. The effect was absolute. Even the roughest slave merchants began to fear us.

"Priscilla, do you know why diamonds are expensive?"

"...Because they're rare?"

"Exactly. Right now, slaves are cheap. I'm going to change the market."

"How?"

"I’ll buy them all. I’ll control the supply and demand. It's basic economics."

He was brilliant. If you couldn't abolish slavery, you made it expensive.

"People don't mistreat things that cost a fortune. That is a universal truth. Slaves are abused because they are cheap. To fix that, we need money. More and more money."

"Yes, Master Neil."

It was a genius plan. But as he pursued it, he grew cynical. He stopped believing in people. He decided the world was full of scum that only he could lead. He educated the slaves he bought, dressed them well, and then sold them at astronomical prices. When I checked on them later, they were being treated as humans. He was right. He was truly incredible.

"Priscilla, if a slave doesn't meet the educational standards, punish them."

"...Are you sure?"

"I can't save everyone. We have to be willing to discard the weak."

He lost his hesitation to hurt others. Was this a good thing? I didn't know anymore.

"Priscilla, I'm enrolling in Noblesse. Money isn't enough; I need authority."

"Understood. I'll watch the estate."

"What? You're coming with me. You're my maids, aren't you?"

"—Yes."

The entrance exam was a joke. To our surprise, the Training Uniform was perfectly compatible with our healing techniques. Everything we had done was paying off. In Noblesse, his name spread—genius, wealthy, terrifying.

The Point System was a godsend. It allowed us to take long leaves to handle the business. But when his attention drifted, incidents still happened.

"How long have you served House Albert?"

"...Five years, sir."

A butler we had trusted was stealing from the slaves and using excessive violence. I dealt with him. Master Neil was heartbroken.

"...Why? Why don't they understand? No matter how many times I tell them... scum, all of them..."

"Master Neil..."

"More. I need more. Eva Avery is there. I need more pawns. More terror."

Everyone knew Eva Avery. Rumor had it she hated slaves, but she knew of Master Neil. If she joined us, our influence would be absolute. Then we met Weiss Fancent. He was famous as a Degenerate Noble, though we heard he'd changed.

The more we researched him, the more insane it got. Top of the class, repelled a Calamity, stopped a Demon Race invasion. If he and Master Neil could align...

If Weiss joined us, Eva Avery, Milk Abitus, the Violetta heiress, Cecil Antwerp, Carta Wiore—they would all be behind us. I had to bring him in. Then Cecil-san reached out. It was perfect.

But...

"...What do you think, Priscilla?"

"...I think he's extraordinary."

Having met him, I knew. I had seen plenty of strong people, but Weiss Fancent and Cecil Antwerp... we couldn't beat them. My instincts shouted it.

"I see... I feel the same way."

The business was fine, but we realized we were out of time. At this rate, Neil would die before his dream was complete. Without him, the scum would take over again. To move faster, we needed Weiss Fancent. We needed Eva Avery.

"...I'll handle it. Just give me some time."

I planned it all out. Every pattern, every personality trait. I found one possibility. Weiss was just like Master Neil. He had a core of kindness. If his maid, Lilith Scarlet, was in danger, he would act. He would take the bet.

But we still couldn't win a fair fight. I had to make him lower his guard. My Slave Crest... it was the only way.

"...Is that even possible? No one has ever done that. Not even us."

"Yes. Weiss Fancent and Cynthia Violetta will create a miracle. They will break my crest. And when they do, they'll be relieved. They'll think Master Neil is all that's left. That's our opening."

"...I'm sorry, Priscilla."

"It's okay. And Master Neil... please treat me even more harshly. It will make the act more convincing."

The plan worked perfectly. The exam was set. But strangely, Master Neil had a talk with Allen. He was emotional afterward—a rare sight.

The day before the match, he came to see me. He was crying.

"I'm sorry... I'm so sorry..."

"It's okay. No one hates you, Master Neil."

"Nicola... Reina... Celia... I'm sorry."

The guilt still haunted him. Every time he looked at my arms or legs, he felt the pain. He was unstable, lost between his masks. Maybe we should have just forgotten everything after we got the house back. Maybe we would have been happier just living quietly.

But I knew why he couldn't laugh. It was my Slave Crest. It reminded him of his failure every time he saw it.

As he slept, I touched the mark.

If only this didn't exist...

Maybe we could have been happy. Neither of us knew if this path was right anymore. But we couldn't turn back. I just had to believe in Weiss Fancent.

And I lied to Master Neil. I didn't know if the crest alone would be enough to win. I had to set one more trap. I had to disable the Training Uniform's safety magic.

――――――――――――――――

The match began.

We took down Cecil-san and Duke-san. Letting Carta-san escape was a mistake, but it was fine. I survived a massive attack from above. And then, as I believed they would, they created a miracle. A magic that severed a Slave Crest without killing the servant.

It was incredible. How many people would be saved by that? They didn't even realize the weight of what they'd done. But I was the villain. I was going to use their kindness against them.

But Cynthia Violetta blocked my attack. She was like me—she had doubted me from the start. She had harbored a tiny deception, all to protect Weiss Fancent.

Incredible.

But I wouldn't lose. I wasn't alone.

"Priscilla!"

Weiss's sword gouged my left arm. He looked shocked. There was an opening.

"We will win! We’ll win and take you for ourselves!"

"I won't... lose."

Nicola's arm was blown away. I'm sorry. Celia's arm was at its limit. Reina's body was screaming in pain. But we didn't give up.

"I... won't... lose..."

But Weiss Fancent's sword surpassed us. He cut through the power we had gained from a thousand life-and-death struggles. His blade pierced my shoulder. My strength drained away.

"...Priscilla, your Training Uniform..."

I can't lose. I won't.

"Why? Answer me! Why take such a risk?!"

"If it's you... you should understand."

"...No way. Are you..."

He was clever. And kind. The Mana in his blade flickered.

"Are you... the 『King』?"

"...That's right. If you want to win... you have to kill me."

That was my final trap. He couldn't win without killing me. And I knew him. He was like Master Neil. He had a kind soul. He wouldn't be able to do it.

"You're mistaken," Weiss said.

"............"

"I felt your will. Your need to win. But I have one too. I live for it. I won't let the resolve of Lilith, Cynthia, and Carta go to waste. I'm sorry... but even if I have to kill you, I will win."

I underestimated him.

I couldn't win. I'm sorry, everyone. I'm sorry, Master Neil.

But I did my best. I can rest now. Will Master Neil be sad? I'm sorry for hurting you again...

My consciousness began to fade.

"Priscilla... I won't forget you."

Without a shred of hesitation, Weiss Fancent swung his sword down.

――――――――――――――――
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I brought my sword down with zero hesitation. Total, ruthless intent.

I poured every ounce of strength I had into the blow, ensuring that even if Priscilla used every drop of her mana, it would still result in an instant kill.

If we lost this match, everything was gone.

I wasn’t about to let the resolve Cynthia and the others had left me with go to waste.

However—

“—Why are you interfering?”

The person who caught my blade was none other than Eva Avery.

Is she serious? Even at this stage, is she still just looking for cheap thrills? Is she telling us to fight more? To suffer more?

I’d been mistaken. I’d actually started to think that maybe she was different from the version of her in the Original Story.

But no. Nothing had changed. She was just a combat-obsessed freak.

“Because killing her would be meaningless,” Eva said calmly.

“If I kill Priscilla, we win. How the hell is that mean—”

“Wrong. She isn’t the King. Neil is.”

“...”

That was impossible.

Priscilla had no reason to lie in this do-or-die situation. She had staked her life to sever the enchantments on her training uniform just to stay in the fight. She’d done it so that even if she lost the duel, she wouldn't lose the match.

If Neil were the King, her sacrifice would have been a pointless waste.

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t lie. Have you forgotten that?”

“Whatever. I’ll just kill Priscilla first and then confirm it myself.”

“If you’re truly set on that, I won’t stop you,” Eva said, her eyes narrowing. “However, that’s assuming you’re okay with this entire match losing its meaning.”

“What are you—”

“If you kill her, Neil’s heart will shatter. Whether that results in total despair or absolute hatred, even I can’t predict.”

“...Even if Neil points his blade at me again, I’ll just have to put him down. Or are you implying I’d lose? Is that what you think?”

“No, you would win. I don’t know how much you’d have to sacrifice to get there, but in the end, you would be the victor.”

I couldn’t follow her logic. I let my killing intent flare, directing it straight at Eva.

“Then what’s your point? What are you trying to say?!”

“You’ll regret it.”

“I’ll what...?”

“You will certainly regret this choice. You’ll spend the rest of your life asking yourself, 'Why? Why did I do it then?'”

“...I won't. I don’t do regrets.”

“What did you feel when you crossed swords with her? Madness? Obsession? No, that’s not it. You should have felt it—her conviction. Her bonds.”

“...So what, you’re telling me to just lose? To give up on everything? There are no draws in this match. Are you saying my only option is to roll over and die?”

“That’s why I’m telling you: Neil is the King. Besides, you’ll win just by waiting.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I was the one who personally tutored that boy,” she said, her voice softening slightly. “Take a break once in a while, Weiss. You’re pushing yourself too hard.”

Just then, Priscilla coughed up a spray of blood, apparently regaining a shred of consciousness. What kind of monstrous vitality is this? She’s still trying to force a self-recovery?

I tightened my grip on my sword.

But Eva stepped toward her instead.

“You did so well. I’ve always liked hardworking children. But dear, you aren’t the King.”

“...No... I am...”

“Neil changed the roles at the very last second. He said he couldn't let you bear the responsibility alone. Even we didn't realize you were cutting the uniform's magic. That’s why your death would be meaningless.”

“I don't... believe it...”

“An ending like this is just boring. Good night, Priscilla-chan.”

With a casual flick of her hand, Eva put Priscilla to sleep. She solidified the girl's blood and began casting high-level healing magic.

As I turned to leave the scene, Eva called out to me.

“Where are you going?”

“...I’ve realized that if defeating Neil doesn't work, I can just come back and kill Priscilla later. Simple as that.”

“I see. How disappointing.”

“Disappointing?”

“Yes. Because I’m fairly certain it’s already over.”

[『Shari Elias has been eliminated. Points awarded to Neil Albert and Priscilla Shertz.』]

At that exact moment, high in the sky, Shari was sent falling.

“Dammit, Neil...”

“Weiss-kun, you should watch. This is part of your education. Behold the state of your... rival.”

◇

“Shut up! Shut up! You’re just a commoner! You don’t know anything about the world, so stop acting like you do!”

“You’re right. I don’t know anything. Or rather, I didn’t. But I’m starting to understand now! I’m learning how to fix the laws! I’m learning how to make the world better! Your way doesn't save the truly weak, Neil! But I won’t abandon them! I’m going to save Priscilla-san, and I’m going to save everyone else, too!”

“...Don’t give me that crap! The world is built to weed out people like you! You understand nothing! Power is everything! Fear and terror are the only things that matter! We don’t need 'good' people!”

“You’re wrong! Your way is a mistake! Look at Priscilla-san’s face! She might adore you, but she’s suffering! There has to be a better way! A way where nobody has to hurt!”

“Shut your mouth, you damn commoner!”

High above, Neil and Allen were locked in a desperate screaming match of blades and ideologies.

I watched, stunned. Even though the circumstances were different, their dialogue was almost a perfect match for the Original Story. The ultimate villain, Neil, and the champion of justice, Allen.

It felt like the rest of the world had faded away. It was just the two of them in their own private universe.

The strength slowly left my hands. Right. This is his story, too.

Unlike his old self, Allen wasn’t just some starry-eyed moron anymore. He’d been studying law. He’d been working day and night with Shari, Duke, Meryl, and Belk to find a way to make slavery illegal.

The characters of Noblesse Oblige were clashing with everything they had. This wasn’t something I—a person who shouldn't even exist in this world—had any right to interfere with.

Weiss, sorry, but let me be selfish just this once.

He was an idiot. But he was the protagonist.

I decided to see it through. I’d watch and see if he really was the hero this world needed.

“Allen, you just don’t get it! You think the world can be saved with kindness alone?!”

“I know it can’t! I’m just doing what I know is right!”

Neil’s movements were incredible, but Allen’s swordsmanship was even faster—agile enough to surpass even Priscilla.

What the... how is he moving like that?

I activated my [Magic Eye] and couldn’t help but smirk. I glanced at Eva.

“When did he learn that?”

“That boy... he really is something else, isn't he?”

Just like Eva, Allen was using an [Invisible Hand]. He only had one, but he was mastering it. He used it to parry attacks, weave in spells, and maneuver through the air with terrifying freedom.

Heh. You protagonist bastard. How the hell did you overtake all my hard work in a single instant? You damn idealist.

“I can’t lose! I’m going to overturn the common sense of this world! I need more power for that! I need terror!”

“No! I’m going to prove that righteousness wins!”

Neil’s attack slammed into Allen’s chest, right over his heart.

However, Allen’s sword was just a fraction of a second faster.

The visual effect for an [Instant Death Determination] flashed. A clean strike to the heart.

He’d known. He’d realized that was the only way to end it.

And then...

[『The King, Neil Albert, has been defeated. The Intermediate-year Student Team is the victor.』]

I watched as Eva and Priscilla were enveloped in the light of teleportation magic.

Heh. Eva was right.

“Well then, I’ll see you later, Mr. Champion,” Eva chirped.

“...Let me ask you one thing.”

“What is it?”

“If Priscilla had stayed the King, what would you have done? Would you have stopped my blade?”

“Who knows? If it seemed like it would lead to something interesting, I might have.”

“...I see.”

“Fufufu. Until next time.”

Eva really was different from her game counterpart. She hadn’t stopped me for her own pleasure. She’d done it to prevent a tragedy that served no purpose.

Regret, huh?

Seriously, why are the people in this world so damn cool? Does an outsider like me even belong here?

Hey, Weiss. What do you think? Am I actually necessary for this story?

...Answer me, dammit.

Allen floated down to the ground near me.

“We... we somehow won,” he panted.

“Heh. Look at you, you tattered mess,” I scoffed.

“But we won.”

“You only beat the second-best guy. Don’t get cocky.”

“I mean, technically I beat the King...”

“Priscilla was stronger than him.”

“That’s not true. Neil was incredibly strong.”

“Idiot. You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t even know the Original Story.”

“The original what?”

“...Forget it.”

Allen walked up to me with a massive, goofy grin on his face. He raised his hand.

“What?”

“High five!”

“Hah?”

“Lilith-san is coming back because of this, Weiss!”

“Tch.”

Scumbag. But yeah... he’s right.

“Put your hand away.”

“Why?!”

I didn't need to get chummy with him. I only cared about results.

[『Commencing teleportation for the Intermediate-year Student Team.』]

White light poured from the sky, wrapping us in magic.

“Fine. I guess you did okay... Allen.”

“Fufufu. That’s a first. Thanks, Weiss.”

◇

“Priscilla! Priscilla!”

“Neil-sama... I’m so sorry... I lost...”

“That doesn’t matter! Why did you do that to the training uniform?!”

“Ehehe... it was my ace in the hole... But please, tell me next time if you’re going to swap the King role...”

“...I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

When we returned from the teleportation, everyone was stunned by Neil’s state. He was weeping openly, clinging to Priscilla like a child to its mother. Even Allen was at a loss for words.

“Welcome back, Weiss.”

“...Cynthia.”

“I believed in you. I knew you would win.”

“Even though the spotlight got snatched at the very last second?”

“No. We wouldn't have won without you.”

“...Maybe.”

After that, Priscilla was treated by Teacher Coco and Neil.

Surprisingly, I wasn’t reprimanded, though I felt a bit out of place. There were whispers that I was the one who had tampered with the training uniforms, but Neil and Priscilla shot those rumors down immediately.

As we were boarding the carriage back to the Academy, I spotted our MVP and ruffled her hair.

“Yo, Cannon.”

“Fueh?! W-W-Weiss-kun?! What’s going on?!”

“Good job. We owe this one to you.”

“Eh?! Ehehe... ehehe. Thank you!”

Carta really was incredible. I’d have to find a way to properly thank her eventually.

And then... Lilith returned. Naturally, she was a blubbering mess.

“I’m so sorrrrry, Weiss-samaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”

“You’re crying way too much.”

“I’m never, ever leaving your side againnnnnnnnnn!”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.”

“Lilith, this is the last time for this, okay?”

“Yessssssssss!”

Daily life returned to normal. We struggled, we fought for points, we lived. If this were a game, this would be the end credits. Peace restored after defeating the villains.

But...

“Fancent-kun, thanks for everything,” Cecil said.

“Yeah. Thanks to you too, Cecil.”

“I wasn’t very helpful at the end. Cynthia-san, I’m sorry to you as well.”

“Not at all. It was because you were there that we gained the advantage so early on,” Cynthia replied with a smile.

Shari, Duke, and Allen were standing nearby.

After the exam, Neil and Priscilla stopped coming to school. If they didn’t submit a formal leave of absence, they’d lose a massive amount of points. They’d likely end up dropping out—just like in the Original Story.

I eventually learned the truth of their relationship. I learned how they’d supported each other on a razor-thin tightrope in a world that treated them like garbage. I didn't know everything, of course. And I didn't need to.

A few days later, we visited Neil’s mansion.

The courtyard was enormous—way too big, honestly. But it felt lonelier than it had before.

Priscilla was the one who met us.

“...Weiss Fancent-kun.”

“Hello. So, what’s my pathetic excuse for a senior up to these days?”

“How can you say something so—”

“Weiss, please stop. Priscilla-san, could you please bring Neil-senpai? We have something we need to discuss with both of you. It’s very, very important.”

“...I don’t think Neil-sama will come out. He’s... lost everything.”

“Just tell him it’s about the Slave Crest. He’ll come.”

“...Understood.”

A few minutes later, Neil trudged out to the courtyard. He looked like a walking corpse. Hah. What an idiot.

“Yo, senior. You look like hell.”

“...Are you here to gloat?”

“I’m here to mock you, actually. I heard you had some grand dream about 'raising the value of slaves.' Pretty ironic, isn't it?”

“You! I won't let you talk to him like that!” Priscilla hissed, her face contorting with rage.

Neil didn't even blink.

“I guess a crappy master deserves a crappy maid,” I said.

“You... there are things you should and shouldn't say, Weiss!” Neil snapped, lunging forward to grab me by the collar.

“Your business model was flawed from the start,” I said, ignoring his grip. “While you were trying to raise the 'value' of slaves, you were abandoning everyone who actually had a Slave Crest or lacked talent. No matter how hard you tried, the discrimination against the brand itself was never going to disappear.”

Because of Neil’s business, the social standing of anyone with a visible Slave Crest had plummeted. That was likely why Priscilla had stopped trying to hide hers.

“What do you want?! What could you possibly know?!”

“The solution is simple: just erase the crest entirely.”

“Don’t talk nonsense—”

“It can be erased. We’ve been working on it this entire time.”

“What...? How?”

“The magic we used to break the crest's brainwashing was just a prototype,” Cynthia explained, stepping forward. “Our true goal was to find a way to remove the crest without leaving a trace. And we’ve succeeded. But it wasn't just my and Weiss’s doing. Allen-san, Shari-san, Duke-san, and Cecil-san all helped. Even Eva-san.”

“...Eva?”

“Yes. She actually 'borrowed' several dangerous research papers on healing and crest-work from some very high-security locations. Honestly, just hearing about it gave me chills.”

“Hah... I can’t believe it.”

“Then let us show you. Priscilla-san, are you ready?”

“Don’t you touch her!” Neil barked.

But Allen stepped between them.

“Please. Believe in us.”

The look in his eyes... the weight of his words... I realized in that moment that only those two could truly understand each other. Is this it? Is this the 'unreleased' content of the game?

Cynthia placed her hand over the Slave Crest. A soft light began to glow, and slowly, very slowly, the mark began to fade.

Watching it happen, Neil began to cry. Priscilla did, too.

“Ah... it’s... it’s gone...”

“...Priscilla! Priscilla!”

Once the mark had vanished completely, the two of them collapsed into an embrace.

You really can’t judge people by the surface. What they’ve felt, what they believe in, how they’ve survived—only they will ever truly know. And honestly, I’m not the kind of person who should be meddling in those depths.

But I have a goal. And this wasn't an act of charity.

“I’ve compiled all the research on the magic,” I said, tossing a bundle of papers toward them. “The rest is up to you. But don't think this is a gift. Senior or not, I use people. You owe me one now, Neil. You too, Priscilla.”

Neil and Priscilla both nodded solemnly.

“...Yeah. I understand. Weiss... I’m sorry. And Lilith Scarlet... I’m sorry for what I did to you.”

“It’s okay!” Lilith chirped. “Everyone is smiling now, and that’s what matters!”

With that, we left. It wasn't a bad outcome. I’d just secured one of the strongest 'cards' in the deck for the future. An immortal shield to protect me? Heh. I’ll take it.

“Alright! After-party time!” Sasami yelled.

“Shut up, Sasami. What did you even do this time?”

“Eh?!”

“You couldn't even protect Cecil. You got knocked out in like three seconds.”

“B-But! There were so many upperclassmen! And they kept flying away!”

Shari and Allen patted Sasami on the shoulder with mock sympathy.

“It is true that you were basically useless,” Duke added.

“Duke! Don’t say that! Everyone has off days!” Allen defended him.

“Guh... that’s exactly why we need a party! Right, Cecil?!”

“And here I was, believing you’d protect me...”

“W-Why are you ganging up on me too, Cecil?!”

Laughter erupted among the group. God, they’re so noisy. A bunch of idiots.

They didn't get it. They didn't realize how much of a miracle this scene was. They didn't see the mountain of coincidences and effort it took to reach this specific moment.

Actually, it’s better that way. Let this be their normal.

In a way, I was an observer just like Eva. I wasn’t doing this for them; I was doing it for a Total Clear. Avoiding ruin, finishing Noblesse Oblige with the best possible ending—that was it.

And, obviously, I was going to crush the Demon King. After that, I’d probably just turn these guys into my personal soldiers or something.

“But fine. Sasami’s right about one thing: I’m thirsty.”

“Weiss?! I knew you were a good guy! You’re not 'The Degenerate Noble' at all!”

“Shut up.”

“I’ll go let the others know,” Shari said. “Allen, fly over there and tell them.”

“Eh?! Me?!”

“Come on, I’ll help you with the magic.”

“O-Okay...”

Watching Allen and Neil fight had taught me one thing.

I might be necessary for this story. But I’m not the protagonist. At this rate, avoiding the ultimate ruin is going to be damn near impossible.

I have to work harder. Much harder.

“Weiss, I love you,” Cynthia whispered.

“...Where did that come from?”

“Fufufu. There’s never a wrong time to say it.”

“Me too! I love you too!” Lilith added.

Yeah. I guess I’ll keep working hard for their sake, too.

◇

“Priscilla-chan, you’re looking lovely today. Here, I threw in a little something extra!”

“Ehehe! Thank you so much!”

I finished my shopping in the Royal Capital and started heading home. Now that my Slave Crest was completely gone, I... I felt like I could smile more naturally.

Maybe I’ll buy some pretty clothes next time. Maybe I’ll start wearing skirts like Nicola, or do my nails like Celia.

Hmm, if only my legs were as slender as Reina’s...

When I got back to the mansion, the children came running up to me, looking frantic.

“E-Eh? What’s wrong?!”

“Neil-sama! He’s acting weird!”

“...What do you mean?”

Oh no. Not again. Please, I don’t want anything else to happen.

Ever since the exam, Neil-sama had been working tirelessly to free everyone with Slave Crests. He’d been using his old connections, his wealth, and petitioning the government to change the laws. I knew it wouldn't be easy. Our reputation was in tatters, after all.

Is it failing? Is he breaking down?

“Neil-sama!”

I burst through the door, only to find him...

“Kukuku... Hahaha! Those guys...”

“W-What is it?! What happened?!”

He was laughing. Not a sad or broken laugh, but a genuinely happy one—just like the old days.

“It arrived,” he said, holding up a stack of papers. “The response to the legal proposal. Do you remember how we asked for signatures and donations from the other noble houses?”

“Yes... of course.”

I’d assumed it would fail. Most people hated us now.

Neil-sama handed me the documents. I looked at the names, and my jaw dropped. A small smile spread across my face.

“It’s unbelievable, isn't it?” Neil said.

“...Fufu. Yes, it really is.”

The proposal for the dignity of slaves and the nationwide removal of Slave Crests had gained some incredible backers. It was officially supported by House Stone and House Friede—the families of the lowerclassmen, Belk and Meryl.

And the list of signatures and major donors was staggering:

(Milk) — House Abitus
(Shari) — House Elias
(Duke) — Billian Family
(Carta) — House Wiore
(Cecil) — House Antwerp
(Tura) — House Enizzi
(Olynn) — House Pastel
(Cynthia) — Violetta Family
— (Weiss) — House Fanscent

There were countless other signatures from Allen-kun, Lilith-san, the students and faculty of the Academy, and even House Witch—a family we were supposed to be enemies with.

But the very last name was the most shocking of all.

“Did she send this to you personally?” I asked.

“Yeah. She said it was 'payment' for letting her see something interesting.”

“...Fufu.”

Eva Avery had pledged the full support of her influence to House Albert. She had never taken a side in politics before. This was going to be an earthquake. The legal process would move at light-speed now.

Finally.

It would still take time, but now, our dream would actually come true within our lifetimes.

“Priscilla, thank you. This is all because of you.”

“...No, Neil-sama. It’s because you’re a kind person.”

Neil-sama gave me the most wonderful smile—just like the one he’d given me the day he first brought me home.

Nicola, Reina, Celia, Isaac-sama, Mother... I’m going to keep protecting him.

...But I wonder when he’ll finally notice how I feel about him?

“Priscilla.”

Suddenly, Neil-sama dropped to one knee.

Wait... what?

He was holding a small, beautifully crafted white box.

“I wouldn't even be alive if you weren't by my side,” he said, his voice trembling slightly. “I can’t imagine a future without you in it. Priscilla... will you marry me?”

I couldn't help it. The tears just started falling. Neil-sama jumped up to support me.

“What’s wrong?! Are you okay?! Does something hurt?!”

“...No,” I sobbed. “I’m just... I’m so happy. I’m so, so happy.”

“...I see. Thank God.”

“But... is it okay? Is it really okay for me to be this happy?”

Will everyone be mad at me for being the only one left?

Neil-sama handed me the ring. Wait, why isn't he putting it on—

“Look at the inside of the band,” he whispered.

“Eh? ...Ah... ehehe.”

Engraved on the inside were the names: Nicola, Celia, Reina.

Nicola, who always had the kindest smile. Celia, who was cooler and more reliable than anyone. Reina, who was so smart and so very, very cute.

“Neil-sama!”

“W-Whoa! What is it?!”

I hugged him with everything I had.

“Let’s be happy! Let’s be the happiest people in the world! We have the right to be! We’re allowed to be selfish! We’ll be happy for everyone else’s sake, too! I’m going to make you so happy, Neil-sama! So... please, make me happy too!”

I held him tight with Nicola’s arms, with Celia’s strength, and with Reina’s heart.

“Yeah,” he whispered back. “I promise. I’ll make you happy.”

Ah... I’m so glad... I’m so glad I lived to see this day.
242 Commoner Allen’s Slothful Day

I blinked my eyes open.

The first thing I saw was the ceiling, looming way too close for comfort. It was the bottom of a bunk bed.

This was the room I shared with Duke. Even though I had the option to move into a private room, I’d turned it down and stubbornly stayed put. It was modest—unbelievably so for a place like Noblesse Magic Academy—but it was where I felt most at peace.

I’ve heard Weiss’s room is incredibly luxurious, though.

I was a little curious to see it, but I’d avoided going because I knew I’d just end up green with envy. I really should do something about this sore-loser streak of mine.

Right then, Duke came vaulting down from the top bunk with a reckless amount of energy. He landed with a heavy thud and—yawning the whole time—immediately started doing push-ups.

"Uooooooh! Mornin’, Allen!"

I’d once asked him why on earth he did that the second he opened his eyes, and he’d told me it was the best way to blow the sleepiness away. It sounded like it made sense, but then again, it really didn't.

Once he finished his daily routine, he turned to me. "So, what are we eating?"

"Sorry... I'm a burden as always."

"Don't sweat it. Let’s see what today’s menu is. I'll go check."

"Thanks."

Duke walked over to the Nobless Cafeteria menu he’d pinned to a wooden board. The way he performed a full point-and-call inspection on the list was actually kind of cute.

Just then, a knock sounded on the half-open door, and Shari peeked in.

"Morning! You two are up early for once."

"Well, today is that day, after all," Duke replied.

"I guess life is tough for little Allen," Shari teased.

She approached my bed with a look of pure, unadulterated glee. She looked exactly like a mischievous child about to pull a prank. I tried my best to sound intimidating, but it came out more like a desperate plea.

"Shari, stop. Don't! I mean it!"

"Ehe... ehehehe. Now then, let’s see how you’re holding up~"

Shari reached out and poked my shoulder as I lay there.

An instant later, I let out a strangled shriek of agony. "G-Gwah...!"

"I thought so. You’re definitely feeling the hit," she noted clinically.

"You... you did that on purpose..."

"It’s an important palpation! I’m properly checking you with my Mana."

I seriously doubt that...

"Still, it's proof of how hard you worked," she said, her voice softening. "Even Weiss was actually praising you. Rare, right?"

"Was he...?"

"Shari’s right!" Duke added with a boisterous laugh. "He had this look in his eyes like, 'Damn, that guy's actually got some moves!' Probably! I think!"

As Duke roared with laughter and Shari gave me a gentle smile, the tension that had been locking up my body finally started to ease.

After the examination ended, my body had been hit with a staggering price. Beyond the intense pain, I was currently unable to use Mana, and—as was always the case—I could barely move. I could manage to shuffle around the room if I dragged my feet, but I didn't have the energy to make it to the cafeteria. I could have borrowed a wheelchair, but since my hands were useless, I wouldn't have been able to do anything anyway. It was better to just stay in bed and recover.

The more I overused my Gift, the longer my Sloth period lasted. Using Eva’s "hand" had resulted in the most severe Bound I’d ever experienced. It was powerful, but if I wasn't careful, I risked my Mana cutting out in the middle of a fight. I wouldn't go as far as to say I'd stop using it entirely, but I definitely needed to stop overusing it during class.

"Anyway, I’ll go grab some of the daily specials for us to take away—Wait, Shari, what's with that bento?! Don't tell me... you made that yourself?!"

"I could have asked the cafeteria to pack something, but I wanted a change of pace. I did get beaten at the end of the match, after all," Shari said. "Here, Allen. Say 'ahhh'."

"Wha—?! E-Eh?!"

"Just kidding! I cut everything into small pieces and put toothpicks in them, so just lean forward and eat. You can manage that much, right?"

"You scared me... Thank you."

I glanced to the side and saw Duke staring at us, looking incredibly envious with his finger in his mouth. Does he undergo some kind of infantile regression when he uses too much Mana?

"Here, yours is this one," Shari said, handing him a container.

"Uooooh! Are you serious, Shari?! Is this okay?! Really?! Two of them?!"

"Idiot. One of those is mine. Come on, let's all eat together."

"Alright! Leave the drinks to me!"

"Yes, yes, we’re counting on you."

How did I get so lucky? Even though I was born a commoner, I was being looked after by these high-ranking nobles. I knew discrimination was wrong, but because I wasn't in their position, I sometimes felt a pang of guilt. But the two of them understood. Humans were equal, and where you came from didn't matter.

They really were the best companions I could ask for.

"Ah, this meat is delicious."

"Isn't it? They let me have the good cuts. Noblesse provides ingredients for self-catering too, so it's a real lifesaver."

"It's great!" Duke shouted between mouthfuls. "Maybe I should cook something next time! How about some Muscle Curry?!"

"Does that involve you climbing into the stockpot yourself?" Shari asked dryly.

"That's an option! My own broth would—Ow! Why’d you hit me, Shari?!"

"Stop saying things that kill my appetite while I'm eating."

"Haha... ow... It hurts my stomach to laugh..."

Once we finished eating, sleepiness washed over me, and I drifted off for a nap. Today was a holiday, but even if there had been classes, the Academy would have compensated with makeup sessions later.

When I woke up toward evening, Shari and Duke were gone. They were likely off doing their own thing. I was spacing out for a bit when another knock sounded at the door.

"Yo, Allen. You doing okay?"

"Darius? What brings you here?"

"Just checking in. Don't push yourself. If you need anything, let me know."

"...Yes, thank you. Um, I have one thing I wanted to ask."

"What is it?"

"How are Neil-senpai and Priscilla-senpai doing?"

"...They haven't shown their faces. I'm sure they have a lot to deal with, but for now, you just focus on resting."

"...I understand."

"And one more thing."

"Yes?"

"That was a good match. You’ve grown strong."

"...Thank you very much."

I really had been blessed with a wonderful mentor.

Lying here like this, I found myself reflecting on everything that had happened. It was a period of Sloth, but I didn't hate it; it gave me time to organize my thoughts.

Then, someone else spoke to me. I tried to bolt upright in surprise, but my head collided with the bedframe with a loud clonk.

"O-Oh! Are you alright?!"

"S-Sorry! I—Oh, Cynthia."

She gave me a gentle, kind smile. It was the first time she’d ever come to my room. I wonder why?

"I just came to see how you were. Is your body holding up okay?"

"Yeah, thanks. I think I’ll have to take it easy for all of tomorrow too."

The nature of my Bound was well-known among our year. Because Copy was the cause, many people resented me for it, but there were also plenty of kind people like her.

Suddenly, she handed me something. To my surprise, it was Melomelon Juice.

"...Eh?"

"It’s from Weiss."

"...What? Why?"

"Fufufu. He bought an absurd amount of them, you see. So many that they wouldn't even fit in his cabinets."

"I... see? But why give it to me?"

"He told me, 'If there are leftovers, give one to that slothful idiot.' Ah, I'm sorry... I probably should have phrased that a bit more politely."

I couldn't help but laugh at that. He always insisted he would never change, but he was changing, bit by bit. He probably wouldn't admit it to himself, but I could feel it.

"No, I prefer hearing his words exactly as he said them. It makes me happier. Tell him I’ll enjoy it."

"I will. Well then, please excuse me. ...Allen-san?"

"Yeah?"

"Please look after Weiss from now on."

"...Me?"

"Yes. It seems he thinks of you as someone a bit special, after all. Fufufu, keep that a secret between us. See you later."

"Yeah... see you."

Special, huh...?

I didn't know whether to be happy or terrified. I had a feeling I might just be at the top of his "people I want to punch" list.

Thinking about that, I took a sip of the Melomelon Juice.

"Mm... it's good."

It sounded like Cecil was currently investigating the Slave Crest. By tomorrow evening, I’d probably be able to move a little more.

As I lay back on the bed, I remembered that moment.

—“Allen, keep quiet about me. We have to defeat the Demon King, after all.”

The him who was Weiss, yet wasn't Weiss.

...Who on earth was he?

He had been terrifyingly strong, overflowing with a level of confidence that made me tremble. But he had been so cool.

I wanted to be like him.

...Weiss, let's work hard together.

So that we don't lose to anyone... anyone at all.
243: Carta’s Early Morning Bath

My name is Carta Wiore, and I was an intermediate-year student at Noblesse Magic Academy.

I had been shocked when I first learned about the Point System, but now, thanks in part to Weiss-kun, my daily life felt truly fulfilling.

"Huaaaa... I’m so sleepy..."

I washed my face and brushed my teeth, still blinking away the haze of dreams. I used to live in a shared dormitory, but now I had a private room to myself. It was incredibly spacious, but it was also lonely in equal measure. I hope I can share a room with someone again someday, I thought.

The school rules at Noblesse were generally lax, but there was one strict requirement: while on campus, students had to wear either the standard school uniform or a training uniform.

First things first—I had to get changed.

I stood in front of the mirror and... well, I did a quick check of my body. You know, just in case.

"...They’ve gotten bigger again."

For some reason—for the life of me, I didn't know why—my chest was still in the middle of a growth spurt. Every time I went to the baths, Shari-san would poke at me and exclaim, "Wow, they're huge!" which was what had made me start wondering, Is that really true?

Looking in the mirror now, there was no denying it. They had definitely grown.

I wasn't sure if this was a good thing or a bad thing, but if they got much larger, I’d have to start special-ordering my underwear. What a hassle. We’d all been talking about going on a shopping trip soon, so maybe I’d pick up something new then.

I glanced at the clock and realized I was up earlier than usual. 

"I still have plenty of time."

I threw on my clothes and headed out, only to run right into Cecil-san. She was carrying a small bundle in her hands.

"Good morning, Carta-san."

"Morning! Oh, wait—don't tell me you're heading there too, Cecil-san?"

"That's right. I happened to wake up early today."

"Me too!"

As we were chatting, Tura-san appeared from around the corner. She already had a towel perched on top of her head.

"Oh! Carta, Cecil! Good morning! It’s morning, isn't it!?"

"That’s one way to put it. Good morning, Tura-san," I replied.

"Fufufu, it certainly is morning," Cecil added.

Since we realized we were all heading for the same destination, we walked down the hallway together. Sadly, as the months passed at Noblesse, the number of students tended to dwindle. It couldn't be helped, I suppose, but the silver lining was that the facilities were nice and empty in the mornings.

"Oh, look! Isn't that Shari!?"

"My, everyone’s here together, I see."

After passing through several layers of heavy magical security doors, we reached a pristine dressing room. Shari-san was already there, just about to pull her clothes off.

This was probably the most relaxing place in the entire Academy. Above the entrance, the sign clearly read: Women's Bath. Inside, mirrors were lined up at equal intervals, flanked by chairs and even beds where one could lounge until every ounce of fatigue had melted away.

"Well then, excuse me while I go first!" 

Before I could even process the thought, Tura-san was already stripping down and heading inside. S-So fast! 

I couldn't help but feel envious of her physique. She was in such great shape. She didn't have a single ounce of unnecessary fat on her... unlike certain other people. Namely, me.

"Carta-san? Aren't you going to undress?"

"Ah! Yes, I am, I am!"

Cecil-san was slender, svelte, and truly beautiful. She was tall and always wore those black-rimmed glasses. Most people probably didn't know this, but she was actually incredibly cute once she took them off. 

Wait, her underwear is pink? That’s unexpectedly adorable!

...Wait, what on earth am I even thinking?!

"Oho... Carta-san, they really have gotten bigger, haven't they?"

"Hyaah?! Sha-Shari-san?! You can't just touch me there!"

"Ho ho..."

"Honestly, you two. Shouldn't you save that kind of thing for when you're actually soaking in the water?" Cecil-san chided us with a mature, knowing smile before heading into the bath.

Ugh... my heart...

"Sha-Shari-san?!"

"Ahaha! Sorry, sorry. Let’s go, let’s go!"

Shari-san gave me a bright, friendly smile. In that regard, she felt a lot like Allen-kun.

By the way, the second I actually took off my bra, she went for me again, so I had to scramble away as fast as I could.
244: The Secret Girls' Bath

"Phew... a morning soak feels amazing."

"Tura-san, the bath really seems to suit you."

"You think so? Regardless, Cecil, I apologize for the other day. If only I had moved faster, I might have been of more help to you."

"It was my own fault, really. But it was a good lesson. Oh, by the way, did you hear? I heard Neil-senpai and Priscilla-senpai got engaged!"

At Cecil-san’s sudden revelation, everyone present let out a collective "Whaaaaat!?"

Including me, of course.

"R-really!? Engaged... that’s incredible."

"What about you, Shari-san? When are you and Allen-kun going to do it?"

Shari-san began to panic at Cecil-san’s outrageous question. In her fluster, her towel slipped away, leaving her chest completely exposed.

She’s... so beautiful.

"M-me and Allen aren't in that kind of relationship!?"

"Hmm? Is that so? I certainly thought the two of you were quite intimate!"

"Y-yeah... w-well... we’re close, but... u-um..."

Glub, glub... Shari-san sank beneath the surface of the hot water. 

The way she turns bright red the moment the topic shifts to her is so cute.

However, just as I was standing there smiling, Shari-san fired a stray arrow right back at me.

"...What about you, Carta-san? Don't you have a thing for Weiss?"

"Huh? Eh? Wha—wha-wha-whaaaaat!? W-Weiss-kun!? Me!?"

"Oh, quite! Weiss-dono is an excellent man, isn't he? I wonder if he’d let me be his concubine as well!"

Tura-san stated such an outrageous thing with total clarity. It was a well-known fact, but I...

Um, um—!

"I-if we’re going there, then Cecil-san, aren't you and—um—you know, pretty close too!?"

In response to my inquiry, Cecil-san simply maintained a perfectly calm expression. 

Wow. She isn't shaken at all. 

...Wait. She isn't answering. Wait, what?

"Cecil-san?"

"...W-what... are... you... t-talking about!?"

"Um, well, the person you like—"

"F-Fansent-kun and I just happen to both enjoy Battle Universe! T-that's the only reason we're always together! We're just hanging out!"

Just as I thought she was unbothered, her face turned beet red while she began gesturing wildly. Cecil-san, who was usually so cool, calm, and collected, was actually panicking. 

It was so funny that we all couldn't help but burst into laughter.

"Weiss-dono sure is popular!"

And then, in that moment, I suddenly felt a distinct chill from behind.
245 It Wasn't Just My Imagination

"Oh my, it seems my fiancé is quite popular," a voice chimed in.

"That's because Weiss-sama is so handsome!" another added.

Standing right behind us were Cynthia-san and Lilith-san.

Cynthia-san was... well, even among the Noblesse, she was incredibly... big. 

And she was so much more beautiful than me.

Lilith-san looked delicate at first glance, but her body was toned, and her legs were slender and long.

Everyone is just so beautiful. It's almost unfair.

Wait, i-is this going to be okay?

"Please, don't look so shocked. Honestly, it makes me happy to hear him being praised. Besides, if he’s the one who chose you, I don't particularly mind," Cynthia-san said.

At those unexpected words, none of us could find our voices—not a single one of us.

Well, except for one person.

"Ho! Then shall I try to convey them? My feelings! My, Cynthia, you are quite the reasonable one!" Tura barked.

"That said, of course, that's only after you defeat me," Cynthia-san added with a smile.

"Eh?"

"You have that level of resolve, don't you, Tura-san?"

"Oh?! Fine! In that case, have at you!"

"W-wait, not right now!" Shari-san shrieked, jumping in to stop them.

Since the two of them had stood up and were about to start a duel while completely naked, her intervention was definitely necessary.

Lilith-san just watched the chaos, smiling the whole time.

I felt a little presumptuous, but I decided to try asking her a question.

"L-Lilith-san? What do you... think of Weiss-kun?"

"I love him! Of course! But I love everyone else, too! Cynthia-san, Carta-san, Cecil-san, and Shari-san! Though, obviously, Weiss-sama is special!"

Those words brought a smile to everyone’s faces.

"As I thought, things are just more fun when Lilith-san is around. I'm glad. I really am," Shari-san said.

She was right. Lilith-san was our mood-maker. She was like the sun.

...But I wonder if what Cynthia-san said earlier was true...

Starting tomorrow, I really have to train harder...

"Once again, everyone, thank you so much! I'll never submit a withdrawal notice again, so I look forward to being with you all from now on!"

"Yes. I ask the same of you," Cynthia-san said.

"Of course. Allen seemed really happy about it, too," Shari-san added.

"Umu! Peace is the best!" Tura declared.

"Fansent-kun looked happy as well," Cecil-san noted.

Ah, I was so glad we were all back together like this.

"It's so nice to see everyone having fun. I wonder if I might join you?"

And at that moment, before any of us had even noticed her enter, Eva-san was already soaking in the water with us.

Everyone’s shoulders jumped in surprise, but she just let out a happy little "fufufu" laugh.

She was such a mysterious person. I never knew what she was thinking.

However, I already knew that she was kind at heart.

"Carta-san."

Suddenly, she called me out by name.

E-eh?! D-did I do something wrong?!

"They're quite big, aren't they? I wonder how large they actually are. Would you mind if I felt them? Actually, I'm just going to feel them. Hmm... oh, they're so soft."

"E-E-Eva-san?!"

"Hmm, very nice. Perhaps this is related to your total Mana capacity."

"Fue... fueee! H-help me! Someone, help meeeee!"

That day, I was jiggled and bounced about more than I had ever been in my entire life.

"Tura-chan, you're quite big as well."

"Nuoo?!"

"Shari-chan, too."

"E-ee-annh?!"

"Cynthia-chan, Lilith-chan, come here."

"Fufufu, how lewd of you."

"Hiaa!"

"Cecil-chan is just the right size. Very nice."

"Annh... Eva-san..."

By the way, every single one of us got fondled.

"My bra... the size doesn't fit anymore..."

The next day, they definitely felt a little larger, but... I'm sure it’s just my imagination.
246: "The World's Easiest Riddle" / "The Lonely Liar"

The World's Easiest Riddle

"B-Big sister..." I groaned.

"What is it?" Sierra replied lazily.

"How long are you planning to lie on my chest!? You should go sleep in a real bed!"

"Why? Is it no good?"

"It’s... it’s starting to get heavy!"

We were at the House Witch mansion. I had been trying to relax on the veranda, gazing out at the Japanese-style garden, but Sierra had decided to take a nap right on top of me. Specifically, she was using my breasts as a pillow.

"Fine. If you can answer a riddle, I’ll move," she murmured.

"A-A riddle? What is it?"

"What is the softest pillow in the world?"

"What kind of question is that...?"

"Come on, let’s hear an answer."

Sierra's eyes were barely open—if they were open at all. She was just drifting there, half-asleep, waiting for me to solve it. I thought about it as hard as I could, but nothing came to mind.

"I... I don't know."

"............"

"Big sister!? Did you fall asleep!?"

"............"

"Hey! What’s the answer to the riddle!?"

"............"

"I’m going to lose my mind if you don't tell meeeee!"

I shook her back and forth, trying to get a response, but all it did was make everything sway and jiggle.



The Lonely Liar

"Dear sister," I said, stepping into the kitchen.

"What is it?" she grunted.

This was the House Abitus grand dining hall—specifically, the kitchen. Naturally, even Milk, a staff member of the Noblesse, was entitled to her holidays.

The date was February 13th. The day before Valentine's Day.

Milk was currently dressed in her dedicated apron.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

"Chocolate. Isn't it obvious?"

She was tossing cacao beans and milk onto the lined-up plates. She didn't even bother with a scale, simply eyeballing the measurements with terrifying, mechanical precision.

"...To whom? To whom are you giving that?" I asked, my voice trembling. 

I covered my mouth in sorrowful horror. My entire body was vibrating from the sheer shock of it.

"What are you talking about?" She frowned at me, a crease forming between her brows.

Wait. Let me think about this. My sister never cared about social events or seasonal holidays. I knew she liked to cook on her rare days off, so this had to be a coincidence. Surely, she just wanted to eat some chocolate herself.

In fact, if I told her about the actual holiday, she might just say, "Is that so?" and then give it away to some random person on a whim. 

I have to avoid that at all costs. No, wait—I want it. I want to be the one to eat my sister's handmade chocolate!

I suddenly recalled the words of a certain person in the Royal Capital.

If they have no bread, let them eat cake.

Yes! Exactly! If there is no event, I’ll just invent one!

"Actually, sister... tomorrow is the day an older sister treats her younger sister to chocolate. It’s a globally recognized, incredibly important, sacred event!"

The outrageous lie flew out of my mouth before I could stop it. Is this going too far? I wondered, my heart racing as I waited for her response.

"I see. Then I'll make a portion for you too, Cafe."

"............"

"What's wrong?"

"I-It’s nothing at all! Ehe... ehehe... ehehehehe!"

With a manic grin, I began skipping around the kitchen with a level of energy that shouldn't have been possible in this world. I was getting chocolate from my sister! And on the eve of such a monumental event, no less!

"Still, dear sister, you really can do anything, can't you?"

"Do you think so?"

She mixed the sugar and the sweet powders harvested from this region with perfect accuracy. I was absolutely mesmerized by the efficiency of her movements.

"It will be done soon. Go relax."

"Yes, Ma'am!"

I retreated to the courtyard for an "elegant" tea time, mostly to hide the fact that I couldn't stop grinning. 

Thirty minutes later, Milk appeared. I tried to suppress my pounding heart, but my eyes immediately went to her hands. They were empty.

"D-Dear sister!?"

"What's wrong?"

"T-T-The chocolate! Where is it!?"

"It's for tomorrow, right?"

"............"

Oh. Right. I did say that.

Calm down, Cafe. Get a grip. I can just eat it the second the date changes. Yes, that's fine. It'll be fine.

I spent the rest of the day staring at the clock.

At 11:59 PM, I was already stationed in front of the Magic Refrigerator. Right on cue, Milk appeared.

"What are you doing?"

"It is... it is the custom to eat it the very moment the date changes!"

"I see. Well, I've got bad news. Actually—"

Midnight struck. I tore open the door to the Magic Refrigerator.

It was empty.

Despair washed over me like a cold wave. To my devastated expression, Milk simply said:

"Sorry. A child stopped by as a visitor earlier. I ended up giving it to them."

"D-D-D-D-D-D..."

"What's wrong? Are you a horse?"

"MY CHOCOLATE IS GOOOOOOOOOOONE!"

I burst into tears. Even my stoic sister looked surprised by the sudden outburst.

"Is this event really that mandatory?" she muttered. Then, she seemed to recall something. "Wait here."

She grabbed the remaining ingredients and, in just a few minutes—using a little bit of magic to cheat the process—she finished a small piece of chocolate.

"Sorry. Next time I'm home, I'll make you a much bigger one."

"............"

"What's wrong? Aren't you going to eat it?"

"This event... has a custom where the older sister must feed the younger sister," I blurted out.

At this point, I was just piling on nonsensical, after-the-fact rules, but Milk just nodded. 

"I see."

She popped the chocolate into my mouth. My face practically melted with joy as my cheeks went limp.

"It'th delithiouth..."

"I'm sorry. I'm poorly informed about such traditions."

She was being so incredibly sincere that I couldn't take it anymore. I confessed. I told her I had lied and that I just really wanted to eat her chocolate.

However...

"Is that so? Then I'll definitely make an even bigger one next time."

"...You're not angry?"

"It must be hard having a sister like me. I'm sorry for always leaving the house in your hands. Let me do at least that much for you."

I was so moved that I decided to push my luck one last time. "Actually, the final custom of the night is for the younger sister to sleep in the older sister's bed." 

And with that, I crawled right in.
Cecil Antwerp’s Little Excursion

Even at Noblesse Magic Academy, we actually get the occasional day off. 

Whenever that happens, I usually find myself scurrying off on some little excursion. My motivation, naturally, revolves entirely around Battle Universe.

When you head out into the countryside, you often find special-edition pieces for sale. Some are monochrome, some are vivid and colorful, and sometimes you even stumble across pieces that are entirely new designs. They aren't legal for official matches, of course, but I love wandering around and soaking in the local atmosphere while I hunt for them.

"Watch your step, Miss," the carriage driver said.

"Thank you very much."

"And... um..."

"Yes?"

As I was stepping down, the man called out to me. I tilted my head, wondering what was up, only for him to thrust a piece of stiff cardstock toward me.

"Y-You’re Cecil-san, aren’t you?! The winner of the Battle Universe World Championship!?"

"Eh? Oh, y-yes. That’s me."

"If it’s not too much trouble, could you... well, sign your name for me?! Gosh, I’m just so shocked... S-Sorry for startling you, I just got a bit overexcited!"

"It’s quite alright. And what is your name?"

It happens every once in a while—rarely, mind you—that someone asks for my autograph. They always look so terribly apologetic about it, but honestly? It makes me happy. It’s because everyone loves the game as much as I do that I’ve been able to enjoy it for this long. 

Still, I never expected to be recognized right as I was getting off a carriage.

This was a small town, but Battle Universe seemed to be a massive deal here. Apparently, it was the birthplace of the knight who served as the model for the pieces: Grist Alldin.

He is the most famous historical figure in the world. I’m a huge fan of his myself, so I practically had a spring in my step as I walked. As I approached the town entrance, the gendarme on duty called out to me. Wait, are they strict about security here? I wondered, only to be caught off guard again.

"I-Is it possible you’re Cecil Antwerp!?"

"Huh? Oh, yes."

"W-Would you mind shaking my hand?! Man, I watched that tournament from the front row! You were incredible!"

"Hehe, of course. I don't mind at all."

Two fans in a single day? That was a first. It certainly put me in a good mood. 

The town was full of quaint little buildings, and the blue sky was breathtaking. Being right by the seaside made me feel even more refreshed. I stepped into a nearby shop, and even though people usually describe me as "quiet" or "composed," I couldn't help but geek out.

"...Wow."

It was a specialty shop! I hadn't expected to find one of these here. Battle Universe pieces were lined up neatly on the shelves—everything from custom-made boutique items to retired official releases. 

Incredible. This is amazing. Truly, truly amazing.

...Wait, did I bring enough money? I’d packed quite a bit, but suddenly I was feeling very anxious. 

As I was fretting over my wallet, a voice came from behind me. Oh no. Was I humming? I’d been told once before that I have a habit of humming to myself when I’m happy.

"Ce-Cecil-san!?"

"...Eh?"

It was the shop assistant—a young woman about my age wearing an apron embroidered with the Battle Universe logo.

"I-I’m a huge fan! Oh my gosh, why are you here? Wow, I—I’m sorry! I’m rambling!"

"Oh, no, thank you so much."

I was mostly surprised because she was so cute and roughly my age. Even though it’s a popular game, female players are still a bit of a rarity. I was just thinking how nice it was when she dropped a bombshell.

"U-Um, if it’s okay..."

"Yes?"

"Could we play a match!? P-Please! I’m so sorry for asking!"

I was thrilled. Truly. But I was also a little worried. What if I’m too serious? What if she ends up hating me? Still, I couldn’t suppress my curiosity.

"I’d love to," I replied. 

We moved to the back of the shop, where several tables were set up with Battle Universe boards.

"This is... such a wonderful shop."

"Thank you. It’s my grandfather’s. He’s actually out for a bit right now."

"I think it’s lovely. Well then, I look forward to our match."

"Yes! The pleasure is mine!"

We exchanged polite bows, and I finally learned her name was Raffy. As the game progressed, I realized I’d probably never forget her. Why? Because she was strong. Like, really strong.

"I-I give up...! Wow, you really are the best, Cecil-san!"

"No, the feeling is mutual. That was... incredibly fun. You’re very skilled, Raffy-san... right?"

"Eh? Ah! A-A-Ah, I’m so sorry! I didn’t even introduce myself! My name is Raffy Eriri!"

The name sounded familiar. Suddenly, a shout erupted from the back of the room.

"Ce-Cecil Antwerp!?"

"...Could it be Daria-san?"

"W-What in the world are you doing here!?"

"It’s been a long time," I said, reflexively standing up. 

Daria-san was an elderly gentleman I’d faced several times in tournaments. He was a formidable player who always used the most fascinating, creative moves. 

Oh, I see. She’s his granddaughter. Then it hit me. I remembered seeing a little girl cheering from the stands: "Grandpa, do your best!"

"Well, I’ll be... You’ve surprised me, girl. What’s this, Raffy? You lost?"

"I got absolutely destroyed, Grandpa!"

"Hmph, pathetic! Well then, Cecil-san, how about it? One match?"

"Of course!"

"Good!"

Before I knew it, I was completely immersed. I was just so, so happy to have found such wonderful opponents after all this time.

————

——

—

"G-Grandpa, look at the time!"

"What?! Gah, I’m so sorry, Cecil-san. You came all this way for sightseeing and I’ve kept you cooped up."

"No, please don't apologize. I had a wonderful time."

Still, looking at the schedule for the return carriage, I only had one hour left. I was wondering how to make the most of it when Raffy stepped in.

"I’ll show you around! I know all the best spots!"

"Are you sure? That would be a huge help."

"I'm counting on you, Raffy," Daria-san said.

So, feeling grateful for the chance encounter, I spent the rest of my trip touring the town while listening to anecdotes about the legendary knight, Grist. But as I was preparing to leave, Raffy told me something shocking.

"I'll definitely come back to visit, Raffy-chan."

"Yes! Oh, but... actually, we’re going to be closing the shop soon."

"...What?"

"My grandfather's health hasn't been great lately. And since I’m usually away at school in the Royal Capital, I can't really manage the place myself... That’s why I think he was so happy to play one last match with you in the shop. I was happy, too!"

"...I see. That’s such a shame, but I understand. Thank you for everything."

"Don't mention it! We'll see you again! I'll send the rest of your items by mail!"

"Hehe, thank you."

I spent the carriage ride back soaking in the memories of the day. It had been so much fun... if a little bittersweet. 

However, a few days later, a letter arrived along with my Battle Universe purchases, and it contained some wonderful news.

"...Oh, thank goodness."

The letter explained that after a lot of thought, Raffy had decided to take over the shop herself. She invited me to come back and visit whenever I could. It also included a curious note: 'And please, bring that boy you mentioned—the one who made you fall in love with Battle Universe all over again.'

...Wait, when did I say that? I have absolutely no memory of saying that!

I checked the clock; it was time for my appointment. I headed to the Nobless Library, where Fansent-kun was waiting.

"Cecil, sorry for calling you out on such short notice."

"I don't mind. This is about the Calamity, right?"

"Yeah. In all likelihood—"

He was always thinking about the future, always carrying the weight of the world. It made me feel incredibly guilty. To think I was there to... well, just to invite him to play.

"Sorry, Cecil. I'll need your help with that."

"I understand."

"Well, I'll see you later then."

"...Um, Fansent-kun?"

"Yeah?"

Come on, Cecil. You can do this. Do your best!

"I found a really wonderful town recently. There’s a Battle Universe specialty shop there, and if you’d like... maybe we could go together sometime?"

"Sure. I'll look forward to it."

He agreed immediately.

...Hehe.

"Alright. I'll invite you again when the time is right."

"Yeah. Thanks, Cecil."

I’m so excited. I’m so, so excited!

Now... how on earth am I going to explain this to Cynthia-san? I’ll have to spend the rest of the day coming up with an excuse. 

But still... I can’t wait.
248 The Hot Spring of Mana Enhancement

The showdown with Neil and his crew had finally reached its conclusion, but just as we were settling back into our daily routine, a new problem cropped up that forced the Academy to temporarily suspend classes.

The culprit? Priscilla. She had gone and intentionally cut the magic supply to the Training Uniforms.

While the Academy administration viewed it as a serious issue, they didn't exactly reprimand her for it. Instead, they decided that such a lapse should never be allowed to happen again and set about "improving" the enchantment.

As a result, we were all left to our own devices.

I know I need to stay on high alert for another Demon Race attack like the one Kimberly pulled, but a man can’t stay high-strung forever.

Besides, I had a promise to fulfill.

That promise was—

"Weiss, I’m so looking forward to this."

"I’ve never been to a hot spring before! Getting to go with everyone is just the best!"

"Yeah. Though, we never know when danger might strike. You two, don't let your guards down."

My goal was to tell the two of them everything. 

Between the Slave Crest and various legal complications, I had been forced to delay the conversation, but this was a matter of our future trust. More than that, I realized it was plain disrespectful to keep secrets from the two most irreplaceable people in my life.

The fact that I’m even standing here right now is nothing short of a miracle.

"Cynthia-san, look! There’s a massive bird over there!"

"Oh my, it really is quite large, isn't it?"

We were currently on a ship, turning the trip into a bit of a vacation. It had been a long time since I’d seen the two of them look so relaxed.

"H-Hey, is that a monster?!"

"Wh-What is with that stupidly huge bird?!"

"H-Help! Is there an Adventurer on board?! Anyone?!"

While the other passengers panicked, my greedy self was focused on fulfilling yet another dream. I was after a legendary sub-episode from the Noblesse game: a dip in the Hot Spring of Mana Enhancement.

I had a general idea of the location, but it was a Phantom Spring that no one in the game's lore had ever been able to find. It was said that a single soak would grant one the Strongest power.

I’m going to find out if the legends are true. Hell, this might be exactly what I need to achieve a total Clear of this world’s challenges.

It would be pretty hilarious to make a triumphant return as Weiss Fancent 3.0.

"Cynthia-san, the bird is getting closer! Do you think it wants food?"

"I don't have anything on me. It’s a shame we didn't bring any snacks."

The girls were right; the bird was definitely closing in.

"E-Everyone, run for your livessssss!"

"We're gonna die! We're all gonna dieeeee!"

"Uwaaaaaaaaah!"

Man, I've been so busy lately.

I’m really looking forward to this soak.

"Well then..." I turned to the girls. "Shall we have some grilled bird skewers for a snack? Cynthia, Lilith?"

"I’d love that! I love poultry!"

"I’ll take mine medium, please."

The stupidly huge bird lunged, baring its sharp fangs. Its talons were glowing, surging with a terrifying amount of Mana.

"GIGAGAGARS!"

"Yakitori sounds good right about now."

With a single strike, I lopped its head off. The carcass tumbled weightlessly, plunging straight into the sea.

Ah. Dammit.

"Well, whatever. Let’s head inside and eat."

"Good idea. Come now, Weiss, you’ll catch a chill out here."

"My bad, Cynthia."

"Let’s eat until we burst!"

As we turned to leave the deck, I realized a massive crowd of travelers was staring at us in dead silence.

Did something happen? I have no idea.

"Wh-Who the hell are those people...?"

"They took down a Glost Bird... an A-class Monster... in one hit..."

"...They’re unbelievable monsters."



Afterword

This might be the first time these three have traveled together since the Tucker arc back in Volume 2.

When I really think about it, it feels like this kind of party dynamic is almost impossible for a web novel. Doesn't this series have way too many characters...?

Anyway, will they find the Spring of the Strong? Or is some other disaster lurking around the corner? Please look forward to it! (^^)/
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Chapter 249: A Shopping Date

Our journey had brought us to a country aptly named Wizard.

Usually, I navigate the world wearing two different masks—one as a noble and one as an adventurer—but for this trip, I was technically neither. My primary goal was information gathering. I needed to find the Spring of the Strong, and for that, I had to keep my head down and my ears open.

Entering the country under my noble title and then operating as an adventurer once inside was the path of least resistance. 

"Ho, this place is actually quite prosperous."

"It is also known as the City of Mages, I believe," Cynthia added.

Just as she said, the city was practically overflowing with magic. It was a bizarre sight; people were casually drifting through the sky on staves as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Unlike the high-speed transit back in Carta, they moved at a leisurely pace, likely thanks to a local Magic Barrier.

According to the Original Story, this country is permeated with a special kind of mana that stabilizes mana particles.

Apparently, this environmental quirk was designed to boost the efficacy of Life Magic. Unlike the state-of-the-art facilities at Noblesse, this place was still technically "developing." Boiling water would normally be a massive chore here, but thanks to the local magic, they managed just fine.

"I’m starting to get a little excited! Come to think of it, Cynthia-san, I’ve been wondering... do you not use a magic staff?" Lilith asked, her eyes wide with curiosity.

"I do have one, for the record. See?"

With a casual gesture, Cynthia caused a staff to materialize out of thin air. It was the same trick Sierra used—a specialized storage spell that allowed one to summon a weapon by consuming a fixed amount of mana.

"However, I prefer to rely on my own agility. I used to use it more often, but when a battle gets intense, the staff usually just ends up getting in the way."

"I see... But it’s still useful for things like Flight Magic, right?"

"Of course. I use it for travel. Though, if you factor in the mana consumption, taking a carriage is usually more efficient."

Most veteran wizards kept a staff specifically for transportation. Personally, I felt like my own two legs offered better fuel economy, but Flight Magic was a high-level discipline that demanded incredible technical skill. Even Eva used a staff whenever we had to cover long distances. There was no denying their convenience.

"In that case, do you want one, Lilith?"

"Eh? You mean... for me?"

"Yeah. I don't know if you'll need it immediately, but it’ll be a good tool to have in your arsenal eventually. I have one myself, but I’ve been thinking about picking up a newer model anyway."

"I’d love one! Ah, but... I wonder if I have enough saved up..."

Lilith pulled a cute little coin purse from her pocket and began frantically counting her change. I made sure she received a proper salary from House Fanscent, but the Noblesse Magic Academy was, predictably, an unpaid gig. Since she didn't come from a wealthy family, her liquid assets were likely pretty slim—unless she started taking on high-rank adventurer contracts full-time.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

"Well, um... maybe I should hold off for now," she mumbled, looking dejected.

"I’ll buy it for you. I’m not exactly hurting for cash, you know."

Lilith tried to refuse, as she always did, but I stayed firm until she finally gave in with a polite "thank you." Honestly, does she not realize how much she does for me? If anyone’s the one being 'looked after' here, it’s me.

As I watched Lilith, I noticed Cynthia looking at us with a hint of envy. No, "hint" was an understatement—she looked like she was radiating longing. It wasn't that she couldn't afford a staff; she was likely jealous of the gesture itself.

"Cynthia, I'm buying one for you, too."

"...Fufufu. In that case, I shall be the one to buy yours, Weiss."

"Then the whole point of me treating you guys is lost, isn't it?"

"Not at all. It’s the sentiment that matters. Don't you agree, Lilith?"

"Yes! The feelings are the most important part! In that case, I'll... um... I'll find us the best shop in town!"

Before I could even process what she meant, Lilith had vanished. She was using high-speed movement to zip between passersby, charm offensive in full swing as she asked for recommendations on magic broom and staff shops. Only someone as bold and naturally amiable as her could pull that off.

Within minutes, she had narrowed down the options and came racing back with a plan.

"Apparently, Beeland Street is the place to go! There are rows and rows of shops there!"

"Then let's head over."

"Thank you, Lilith," Cynthia said with a smile.

The Original Story mentioned that the Spring of the Strong was hidden deep within the mountain forests. Once we secured our new staves, I figured we might as well take them out for a test drive.
250 Just Like a Boy

A mage’s staff was a piece of expensive equipment, even within the circles of Noblesse Oblige.

The reason for that was clear: their rarity was off the charts.

After carving out a piece of mana-rich wood, the material had to undergo special processing. Even for the most skilled blacksmith, there was always a chance the mana would simply evaporate from the staff during the forging process. It didn't just require high-level technical skill; you needed a fair amount of luck, too.

Of course, this world followed the same rules as the Original Story.

A rough estimate of the staff Carta always carried suggested it was worth at least five large gold coins. To put that into perspective, it was enough to buy a decent house in the Royal Capital. Her staff was an outlier, though; most people carried something more reasonably priced.

Depending on the individual, some opted to attach blades to their staves, like Sierra’s scythe. However, unless the caster possessed an exceptionally high mana capacity or a powerful Gift, the weapon would shatter in an instant.

I owned a staff from House Fanscent, but honestly, if you weren't proficient in Flight Magic, the mana efficiency was terrible. It was fine if I treated it as a simple tool for transportation, but in a world where I never knew when or where I might be attacked, its usefulness was limited.

Despite those drawbacks, magic staves were something almost everyone in this world yearned for.

And the biggest reason for that was—

...The Falcon New Version 2000, huh? I had no idea a new model had been released.

It was because they were just so cool.

They featured designs that charmed people regardless of age or gender—a sophisticated, timeless form that one could never tire of looking at. There was also a certain sense of prestige that came from owning something so rare. 

I wasn't interested in that sort of thing myself, of course, but the masses tended to love it. Honestly, I didn't see the appeal at all.

"Cynthia-san, Weiss-sama surprisingly seems to like this kind of thing, doesn't he?"

"It appears so. But seeing him gaze at the staves like a little boy is quite wonderful."

We had arrived at the largest shop in the city. 

Magic staves lined the walls, their tips featuring intricate craftsmanship or embedded gemstones meant to amplify mana. Naturally, one was allowed to bring a magic staff into the Noblesse Magic Academy, but since the goal there was to improve one's basic Gift, the school required a strict screening process before allowing students to use personal equipment.

The Dual Sword I used was a reward, making it an exception, though it had still gone through its own tedious screening process.

Regardless, the texture of this one... It’s good. It’s really, really good.

...I want it.

"You're right, Cynthia-san. He really does have the eyes of a young boy."

"Perhaps I should buy them all for him. Or perhaps I could simply buy the entire shop."

Unfortunately, the latest models had a fatal flaw: their combat durability was pathetic. 

The staves in high-end shops like this were designed for use within the country, where the ambient mana density was high. Considering we might have to use them while actually fending off enemies, they just weren't a good fit for us.

I felt bad since Lilith had gone to the trouble of scouting the place for me, but it was time to move on.

"Let's go, Cynthia, Lilith. We're heading to the next shop."

I turned and made my way toward the exit.

"Weiss-sama has stopped at the entrance again."

"He's so cute. I want to give him every single staff in the world as a gift."
251 The Errand Quest

"Lilith, are you really sure about this?"

We had moved on to a different shop. It was a small, cozy place, but it was a broom shop that felt incredibly clean and well-maintained.

The item Lilith had picked out was what you’d call a standard beginner’s staff. It was easy to handle, and Mana flowed through it with minimal resistance.

"Yes! I’m still not used to using one, and it’s not like my Mana capacity is particularly huge anyway," she replied.

"I see. What about you, Cynthia?"

"I shall be fine with just a few additional accessories. Which one will you be taking, Weiss?"

"Ah, right. Honestly, I feel a bit bad about this."

"Think nothing of it. Please, choose whichever one you like."

Lilith was already in her "smiling and happy" mode, quietly watching our exchange. Cynthia had mentioned she only needed a few decorative parts for the tip of her current weapon. Since she was already used to her gear, there wasn't much point in forcing a replacement, but I still felt a little awkward being the only one getting a whole new setup.

Then again, I knew she wouldn't be happy if I just stood there being humble.

"In that case... could I get this one?"

"Certainly. But... are you sure you want this staff?"

"Yeah. It has to be this one."

The staff I pointed to was a considerably old-fashioned model. However, back in the Original Story, this specific type was a sleeper hit—it was specialized entirely for movement. It was perfect for traveling to the practice grounds in the city district of the Noblesse Magic Academy, or just for getting around town.

Besides, if I rely too much on high-end equipment, there’ll be a nasty Bound to deal with if I ever lose it. I wanted to rely on my own strength as much as possible for now.

We each took our items and headed toward the shopkeeper. She was a very, very elderly woman. When I called out to her, she shuffled over slowly and took the items into her hands.

"Three items, then. How will you be paying?"

"I'll pay for these two, and she'll pay for this broom."

"Weiss-sama, thank you so much!"

"Yeah, don't mention it."

Come to think of it, it had been a while since I'd gone shopping like this. She started to wrap them up in bags for us, but I told her we planned on using them immediately. Our plan was to head straight to the forest to find the Hot Spring of Mana Enhancement—otherwise known as the Spring of the Strong.

But just as we were about to leave, the old woman let out a heavy, sorrowful sigh. "Oh, dear..."

Cynthia, being the person she is, noticed immediately and asked what was wrong. The old woman explained that she had completely forgotten about her herb collection request for the day.

"My back is just aching so much, you see. Forgive me... I shouldn't be grumbling like this to customers."

"In that case, why don't we take on the personal request for you? Weiss, would that be alright?"

A personal request was a job you could take without going through the Guild. Well, technically you had to submit the paperwork after the fact, but it was the same thing. It was on our way anyway, so I told her I didn't mind. The old woman looked absolutely delighted.

"Well then, let’s get going, Weiss. I really want to find that spring."

"Right."

"I can't wait! I want to soak in the water and just relax!" Lilith added.

It was then that the old woman chimed in. "A hot spring? Ah, how nostalgic..."

My ears practically twitched.

Noblesse Oblige was a massively popular game. Its biggest selling point was the sheer density of the world—the idea that even the most trivial interaction could trigger a sub-episode, leading to unexpected encounters, treasures, or lore. Therefore, the ironclad rule was to never miss a single word an NPC said. The strategy guides were so thick they were practically encyclopedias, and there were dozens of them.

Right now, I would have given my right arm for one of those books. As much as I knew about this world, even I didn't remember every single detail.

More importantly...

"Ma'am, what do you mean by 'nostalgic'?"

"Oh, I used to go there all the time when I was young. Since soaking in the spring recovers your Mana, my husband and I used to go there to hunt all the time."

"And where... exactly is it?"

"Let me see... Hmm. Oh, what was it? I can't quite remember. I feel like if I had those herbs, I might just happen to remember."

Hearing that, Cynthia and Lilith both turned to look at me. The logic was completely non-existent—why would holding some herbs suddenly fix her memory?

But I knew. Oh, I knew exactly what was happening.

There’s no doubt about it. This old lady... she’s the Errand Quest Old Woman.

She was the Allen you had to fulfill if you wanted to get anything done. Sometimes I found myself snapping back to reality and wondering, What the hell am I even doing? But honestly, that was part of the fun.

Buying three or more items at Wizard... so that was the trigger to start the quest.

Cynthia and Lilith, however, were just confused.

"If she has the herbs, her memory will return? What does that even mean, Cynthia-san?"

"Could it be a Herb of Memory Regression? I’ve never heard of such a thing, though..."

"Don't think too hard about it," I interrupted. "Don't think. Feel."

There probably wasn't some grand, deep meaning behind it. The old lady was just saying it because the game script told her to.

"I feel like if I had those herbs, I'd remember..."

"Ma'am, just leave it to me."

"Oh? You'll really do it for me? I feel like if I had those herbs, I'd remember..."

Yep. No mistake. This specific brand of repetition is the smoking gun.

I pumped a fist in my heart.

"Um... is the old lady going to be okay?" Lilith asked.

"I wonder. I’m starting to get a little worried about her," Cynthia added.

"Don't worry about it."

I mean, I did check on her for a second, but Cynthia used her healing magic to determine there was nothing physically wrong. Leaving the two of them looking utterly baffled, we headed out and started searching for the herbs.

There was no request easier than this. Or so I thought, until—

"GUOOAAAA!"

Suddenly, a massive spider leaped out from the thicket.

I see. So this is the quest boss.

"Small fry."

"—GUOOOAA!?"

I snuffed its life out in a literal second. This is basically like playing a New Game Plus. I didn't have time to mess around with trash mobs like this.

When we returned, the old woman looked overjoyed. "Oh, thank you so much. My back would have been in tatters without these."

"Yeah, great. So, about the hot spring—"

"Now that I think about it, I completely forgot I had a delivery for Verdi-san over in the 2nd District. Oh, whatever shall I do?"

Cynthia and Lilith both wore expressions that said: Wait, what? What about the hot spring?

But for me, I was basking in an indescribable sense of nostalgia.

"Let's go. We've got a delivery for Verdi-san in the 2nd District."

"Wait, Weiss-sama, what are you saying?! You don't even know who that is, do you?!"

"Don't worry about the details. Just feel it."

"Weiss is so kind," Cynthia sighed. "Let us all head to Verdi-san's place together."

"Wait... is it me? Am I the weird one here?!" Lilith cried out.

For the record, after that, we ended up having to go buy ingredients for the old woman’s dinner, too, but we did eventually get the location of the hot spring out of her.

"Alright, let's move out, Cynthia, Lilith."

"Yes! I didn't really understand what was happening, but a kind Weiss-sama is a wonderful Weiss-sama!"

"I'll give you a 'good boy' pat before we go to sleep tonight."

Man, I’m glad these two are so nice.
252 An Unknown Formidable Enemy

The West Forest lay a short distance from the Wizard Kingdom. Deep within its heart, in a primeval reach where ferocious monsters prowled in abundance, the Hot Spring of Mana Enhancement was said to exist.

Or at least, it was supposed to.

"Master Weiss, are you absolutely sure it’s here?" Lilith asked, her voice tinged with doubt.

"It should be in this area," I replied, trying to sound more confident than I felt. "Let’s try searching again tomorrow once the sun's up."

"I don't mind! Camping out like this is actually quite lovely," Cynthia added.

We had spent hours scouring the woods, yet we hadn't found a single trace of the spring. On the bright side, Lilith was handling her broom without any issues, and Cynthia’s jewels were in peak condition. I’d even taken my own new staff out for a test flight, and the compatibility was incredible.

Currently, we were making camp in the middle of the forest. We planned to take shifts keeping watch by the fire until dawn. We’d gone through field exercises like this back at the Noblesse Academy plenty of times, so I wasn't exactly trembling with anxiety. Still, I desperately wanted to avoid the embarrassment of tucking tail and heading home without a single clue.

Our vacation was almost over. We’d come all this way; I knew both of them wanted to return to the Academy on a high note just as much as I did.

"Mmph! This meat is incredible! It’s roasted to perfection!"

Lilith handed me a skewer of the pig—or whatever pig-like creature she’d hunted earlier that evening. I already knew from our classes that she was a natural in the dark, but her survival skills were truly top-tier. Note to self: I really need to learn how she does that.

"Thank you, Lilith. And you too, Cynthia."

"Oh, please. I haven't done a thing," Cynthia demurred. "Lilith has been handling everything."

"No, I mean... thank you for coming along with me."

I was truly grateful. They were putting up with my sheer selfishness without a single word of complaint. I had originally planned to soak in the hot spring and use the relaxed atmosphere to finally talk to them about everything that had happened up until now. It’s always easier to open up when your mind and body are at ease.

But if we couldn't find the place, the plan was moot. Actually, maybe now is the best time. They’re just waiting for me to say something. I need to stop leaning so hard on their kindness.

"—Lilith, Cynthia."

"Yes?"

"What is it, Weiss?"

I opened my mouth to speak, but at that exact moment, a terrifying surge of mana washed over us. It was a raw, powerful force of a magnitude rarely seen even within the Academy walls. And it was close. Very close.

A formidable enemy out of nowhere? No, that’s unlikely. It feels more like the level of the entire area just spiked... wait. That’s it!

"It’s the Hot Spring of Mana Enhancement. There’s no mistake. Dinner’s on hold—let’s move!"

"Understood!" Lilith chirped.

"Let us be cautious," Cynthia warned, her expression sharpening. "This mana... it is tremendous."

Lilith and Cynthia straddled their brooms. I, on the other hand, stood atop my staff, mimicking Sierra’s signature style. It was a high-level technique, but I hadn't trained myself so poorly that I’d just tumble off. Okay, mostly I’m doing this because it looks cool. I’d nearly eaten dirt a few times during practice, but I refused to back down on this one point of style.

We soared high into the night sky, racing toward the source of the mana.

However—

"—Get back!" I screamed.

In the next instant, a gargantuan Mana Cannon erupted from below. The sheer density of the blast was easily on par with Carta’s total mana capacity. It was impossible. If that had scored a direct hit, we would have been annihilated.

This sub-episode isn't just some fluffy side-quest. There’s a monster down there comparable to a Main Story boss!

"—We’re going all out!"

The girls nodded silently in response to my command, their mana surging to the absolute limit. Real combat was different from an Academy exam; there was no time restriction to worry about. Serious battles were decided in an instant. You concentrated everything into a single point and deleted the enemy.

I couldn't see our assailant yet, but I’d certainly received their "rough greeting." It only stood to reason that I should return the favor.

"Ready? One-Hit Kill!"

"Ice Lance!"

"Futousatsu!"

I unleashed a strike with every ounce of my strength. Cynthia followed suit, and Lilith threw her mana-enhanced knives in a blur of her new technique. The attacks tore through the air, converging on the target. No matter who was down there, there was no way they could possibly block—wait, what!?

DOGOOOOOOOOON!

Just before impact, a massive Shield—matching the strength of Coco’s—deployed over a wide area, effortlessly neutralizing our combined assault.

I was utterly speechless. As I hung there, frozen in shock, a dark shadow floated up toward us. When I finally realized who it was, my jaw hit the floor.

"Oh my, I wondered who was making all that racket. It’s just my darling juniors! Sorry about that. The water felt so good that before I knew it, I just sort of 'let it rip.'"

"...What in the world are you doing here?" I managed to choke out.

"Don't you know? The water in this spring feels absolutely divine."

"Wa-Weiss-sama, no! You mustn't look!" Lilith shrieked, covering her eyes.

"Weiss, are your eyes closed? Tell me they are closed," Cynthia said, her voice dropping to a dangerous, icy register.

"Er... well..."

The problem was, if I closed my eyes right now, I was terrified she’d attack me while telling me "not to look away."

But I could understand why the girls were panicking.

"...Senior Eva."

"Yes, dear?"

"Could you... please put some clothes on?"

"Fufu, you're so cute when you're flustered. But I can't. My things are all the way down there."

Floating right in front of me was Eva Avery, in her well-endowed, bouncy, completely natural born-this-way state. 

I had no idea she was the "hidden talent" type who looked that impressive once the clothes came off. Was this more undisclosed information? Honestly... not bad.

"Weiss. Are your eyes properly shut?"

On second thought, it looks like I might lose my life before I get to enjoy the view.
253 Together From Now On

“This feels wonderful, doesn’t it? Cynthia-chan, Lilith-chan—it’s been quite a while since that last bath we shared.”

“It really has! This is actually my first time in a hot spring, and it feels absolutely incredible!”

“Weiss mentioned something about this being a mixed bath, but I never imagined Senior Eva would actually be here.”

In the end, the four of us settled into the water together in surprising harmony.

Thank the gods for this natural, milky-white water, I thought, letting out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. If the water were clear and I could actually see anything, my heart would probably stop for the sake of my own sanity.

The water was a bit on the hotter side, but the heat did wonders for warming my core. We were tucked away in a dense forest, yet this specific spot formed a perfect natural hollow. The area was surrounded by smooth, weathered rocks, so there wasn't even a risk of scraping a knee.

And then, there was the magic.

“This is incredible... I can feel the power.”

“Fufufu, it’s a lovely feeling, isn't it?”

Mana was rising from the bodies of Eva, Cynthia, Lilith, and myself like thick plumes of steam. It was exactly as the rumors described. If I had to put it into words, it felt as if I were constantly leveling up, over and over again.

Wait... could this be the secret to the overwhelming strength of the woman known as the 'Bug Cheat' and the 'Original Story Destroyer'?

“I hate to break it to you, but the moment you step out of this water, your mana levels will start dropping back to normal.”

Eva spoke up as if she’d just read my mind. I winced. 

“...I see. That figures.”

“Oh? You look so disappointed.”

“No, I just realized that there’s no such thing as a free lunch. More importantly, how do you even know about this place, Senior?”

“Because I know everything. —Just kidding. I happened to sense a massive surge of mana and decided to fly down for a look, only to find Teacher Milk already here.”

“...Eh?”

I blinked, stunned by the casual bombshell. Teacher Milk and Eva... met here?

“It was a long time ago, though. I think it was before I even enrolled at Noblesse. Back then, there was still a war raging in this region.”

“...What happened? Between you two, I mean.”

“We fought, of course. Teacher Milk launched a preemptive strike the second she saw me.”

This was a piece of lore I’d never heard before. To think such an epic clash had occurred right where we were sitting. Still, I wasn't surprised that Teacher Milk attacked the moment she spotted Eva. That woman really does live for the initiative, doesn’t she?

“Wait! Who won?!” Lilith shouted, suddenly standing straight up in the water.

“Lilith, sit down! You’ll catch a chill!” Cynthia scolded.

“Oh! Right!”

I had to admit, I was dying to know the outcome myself. If that fight were ever held as an official match, the tickets would probably sell for a fortune on the black market. I’d pay anything to watch a replay of that in the arena.

“We never really settled it. But it was so much fun! I’d love a rematch, but the whole teacher-student dynamic makes things so complicated, don't you think?”

Is there a recording of that? A memory crystal? Anything? I’d give my right arm to see that fight...

Then again, if I could just lure a member of the Demon Race here and have them fight her, she’d surely win. No, wait. If the demons soaked in this water too, we’d be in serious trouble.

“But never mind that. How have things been lately? You all seem to be enjoying yourselves, you little Intermediate-year Students.”

“I’m not sure ‘enjoying’ is the word I’d use. We’re just training every day because we never know when the Demon Race might strike again.”

“Fufufu, I’m personally looking forward to your showdown with Allen-kun.”

“Is that because you gave him those pointers?”

“He’s going to give you a real run for your money next time.”

Allen’s performance during his fight with Neil had definitely been on a whole different level compared to before. But I couldn't figure out what Eva was getting out of this. Does she want to see me lose? I honestly can't tell what goes on in that woman's head.

Lilith turned to Eva with a serious expression. “Senior Eva... if the Demon Race attacks, will you fight?”

Lilith was clearly thinking about Nell. I’d heard they were old friends, but the fact that they looked identical was still a shock. Then again, fighting enemies with the same character model wasn't exactly rare in games. It was entirely possible the lore behind their identical looks was buried in some obscure fanbook I hadn't read.

Eva smiled quietly, pouring a handful of warm water over her shoulder.

“I suppose. Fighting the Demon Race is quite entertaining, after all. But... I think I prefer watching Allen-kun and Weiss-kun struggle and grow. Even the sight of Cynthia-chan and Lilith-chan fighting for their lives gives me those wonderful, tingly chills.”

The terrifying part was that she wasn't lying. Knowing that those were her sincere, unfiltered feelings sent a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the temperature.

“We’re counting on you regardless, Senior Eva,” Cynthia said firmly.

“Ufufu. I’ll tell you one thing, though. —Nell is my prey. Don't go meddling with her too much.”

Eva’s voice turned flat and cold at the end. There was clearly some deep history between them. I made a mental note to try and pry that story out of her eventually.

Suddenly, Cynthia stood up and looked at me with a sweet, sharp smile. I immediately diverted my gaze down to the water.

Yes. White. Beautiful. I’m talking about the water. Definitely the water.

“I think I’ll head out now,” Eva announced. “You three enjoy the rest of your soak. Oh, and this is just a hunch, but I think the Demon Race will be showing up again soon.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Who knows? It’s just a feeling I get from the way the Pseudo-Demons have been acting lately.”

Even now, Pseudo-Demons were popping up all over the world. Eva’s intuitions were usually spot on, and if I recalled the Original Story correctly, a demon attack was supposed to follow the events with Neil and Priscilla.

As Eva stepped out, my head turned on its own—completely against my will, I swear—and for a fleeting second, I caught a glimpse of her pale skin and her black underwear.

“Perverted underclassman-kun. See you later.”

With nothing but her top draped loosely over her shoulders, Eva took to the sky with Flight Magic and vanished.

I felt a sudden, localized drop in temperature. I slowly turned my head back to find Cynthia smiling at me. It was the kind of smile that didn't reach her eyes.

“I’m a one-woman man!” I blurted out, my voice cracking with sincerity. “I only have eyes for you, Cynthia!”

“...I suppose I shall forgive you. This time.”

————————————————————
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254 Deep Within the Heart

“Do you really think the Demon Race will attack us again...?”

At Lilith’s murmur, I turned my gaze toward the sky. I took a long, deep breath, letting the memories of everything we’d endured up to this point wash over me.

It’s time, I realized. I can’t keep this bottled up any longer.

“Cynthia, Lilith. Everything I’m about to tell you is the absolute truth. There are things I still can’t explain, and things I’m not allowed to say... but even so, will you listen to me?”

I had finally resolved to tell them everything. 

I have no idea if they’ll actually believe I’m a different person. For all I know, they’ll think I’ve finally lost my mind.

“Of course we will,” Cynthia answered immediately.

“Weiss-sama, we’re listening!” Lilith added.

The two of them smiled at me with such genuine warmth that I felt a wave of relief. God, I’m lucky to have them.

And so, I began to speak. I told them a little about my original world and how I used to play a game called Noblesse Oblige. I explained that they were actually characters within that game.

However, I kept the details of the future to a minimum. I was certain that if they knew too much, the future would shift in unpredictable ways. Because of that, there was very little I could offer as proof. It was an absurd, nonsensical story.

Despite that, the two of them listened with dead-serious expressions until I reached the end. Then, they hit me with a reaction I never expected.

“Weiss-sama, you’re even more incredible than I thought!” 

“...What? Why?” I blinked, caught off guard.

“Because even though you know what’s coming, you aren’t running away! You’re standing your ground and fighting! If it were me, I’d have bolted for the hills by now!”

“Lilith is right,” Cynthia added softly. “I love that positive outlook of yours, Weiss. And please, rest assured—we aren't going anywhere. We will be by your side from now on, just as we have been. Nothing has changed.”

In that moment, my heart gave a literal jolt. It felt as if something warm had reached out and touched it.

I see... I didn’t even realize it myself, but I must have been in agony.

Deep down, I had felt like a fraud, like I was deceiving the people closest to me. But they accepted me anyway. That simple fact made me happier than I could put into words.

“...Thank you. And I’m sorry. There’s still so much I can’t talk about yet.”

“It’s okay!” Lilith chirped. “From now on, I’ll be right there to support you too!”

“As will I,” Cynthia said. “Let us face the future together from here on out.”

I hadn’t told them that the original "Weiss" was destined for total ruin. Even so, they must have sensed something from my behavior and the way I’d been acting. Cynthia’s kindness in explicitly saying we would face it together soaked into my soul.

“I owe you both,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “I’m counting on you.”

“Yes! I look forward to working with you all over again!”

“The pleasure is ours. When the time comes that you can tell us more, please do. We are your allies, Weiss. Always.”

This had been an unexpected vacation, but I felt more motivated than ever. I was going to keep training, keep grinding, and never let up.

“Still, it is quite a shock,” Cynthia said, her eyes twinkling with curiosity. “In this game of yours, Weiss and I were deeply in love, weren't we?”

“Oh, I’m so curious!” Lilith added excitedly. “I bet I was working behind the scenes as Weiss-sama’s right-hand woman, wasn't I!?”

How do I tell them? In the game, Cynthia was head-over-heels for Allen, and Lilith was a shadow assassin working behind the scenes to murder me...

Yeah, there is absolutely no way I can tell them that.

“Uh, how was it again? I think... I think it was something like that?” I stammered, breaking into a light sweat.

“Fufufu, just as I suspected,” Cynthia teased.

“Ehehe, that makes me so happy!” 

Seriously, these two are way too good for me.

I will do it. I will absolutely avoid my ruin, no matter what it takes.
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Interlude: The Creeping Shadows

Traba—a city where villains roam like stray dogs.

I stood in a small shop, stocking up on a mountain of fruit. With my short black hair, dark eyes, and a sturdy build wrapped in a black coat, I suppose I had what people call "Eastern" features. At the very least, I didn't look like I belonged here.

"Much obliged, 'Roz-san.' You're a real lifesaver, buying this much every time," the merchant said, his voice dripping with faux-friendliness.

"No, no. The fruit on this side is truly exquisite. Let me see..."

I pulled a small cloth purse from my pocket and spilled some coins haphazardly into my palm. I made a show of checking them one by one with the fumbling, unpracticed hands of a complete amateur. The merchant didn't even wait for me to finish; he snatched several coins out of my hand with the speed of a bird of prey.

"There we go. This one and this one."

"Ah, how very kind of you. Thank you."

"Don’t mention it. Just a word of advice: don't handle your money like that in this city. If you're lucky, you'll just get ripped off. If you're not, they'll strip you of everything but your skin."

I gave him a sheepish, self-deprecating smile. "I've just come from the countryside, you see. I still haven't quite found my bearings."

"Well, business is business. I’m happy as long as you’re buying."

"About that... it's actually been decided that I'll be leaving the city soon."

"Oh? Is that so? Well, damn. If I'd known that, I would've given you a proper send-off service."

"That’s quite alright. Well then, until we meet again."

"Take care now."

As I walked away, I didn't need to look back to know he was flipping one of my coins in the air, probably wondering if he should have squeezed me for even more. Go ahead, laugh it up, you greedy vulture. I could practically hear his eerie, snickering cackle echoing behind me.



I maintained my slow, unassuming pace until I reached a nondescript inn. After a polite greeting to the receptionist—and a small bribe in the form of a single piece of fruit—I headed up to the second floor.

I stopped at the large room at the very end of the hall and gave a specific, rhythmic knock.

The door clicked open. Standing there was a blonde young man, also dressed in a black coat. He was barely in his late teens, his face still holding a trace of boyishness.

"Roz-san! Did you find the good stuff?"

"I did, Sham. I made sure to get all the things you like."

I stepped inside, and Sham immediately plucked a piece of fruit from the bag, biting into it without a second thought. Juice sprayed everywhere, droplets staining the front of his coat, but he didn't care in the slightest.

"Man, the apples on this side are seriously exquisite—gah!"

A sharp smack echoed through the room as Sham’s head snapped forward.

"Have some respect! It’s 'Lord Roz,' not 'Roz-san.' And you’re the lowest-ranked member here—what gives you the right to start eating before everyone else?!"

"Shut up, Peach! We’ve been cooped up in this room for ages! Cut me some slack!"

The culprit was Peach, a girl about Sham’s age with a pink short-cut. She turned to me, offering a polite bow of gratitude before selecting a piece of fruit for herself. The moment she took a bite, her prickly expression melted into a blissful smile.

"Oh, this is wonderful... Lord Roz, why is the fruit on this side so much better than back home?"

"It’s likely the climate," I replied. "There are four distinct seasons here. Plus, the merchants are shrewd. They're greedy enough to rip me off the moment I pretend to be ignorant, but I suppose that same cleverness goes into their agriculture. —Kuro, wake up."

In the corner of the room, a boy smaller than the rest of us stirred in his bedding. He rubbed his sleepy, droopy eyes, his messy black hair sticking up in every direction.

"Ah... welcome back, Roz-san."

"It’s 'Lord Roz,' Kuro," Peach corrected him sharply.

"Don't worry about it," I said, handing the boy a piece of fruit. "Here."

"Thank you..."

Kuro began to eat, his head nodding as he drifted in and out of consciousness. Within seconds, his eyes were closed again. Peach let out a long, weary sigh while Sham just snickered.

"Enjoy it," I said, my voice dropping to a serious tone. "Because that will be our last meal in this city."

Kuro’s eyes snapped open. Sham stood up, his face lighting up with a bloodthirsty excitement.

"Wait, does that mean it’s finally time for the mission?!"

"The location of the Artifact has been confirmed. It appears a noble in the frontier has been keeping it in storage. We seize it, we return, and the job is done."

Peach raised her hand tentatively. "What is it?" I asked.

"Is it really just going to be the four of us? No help from the Demon Race? No reinforcements at all?"

"They won't be lending a hand directly. According to the Demon King, 'that’s just how things are.'"

Sham’s face twisted in a scowl, and he slammed a fist against the table. "That again?! Those bastards are so full of themselves! They look down on us like we’re nothing but a nation of eternal defeat. They ship us off to the Human World to do the dirty work, and I bet they’ll swoop in to take the credit at the end!"

"Don't be so bitter," I cautioned. "Think of the reward. If this mission succeeds, they’ve promised to return all our sovereign territory."

The atmosphere in the room shifted instantly. The petty bickering vanished, replaced by a heavy, stunned silence.

"Is that... for real?" Sham whispered.

"Lord Roz, did the Demon Race actually promise that?" Peach asked, her voice trembling.

"Yes. And for all their faults, they do not tell lies. However... we should expect interference."

Kuro, now fully awake, asked quietly, "What kind of interference?"

"You all know the Demon Race’s recent invasion was a disaster. The humans who repelled them are still active. They'll likely try to stop us."

"I don't get it," Sham complained. "How would those guys even know we're going after the Artifact?"

"I don't have the answer to that. Future Prediction Magic, mind-reading, or perhaps they have a mole in the Demon World. There are plenty of possibilities."

Peach frowned. "I find it hard to believe such magic even exists. And humans shouldn't even be aware of the Demon World's inner workings, let alone be able to spy on it."

"Likely so. But the fact that the Demon King is willing to trade our entire territory for this mission tells me one of two things: either the difficulty is astronomical, or..."

"Or we're expected to fail," Kuro finished my sentence.

"The probability is high," I admitted. "But this is an order. Unlike the higher-ranking Demon Race, the King doesn't do things just for 'amusement.' If the mission succeeds, he gets the Artifact. If it fails but he gets data on the humans, that’s also a win. And if we’re all wiped out in the process? He probably considers that the best outcome of all."

"I get why they'd want to get rid of you since you're a General, Lord Roz," Peach said, casting a side-eye at Sham. "But killing Sham seems like a waste of effort."

"Hey! Who do you think you’re talking to? I could take those Demon Race punks any day!"

"In your dreams. Kuro, maybe. You? No."

"What did you say?!"

"Enough," I barked. "Stop fighting. You are all exceptional—strong enough to hold your own against the Demon Race. If this mission succeeds, the reconstruction of our Demon Kingdom, Ataolas, will finally be within our grasp. We will reclaim the Artifact, and we will all return home alive. Is that clear?"

"""Understood!"""

As Sham started changing into his combat gear, he asked a final question. "By the way, I know you said to keep the body count low, but what if they come at us first?"

"Then we handle them. We aim for minimum casualties, but we do what is necessary. Fortunately, the target is a manor in the outskirts. As long as we aren't intercepted, there shouldn't be many enemies to deal with."

Kuro swallowed the last bit of his apple—core and all—and spoke with a chilling flatness. "And if things go south... we can just kill everyone, right?"

Suddenly, Peach’s posture stiffened. Her eyes went sharp. "Lord Roz... fifteen humans. They’re armed and surging with Mana. They just entered the building."

Sham’s grin returned, wider than ever. "Ooh! A fight? Are we starting already?!"

"Your orders, Lord Roz?" Peach asked.

"I believe I told you all I wanted to stay as inconspicuous as possible," I said with a sigh. Sham slumped his shoulders, disappointed—until I continued. "However, I can't have them thinking they can look down on Ataolas. Peach, the moment they open that door, warp them away."

I couldn't help but let a small, dark smile slip onto my face.



"W-What the hell?! Where are we?!"

"A forest?! How?! We were just in the hallway!"

"Get a grip! It’s magic, obviously!"

Fifteen burly men, weapons drawn and Mana flaring, were suddenly standing in the middle of a dense thicket instead of the inn. They were seasoned fighters, several of them wearing B-class Adventurer tags that glinted in the dappled sunlight.

"Dammit, I didn't know they had a high-level warper," the leader spat. "Everyone, stay together and—"

"Wait... Gah! Hey, what’s wrong with you?! Why’d you just fall over?!"

"Gi—higioyaaaaaaa!"

"Ugoiyaaaaaaaaaaa!"

One by one, the men collapsed into the dirt, clutching their throats or falling limp without a sound. We didn't even show ourselves until the very last one had hit the ground.

Sham stepped over a fallen body, poking it with his boot. "Wow. What a bunch of losers."

"I thought B-class Adventurers were supposed to be somewhat competent," Peach remarked, sounding genuinely disappointed.

"Their Mana levels were high enough, I suppose," Kuro added, yawning.

I pulled my hood low over my face and began to walk.

"The ones who defeated the Demon King's army will be far more dangerous than these thugs. Do not let your guard down. Move out. Our target is the outskirts—House Antwerp."
255 Entreaty

City Area B.

It was after school, and mana was whipping through the building at breakneck speeds.

"Cynthia, Lilith! Here he comes!" I shouted.

"Yes!"

"Understood!"

The next second, Allen came crashing through the window. Unlike before, his movements were almost impossible to predict. He’d started using Eva’s Invisible Hand to make sharp, right-angle turns mid-air.

I could use my Magic Eye, but if I can’t win without it, I’m in serious trouble.

As he charged me head-on, Shari and Duke appeared from both sides. Their Coordination was on a whole different level now.

"Hyaaah!"

"We’re taking it this time!"

But we weren't just sitting ducks. Cynthia and Lilith reacted instantly, throwing up a Shield and an Ice Shield as they braced for the impact. Neither Allen nor I looked away from each other.

"—One-Hit Kill."

I tossed it out as a greeting in place of a hello. Allen twisted mid-air to evade, used Flight Magic to throw off my timing, and then swung his sword down with everything he had. 

Normally, I would have parried it. But this time... I daringly chose not to dodge.

A fraction of a second later, the Inviolable Domain (Barrier) flared to life right above my forehead. Cutting the flesh to sever the bone. I was trying to master the high-risk techniques that Neil and Priscilla used.

I thrust my sword forward in a counter-attack, but to my absolute shock, Allen deployed a Shield without a single word. That was Coco’s trick—no-chant casting.

"Ha! You're getting better at monkeying our moves every day!" I taunted.

"You're dead wrong if you think you'll always have the upper hand, Weiss!" Allen barked back.

His mana was incomparable to what it used to be. He must have been training like a literal madman. His growth rate was frankly terrifying; perhaps he’d picked up a few secrets during his coaching with Eva. Regardless, I wasn't about to lose.

"—Shut up, Allen!"

I prepared a point-blank strike with zero holding back. I was ready to let him have it when—

『Everyone, pause for a moment. —Fansent-kun, I found the group searching for the Artifact’s location.』

Cecil’s voice echoed out of nowhere. Looking up, I saw her standing on the roof of the building. Everyone cut their mana and stood frozen in place.

"...Artifact?" Duke muttered, his voice carrying through the quiet.

Why are you telling them too?! Ah, I see... Damn you, Cecil.

Every head turned toward me, brows furrowed in suspicion. I’d planned to handle this mission solo, but I hadn't expected the reveal to happen at this specific timing.

Seriously, Noblesse? Is this some kind of "plot armor" forcing things along?

Most of the Upperclassmen and Lowerclassmen were away for the Exchange Meeting. Teacher Milk was gone, too. And Cynthia... Cynthia was burning a hole through me with a cold, judgmental stare.

I’d meant to tell them, really! I was just... a little late. She’d always insisted on taking the safest possible path, so there was no way I could keep things secret now. Cecil, did you calculate this from the start?

...Phew.

"Um... would you guys mind... helping me out a bit?"

After I managed to squeeze the words out, the tension broke, and their expressions finally softened into smiles.
256: The Artifact

Apart from the Human World where we lived, the world of Noblesse Oblige contained another realm.

It was the "Demon World," the domain of the Demon Race and their ruler, the Demon King.

Naturally, that world was home to many nations as well. Monsters roamed the wilds, and Demon World Inhabitants lived their lives there. At the top of it all sat the Demon King, the sovereign who had unified the entire realm.

These beings would cross over into the Human World for the sake of sheer pleasure, attacking—and in some cases, devouring—the people they found. But at the core of their motivation lay a desire to bring this world under their thumb as well.

Suppose you were a king who had unified every single country in your reach. If there was even one tiny, glaring omission, wouldn't you want to fill it? That was the Human World to them. The one missing piece in their collection.

In the Original Story, the enemies Allen faced weren't limited to the Demon Race. Our protagonist was destined to clash swords with the Demon World Inhabitants as well.

That had been one of the more interesting aspects of Noblesse Oblige. As the worldview expanded, a catharsis was born from the intertwining of new enemies, new allies, new races, and increasingly complex relationships.

Of course, when that "expansion" happened in reality, it was nothing but a massive pain in the ass.

"So, assuming this 'Demon World' actually exists, how do you know about it, Weiss?"

We weren't exactly in an outdoor classroom, but we were gathered atop a building discussing the nature of the Demon World. Duke’s airheaded question came flying my way. 

In addition to the members who had been there moments ago, Carta, Olynn, and Tura had joined us. It was a "full cast" sort of situation. Normally, no one would believe a word of this. But these guys were different.

Before I could answer, Cecil spoke up to back me up.

"Allow me to supplement his explanation. It seems the upper echelons of the Kingdom of Ostrava are already aware of this. In the first place, don't you think the sudden appearance of monsters is strange? One theory suggests they are coming from the Demon World. Though, by now, they are likely breeding within the Human World as well."

I knew the truth because of the Original Story, but Cecil had managed to dig up information on the Demon World entirely on her own. In the game, there was a pivotal episode where an Artifact was stolen. That was why I intended to take the initiative this time, just as I had with the Large-scale Invasion.

Shari spoke up next.

"So, in short, these Demon World Inhabitants are coming to steal that Artifact? And you want to stop them?"

"Exactly. It’s not a certainty yet, but according to Cecil’s Intel, they’ve already started probing."

"Probing?"

As Shari tilted her head, Cecil provided the answer.

"The Artifact is an item I won at auction at Fansent-kun’s request. Its formal name is 'Recall of Memories.' It’s a magical book used to recover forgotten events—a very ancient relic from the era of the Dark War. I’ve discovered a group currently investigating its whereabouts."

"Why would the Demon World Inhabitants want that?"

I took the lead on Shari’s question.

"The Demon World Inhabitants are essentially underlings for the Demon Race. The ones who actually want the book are likely the higher-ups. It’s said that the reason Pseudo-Demons have such short lifespans after being resurrected is due to a memory issue. Humans rely on their past as a vessel for their existence. By using that book to make those memories take root, the demons intend to turn them into true humans."

Allen, who had remained silent until now, spoke up with a start.

"Is the Demon Race—or the Demon World Inhabitants—planning to use people from the past to create soldiers? No... an army?"

"Most likely."

The legends of the past possessed power far greater than anyone alive today. When you lived in a state of constant war, you became strong whether you wanted to or not. The Demon Race was cunning and efficient; they had likely judged that it would be much faster to recruit ancient villains than to try and trample the Human World through sheer numbers.

They were trying to revive humans even more powerful than the ones I remembered from the Original Story. In a way, our own increased strength might have been what was jacking up the game's difficulty level.

Still, as imprudent as it is, my blood is starting to pump. To think that legendary great sages or master swordsmen might stand in our way as enemies...

Cynthia suddenly addressed me.

"Weiss, in that case, wouldn't it be better to simply destroy the Artifact? Or perhaps we could cast it into the depths of the ocean?"

"I tried to destroy it. I couldn't. Artifacts were created using the concentrated wisdom of ancient mages. It’s likely a feat impossible even for Senior Eva. Furthermore, it emits a very peculiar mana. We could hide it and pray to the gods, but I’d rather ensure our safety by driving them back with our own hands."

Indestructible items weren't exactly a rarity in games. In fact, that was exactly how the Artifact was categorized.

Unlike the Human World, the Demon World was in a constant state of war. They didn't have the luxury of peace; they fought for their lives every single day. Naturally, their intelligence was high as well. I had known they would eventually trace the Artifact back to Cecil after she won the auction.

I planned to use that against them. I just didn't expect the timing to be this bad.

Lilith seemed to realize the gravity of the situation as well. She let out a heavy, sorrowful sigh.

"Of all the times for this to happen... Teacher Milk and the others aren't here, and neither is Senior Eva. They won't be back from the School Trip until next week."

"Yeah. Though, I honestly don't know if Eva would have helped us against an opponent that wasn't part of the Demon Race anyway. If anything, if she heard that great figures from the past were being resurrected, she’d probably switch sides and become our enemy. I can practically see her face lighting up and calling it 'interesting.'"

Everyone gave a solemn nod. They knew exactly what I meant.

"More importantly... are you guys really okay with this? This isn't a school exam or a training exercise."

I had only asked because I was already working with Cecil, but there was zero benefit for the rest of them. Unlike me, they weren't trying to avoid a 'Ruin Ending.'

And yet, Allen stood up.

"I’m just doing what's natural. After we saved Sophia-san, so many people were happy. I’m sure this will be the same."

There he goes. The typical protagonist. I honestly couldn't tell if this guy ever thought about the consequences of his actions or not.

"I’m sorry, but I have no interest in the Demon Race or these inhabitants," Tura added, standing as well. "However, I do love a good fight. More than that, I love helping people. I shall lend my strength as well."

"Me too," Olynn said. "Besides, if I'm with everyone, I'm sure we can overcome any hardship."

"...Me too," Carta whispered. "Resurrecting people from the past just to force them to fight is... it's pitiful. If we can stop that, I'll help."

I was amazed at how easily they believed such a preposterous story, but I suppose for the inhabitants of this world, the "mysterious" was an everyday occurrence. In a world where magic existed, the word "impossible" probably didn't carry much weight.

Repulsing them this time might end up being meaningless in the long run. But Sophia hadn't been attacked in the way the Demon Race had predicted. If this world followed game logic, preventing an event once meant it wouldn't trigger a second time.

If that was the case, then by altering this destiny, the entire outlook of the coming war would change.

Just you wait, Demon King. Eventually, I'm coming for your head.
257: Before the Storm

After we wrapped up our discussion at Noblesse, we were invited to stay at the House Antwerp estate.

It was a pair of matching mansions nestled together in the suburban mountains. 

The most interesting feature, however, was the set of oversized Battle Universe pieces lined up by the fountain in the courtyard. Both of Cecil’s parents were famous players who had won the Kingdom of Ostrava’s national tournament multiple times.

Not that they can hold a candle to her, of course.

The parents were currently out, and even the butler and maids had been given the day off. It was all a calculated move to lure our enemies out into the open.

We could have just taken the Artifact and run, but we’d chosen this place as our base of operations for one specific reason: Shari was here. She was a wild card, a variable who had never existed in the Original Story.

"I’ve layered the barrier on pretty thick," Shari said. "Still, the spirit energy in this area is incredible, isn’t it?"

"People have always said that, but I’ve never really felt it myself," Cecil replied.

It was a stroke of luck, but apparently, the concentration of magic particles near Cecil’s home was extremely high. We’d judged that rather than making a clumsy move, it would be better to stay put, set traps, and reinforce our defense barriers.

Victory was always the goal, but this time, it was an absolute necessity.

"I LOOOOOOOOOST!"

"Hehe. But don’t you think you’ve gotten stronger, Duke?"

"Guh... One more time, Cecil!"

"Duke, that’s not fair! I’m next!"

I glanced to the side only to see a group of people who didn't seem to possess a single shred of tension, fully immersed in a game of Battle Universe. 

Cecil looked genuinely happy, behaving as if her friends had simply dropped by for a playdate. Shari watched them with a faint, exasperated smile, while Allen looked on. 

By the way, Cynthia, Lilith, Tura, and Carta were currently off taking a bath.

Watching this lot, the thing that impressed me most was their sheer mental fortitude. It was amazing that they could remain this calm despite the very real possibility that they might die soon. 

Maybe that’s the secret to their strength. Well... they’re still weaker than me, though.

"I lost..." 

"Thank you for the match, Olynn. Now then, how about you, Fansent?"

"I’ll pass."

"You’re just scared of losing, Weiss!" Sasami barked.

I stood up and glared down at the little brat. 

"You have any idea how strong I am? I even achieved Victory over that Undefeated Battle Universe Old Man from the Edonia Region!"

"W-who are you even talking about...?"

"Aah? You want me to start snapping your muscle fibers, Sasami?"

"N-no! Anything but that!"

I left the trembling Sasami behind and took the seat across from Cecil.

"I look forward to the match," I said.

"Yes. Let’s have a good game."

In moments like these, I felt more fired up than usual. When Cecil played this game, just how many moves ahead was she actually thinking? She was an opponent of that caliber.

As we traded move for move, Cecil murmured quietly.

"...You’ve gotten stronger, Fansent."

"You think so?"

Even in the middle of a real battle, I had started to catch myself thinking. I didn't ask what I would do anymore; instead, I asked myself what Cecil would do.
258 Raid

I realized, quite suddenly, that I actually had the upper hand for once.

“...Wait, is Weiss actually winning this?” Sasami whispered.

“I think so too...” Olynn added.

Next to them, Allen and Shari were watching with wide eyes.

“He’s... winning?”

“I wonder. Could it really be?”

If even the spectators are seeing it, then I’m not just imagining things. This is it. I’m finally going to win!

However, the moment I dared to look across the table at Cecil, my heart sank. Despite my overwhelming lead, a cold realization washed over me.

I’m going to lose. I’m definitely going to lose.

I knew it because she looked absolutely delighted. To Cecil, a crisis wasn't a problem—it was a thrill she couldn't resist. 

My premonition was, unfortunately, spot on. She made a move I hadn’t even considered—the kind of play that shouldn’t have been possible unless she’d mapped out every potential branch of reality for the next hundred turns. Before I could even process what had happened, the tide of the battle had completely shifted.

The others gaped in shock as my "guaranteed" victory evaporated into thin air. Still, I wasn't ready to throw in the towel. After all, if our roles were reversed, Cecil would never give up on me.

But just as I caught a glimpse of a single, desperate path to victory—

The world outside exploded in a flash of blinding white light.

That was the signal. Shari’s trap had been sprung.

“I’ll go grab Cynthia and the others—!”

“We have just finished our baths,” a voice interrupted.

Right on cue, Cynthia, Lilith, and Carta appeared. They were practically still steaming. Those damn Demon World Inhabitants... they couldn't even give the girls enough time to dry their hair? Talk about rude.

Just as we were about to scramble to our designated defensive positions, a surge of mana erupted from the yard. I rushed to the window and watched as a door manifested out of thin air. A swarm of monsters began pouring out.

In the Original Story, the Demon World Inhabitants never operated alongside monsters. This was a deviation. 

But it’s fine. I’ve already accounted for the "wild cards."

“Move out exactly as planned!” I barked, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. “The Demon World Inhabitants look just like us, but make no mistake—they’re pawns of the Demon Race. Don't worry about whether they live or die. Allen! Are we clear on that?”

“You don’t need to worry about me,” Allen replied, his expression hardening. “I won’t hold back.”

I’m actually impressed. I guess he really has grown up.

“Fansent-kun,” Cecil said, catching my eye. “We’ll finish our game once this is all over.”

“Yeah. Count on it.”

“And one more thing,” she added, her voice dropping slightly. “Whatever happens, don’t save me.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“It’s a secret.”

She gave me a cryptic look before heading toward her post. I didn't have the slightest clue what she meant by that, but there wasn't time to overthink it.

Come and get it, you Demon World Inhabitants. I’m going to crush every single one of you.
Assault

Roz, a short-haired inhabitant of the Demon World, stood before House Antwerp, his mana swelling to a visible, vibrating intensity. He gripped a sword in his hand, its blade catching the light with a sharp, ominous glint.

Suddenly, a black void tore open beside him, and monsters began leaping out from the darkness. Sham, watching the spectacle from the side, let out a long, weary sigh of surprise.

"Sending out a hundred High-level Monsters? I wonder what the Demon Race is thinking," Sham muttered. "If they’re going to go this far, wouldn't it be easier if they just showed their faces themselves?"

"I’m sure they have their reasons," Roz replied. "Not that they’d ever bother sharing them with the likes of us."

"And those reasons would be... what, exactly?"

"Likely to test just how strong the humans in this house really are."

At that moment, Kuro’s voice echoed directly into the minds of Roz and Sham.

[Roz-san, I’ve reached my position. There are ten humans inside the manor. Peach says they’re looking pretty damn strong.]

[That’s "Lord Roz" to you,] Peach interjected with a quick, lighthearted retort.

Roz ignored the banter, his voice quiet and focused. [Understood. Have you located the Artifact?]

[I’ve barely managed to pinpoint it,] Kuro replied. [But based on the placement, it’s definitely a trap.]

[I’m aware. We proceed according to the plan. And listen—if you’re about to die, retreat. That’s an order.]

[[[Roger!]]]



"I’m impressed. This is exactly what Cecil predicted," I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

"Yes," Cynthia agreed beside me. "Splitting up beforehand was definitely the right call."

She and I were lying in wait at the front entrance. We had hunkered down around the Artifact at the very center of the manor, surrounding it on all four sides. Lilith and Duke held the south; Allen and Shari took the west; Olynn and Carta were on the east. Cecil stayed at the heart of it all with the Artifact itself, while Tura acted as mobile support for everyone.

Every single one of them had reached a level far beyond anything seen in the Original Story. I’d even gone so far as to optimize the hallway layouts and paths of movement beforehand, ensuring we could scramble to assist each other the moment a chaotic melee broke out.

But even so, help wasn't coming this time. My stomach did a nervous flip at the thought. We were on our own.

[Everything is fine. We are going to win this.]

Cecil’s voice rang out, overflowing with a level of confidence I rarely heard from her. It was unusual for her to be so definitive.

I couldn't help but remember her warning: “Don’t come to save me.”

Ever since that battle with Neil and Priscilla, something in Cecil had shifted. She had been eaten alive by regret because she’d been taken down that day without being able to do a single thing. These words now—this display of confidence—were her way of showing me her resolve.

I activated my Dark Eye to peer through the walls. Outside, the enemy was systematically demolishing the grounds. They were smashing the Battle Universe Pieces, the fountains, the walls—everything was being reduced to rubble. I couldn't tell if they were trying to give the monsters more room to maneuver or if they were just trying to rattle us mentally.

Sorry to break it to you, guys, but we’ve been through way too much crap to be intimidated by a little property damage. No one here was going to break over something like this.

"UOOOOOOOOOOH! YOU BASTARDS ARE ABSOLUTE SCUM!!" 

A voice that sounded like it was made entirely of pure, unadulterated muscle roared from the south side. I decided to ignore it.

Once the initial wave of monster spawns finally settled, the front doors were blown wide open, and an endless tide of monsters came surging into the entrance hall.
260: Future Prediction

They were monsters—giant boars, wolves, and tigers.

They were the type of ferocious beasts that didn't inhabit the Human World, creatures that lived entirely by feeding on Mana. However, to a monster from the Demon World, the air of this realm was probably akin to breathing in literal poison.

The first to arrive was a beast several times the size of a bear, charging straight at me. 

These things have terrifyingly keen noses. Just as a predator is drawn to the scent of dripping blood, they find human Mana to be an irresistible delicacy. And unfortunately for me, I’m the biggest steak in the room.

"Cynthia, forget about Mana efficiency! We’re going all out!"

"Yes, Master!"

Thankfully, I already had a countermeasure for dealing with a crowd this size.

"Black Ice Rain!"

I thrust my right palm toward the manor’s ceiling. 

It was a modified version of a rain spell I’d picked up a while back. The Mana I pumped out converted into thick, churning black clouds before pouring down like a storm. But this wasn't just rain—magic imbued the downpour, adding Ice Lances as a secondary barrage. It was a torrential assault of Absolute Zero that no ordinary defense could hope to withstand.

"Gyaaah!"

"Pugyaaa!"

Not even the thick, reinforced hides of these monsters were an exception. The beasts shrieked in agony as the freezing rain pierced through them. 

Please work, please work... Amidst the chaos, I spotted a dark silhouette lurking in the shadows. 

"Cynthia, I'm leaving the rest of the monsters to you! Don't let them get any further inside!"

"Hehe, you really do ask for the impossible, don't you? But very well, I shall manage."

Leaving the cleanup to Cynthia, I lunged forward. 

A rugged man with short, black hair emerged from the gloom. I knew it. He’s exactly like the character from the Original Story. 

I fired off a quick spell just to say hello, but the guy was heartless enough to grab a nearby monster and use it as a literal meat-shield to block the hit. 

"Yo, Demon World Inhabitant. Out for a little shopping trip in the Human World with the kids?" 

"...Something like that," he replied, his voice unnervingly calm despite my attempt to rattle him. "How much will you take for that Artifact?"

"Sorry, it’s not for sale." 

I sent a light Magic Slash whistling toward him, but he parried it effortlessly—with a Katana. 

A Katana? Seriously? Of course he has a Katana.

"You can run as many errands for the Demon Race as you want, but they’re never going to rebuild Ataolas for you." 

That got a reaction. The man’s eyes went wide.

He recovered his composure almost instantly, however, and used a monster's back as a springboard to launch himself at me. He was moving at a terrifying speed, his movements devoid of even a shred of hesitation. 

«He swings the Katana downward while unleashing a Wind Slash»

My ability read his future moves perfectly, but for once, I didn't try to dodge. 

Until now, I’d mostly used the Inviolable Domain (Barrier) as a way to avoid getting hit like the coward I am. But usage depends on the situation. In a high-stakes moment like this, my best defense was going to be using it for an all-out offense.
Observation

"Shaking me up like that is a waste of time! Wait—what!?"

The man's attacks weren't reaching me. My barrier kicked in at the very last second, leaving him completely wide open. It had sucked up a painful amount of my mana—seriously, I was going to be running on fumes at this rate—but the trade-off was worth it. This was the end.

"—See ya."

He wasn't going to be fast enough to dodge this. At least, that’s what I thought until the guy thrust his left arm out to intercept me. He’d slapped a Shield on himself, but a flimsy little thing like that wasn't going to stop my blade.

I smashed right through his barrier, tearing through the fabric of his sleeve and carving straight into the meat and bone of his arm. But the feedback felt weirdly light. It was a bizarre sensation, yet one that felt hauntingly familiar. 

Wait, why does this feel like I just hit a training dummy?

Immediately after the impact, the man used Wind Magic to blast himself backward. His face didn't even twitch with pain; he just looked... shocked. While he was flipping through the air to regain his footing, he tried to sic his monsters on me, but Cynthia had my back. She wordlessly unleashed a barrage of ice to cover my advance.

"Sorry about that," I muttered.

"Not at all," she replied.

I took a breath and used Time Lapse to get a good, long look at the gash on the man’s left arm. As I studied the cross-section of the wound, I saw it—mana was leaking out of the gash.

Oh, so that’s how it is. That explains everything.

"What are you, human...?" the man hissed, his eyes narrowed. "Where does that power come from?"

"Wouldn't you like to know? Beat me, and maybe I’ll tell you. Right, Roz?"

"...So you're Weiss Fancent," he said, his voice dropping an octave. "I’ve heard of you from the Demon Race. Is it really Future Prediction? Or is it something else...?"

His name was Roz Olfat. He was a General from the Country of Ataolas—a major power in the Demon World that could go toe-to-toe with the Kingdom of Ostrava. He’d clearly been confident in his skills, which was probably why my power had caught him so off guard.

But more importantly...

Cecil, notify everyone.

What is it? Cecil’s voice echoed in my head.

These guys... they’re wearing the exact same clothes as the Noblesse training uniforms.

—Understood.

Even if I managed to "kill" him, he’d probably just be subjected to a Forced Teleportation like the students. But I had Time Lapse on my side. If I played my cards right, I could take him alive. A hostage would be perfect for squeezing out information about Ataolas.

Haha! This was great. It had been a while since my inner villain felt this energized. My heart was pounding, and I’m pretty sure I had a terrifyingly huge grin on my face.

"Eyes, nose, mouth, ears... you've got a sturdy enough build that I could probably send you back to your boss in several different pieces. Between you and your buddies, I’ll have enough stamps to send plenty of letters back home, won't I? Right, Roz?"

(Wait, was that too much? I definitely sounded like the bad guy just now, didn't I?)

Roz stared at me, his expression hardening. "...I knew it. Humans really are better off dead."
262 Each of Their Respective Battles

“Sham, you’re a total mess already!”

“Shut up, Peach. More importantly… those guys… are they actually human? I’ve never seen anyone with mana that high before.”

After the mental link from Lord Roz went dead, two women appeared before Sham and me. One was a pink-haired girl wielding a massive staff, and the other carried a sword remarkably similar to our own.

And then there was… that other one. A mysterious human with a face so beautiful I couldn't tell if they were a man or a woman.

Wait, more importantly—

Why the hell are the magic beasts siding with them?!

“I don’t freaking know!” Sham barked.

The magic beasts that were supposed to be on our side were switching allegiances the moment that man and woman touched them. 

No way… is that Subjugation? I’ve never seen anything like that, even back in the Demon World.

To make matters worse, the woman with the staff was unleashing some truly outrageous magic. Back home, we never lost to anyone except members of the Demon Race. So why?! How could mere humans be doing this to us?

“You can’t win against us,” one of them said with annoying composure. “Just give up.”

“Surrender,” the second added.

“It would be best to yield,” the third finished.

They all stood there with those smug, self-assured faces. They don't know anything. These humans only get to live happy, peaceful lives because they were lucky enough to be born on this side of the world. They have no idea how much we Demon World Inhabitants have to suffer.

And yet, there they were, looking down on us so high and mighty!

“Sham, let’s get serious.”

“Huh? You sure? We were told to keep the collateral damage to a minimum.”

“We’re going to lose if we don’t.”

“…Fine! Good grief, don’t blame me for whatever happens next!”

Lord Roz, I’m sorry. But we can’t afford to lose here.

◇　◆　◇　◆

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa! Lilith! Is it just me, or is the mana on the east side going absolutely nuclear?!”

“—It is certainly tremendous,” Lilith agreed.

That was the direction of Carta and Olynn’s position. They were clearly getting into one hell of a scrap over there.
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A small boy stood before Shari and me.

He looked young, but his mana was terrifying—abnormally high. Every instinct I had was screaming. My brain fired off emergency signals at max volume, warning me that if I took my eyes off him for even a fraction of a second, it would be over. That was the only reason I hadn't moved yet.

From the front entrance, I could hear the distant, blood-curdling screeches of monsters.

"—Magic Shield."

Suddenly, the boy slammed his hand onto the ground. A barrier erupted instantly, enclosing Shari and me within its shimmering walls.

In that moment, a memory flashed through my mind. It was just like that time when Weiss had stepped forward to protect Sophia and me.

I glanced to my side and saw Shari looking visibly anxious.

"It’s okay," I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. "Actually, this is a good thing. We’ll just settle this right here inside the barrier."

"—You’re right. Thank you, Allen."

I let my mana surge, manifesting the Invisible Hand.

A heartbeat later, I charged.

I already knew the secret to this barrier, thanks to the explanation I’d received from Cecil. For the Demon Race and other Demon World Inhabitants, the space inside a barrier acted as an "inner world." Much like in the Demon World itself, mana became significantly easier for them to manipulate than usual. 

Cecil had also mentioned that because they generally operated in small numbers, they used barrier magic as a matter of course to bridge the gap in manpower.

"Ha! You’re so naive it’s painful. This is why I hate humans! Eat this!"

The boy aimed for a counter, unleashing a Mana Cannon. The sheer force of it was staggering.

But still... he’s nothing compared to Carta!

"—Humans are capable of growth, you know!"

I used the Invisible Hand to swerve around and block the magic. This was the power I’d finally managed to Copy, a feat I'd only achieved after vomiting enough blood to fill a bucket. I couldn't afford to lose—not after Senior Eva had stayed by my side to look after me through all that training!

"—Ugh!"

I followed through with a single, decisive strike. As my blade connected, I saw mana begin to leak from the boy’s body. It was exactly as Cecil had predicted.

In that same instant, Binding Threads made of mana erupted from the ground, ensnaring the boy. I looked back and saw Shari; she had managed to set a trap from a distance while I distracted him.

We’re getting stronger. We really are.

"...My name is Kuro," the boy spat, glaring at us. "That is the name you humans shall hear as you draw your final breaths—"

"I'm Allen."

"And I'm Shari."

"...Hmph."

"And those," I countered, meeting his gaze, "are the names you will hear for the last time."

Weiss had been worried about us, but when it comes to protecting what matters, I won't show mercy to anyone—no matter who they are. 

If he even thinks about using Forced Teleportation, I’ll cut him down with Time Lapse before he can blink.
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While I was busy trying not to get killed by Roz, Cynthia was displaying a level of focus that was, frankly, a little terrifying.

She kept her Ice Shields deployed at all times, methodically picking off the monsters that had nowhere left to run using her Glacies sword and a barrage of spells. Shari’s enchantments had already been layered all over the place in preparation, and Cynthia was making full use of those as well. 

"Cynthia, I'm leaving this side to you!" I shouted over the chaos.

"Leave it to me!" she called back.

Honestly, just how many monsters had they prepped for this? They were surging toward us in numbers that made my head spin.

[“Allen and Shari are currently engaged in battle inside the barrier. Carta, Olynn, and Tura are engaging two enemies. Duke and Lilith are in combat with named monsters. No issues with the magic tools.”]

Thanks to Cecil, I was able to keep track of the overall war situation. That barrier was bad news, but with how much Allen and Shari had leveled up lately, I figured I could trust them to handle it. I’d thought the intel on the training uniforms worn by Roz and his crew was already common knowledge, but it seemed the opposition was finally getting serious.

Right then, the mana clinging to Roz’s katana began to intensify. It was so thick I could actually see it—a murky, dreg-filled black mana. One hit from that would probably shatter my Inviolable Domain into a million pieces. It felt uncomfortably close to the darkness unique to the Demon World.

Still—

"Sorry, Roz, but you’re not winning this," I said, trying to sound a lot more confident than I felt. "Tell me what the Demon Race is actually after, and I might let you live a little longer."

"Who knows?" he replied curtly.

Naturally, he wasn't going to be a chatterbox. Just when I thought he was charging straight at me, he swung his sword down with such "honest" brute force it was almost stupid. I tried to lop off his right arm with a return stroke, but a Black Shield flickered into existence without so much as a whisper of a chant.

Wait, was that an automatic trigger from his clothes? I knew I was dealing with a modernized country, but the tech gap here is just depressing.

"—Future Prediction, is it?" Roz muttered under his breath.

He looked genuinely stunned. I suppose from his perspective, the fact that I’d dodged him twice and managed to take his left arm earlier was an impossibility. The guy was a general, the literal right hand of the kingdom; he clearly had absolute, unshakable confidence in his own strength. 

I guess if he didn’t at least have this much going for him, I wouldn't even know if I’d actually surpassed the original story or not.

—Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction.

As the ability blanketed the ground, the mana from the fallen monsters began to fuel me, turning into pure strength. But, as per usual, it was way too much. The power was overflowing, threatening to burst out of me.

Well, there’s an easy fix for that. I just have to keep burning through the power as fast as I get it.
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—Debi.

"Debibi!"

I summoned Debi and sent him charging straight into the fray.

Roz’s brow furrowed as he launched a counterattack, but Debi intercepted the strike with a Shield.

"A familiar... using chantless magic?" Roz muttered, sounding genuinely caught off guard.

"Debibi!"

Originally, the little guy could handle Dark Magic, but high-rank spells had always been way out of his league. This, right here, was the fruit of our grueling special training.

Without missing a beat, Debi fired off sticky Dark Threads at Roz’s feet, imbuing them with Weight Magic.

The restriction might only last for a few measly seconds. But in a duel like this, those seconds were the line between life and a very messy death.

I seized the opening and unleashed my One-Hit Kill.

I aimed for his torso, channeling so much Mana into the strike that no mere Katana could ever hope to parry it. Even if he tries a Forced Teleportation, I'll just hunt him down and slice him again with Time Lapse.

This was it. The end—

"—Peach, send me."

In the blink of an eye, Roz was gone.

My wind-enhanced strike sliced through thin air, hitting absolutely nothing as he vanished from the spot. Then, I felt it—a sudden, massive surge of Mana behind me.

Target: Roz has appeared.

Cecil’s voice rang out a moment later. 

It was a magic that hadn't existed in the Original Story. —But damn it, this was exactly what she’d predicted would happen.

“Teleportation Movement?” I had asked her.

“It’s just a hunch,” she’d replied, “but I suspect the commander-class enemies will teleport to the vicinity of the Artifacts.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Think back to the last Large-scale Invasion. The enemies Eva and Teacher Milk were fighting just... vanished, remember? There’s clearly a mechanic at play we don’t fully understand yet. But a move like that has to have a 'condition' attached.”

“Then we need to change our formation. I’ll stay by the Artifact—”

“No, it’s okay. Please, Weiss, leave that to me.”

“...I’m sorry, Cecil, but I can't risk that.”

“Trust me. I won’t lose. Not again.”

Look, I love the girl, but in the Original Story, Cecil Antwerp’s combat stats were—to put it bluntly—absolute garbage. Her brilliant mind was still there, sure, but it wasn't like her Mana reserves had magically skyrocketed.

Her physical abilities had certainly improved thanks to Chloe’s hellish training, but even so, I didn't think she could actually defeat a General of the Demon World. If I moved now, I could probably make it in time... but doing that would mean I didn't trust her.

The monsters were still swarming, and Cynthia was fighting desperately just to hold the line.

Damn it. There’s only one real answer, isn't there?

"—Weiss, are you sure about this?" Cynthia asked.

"Yeah. But we’re finishing things here, and we’re doing it fast."

"Understood. It'll be fine. Cecil won't let herself be defeated again."
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I stood in the center of the vast chamber, the Artifact behind me shielded by a shimmering Barrier. Throughout the room, the Magic Barriers I had painstakingly prepared were already active, humming with a quiet intensity.

Facing me was Roz.

He had lost his left arm, yet he was somehow forcing his own Mana to seal the wound, desperately stemming the leakage through sheer willpower. He gripped his Katana, his eyes darting toward my Magic Formula as if calculating how to shatter it. But he didn't move. He couldn't.

I could see the hesitation in his eyes, the flickering shadow of unease. He was looking at me—or rather, he was looking at my Mana. To him, I must have seemed overwhelmingly, laughably weak.

Compared to Weiss, the monster he had been trading blows with until a few minutes ago, I was nothing. My Mana was so faint it looked like it would scatter if someone so much as breathed in my direction. I could practically hear his thoughts: Why? Why is she alone? Why hasn't a single one of her allies come to help?

"...You're awfully composed," Roz spat, his voice tight.

Even if he was confused, his killing intent hadn't wavered. He had clearly resolved to cut me down, girl or not. Yet, despite the threat, I didn't even bother to ready a weapon.

"It's because my comrades trust me," I told him. "And I'm grateful for that."

"…………"

"I don't understand how you people think, and honestly, I don't care what your goals are right now," I said, my voice steadying. "This is simply my resolve."

"What... are you talking about?"

Roz didn't wait for another word. He lunged, moving with a sudden, desperate speed.

He poured everything he had into the strike. I could see the Mana suffusing his Katana—a jagged, piercing energy designed specifically to tear through Anti-Magic like it wasn't even there.

But his blade never reached me.

A visual effect in a color I’m sure he had never seen flared between us. An Anti-Magic field enveloped me, and his sword was violently repelled. No—it wasn't just the sword. The force of the impact physically shoved his entire body back.

He looked stunned. I could feel his confusion. The Mana I was putting out was faint, almost negligible, yet it had just pushed back a Demon General. To someone like Roz, who had spent his life cutting down "strong" opponents, this must have felt completely alien. 

And I wasn't done yet.

The ground beneath us began to glow as faint lines of Mana traced across the floor, overlapping in an intricate, glowing web.

"A Barrier...?" he croaked.

"Battle Universe is a game divided into two sides—the first move and the second. You fight by commanding Magic Pieces on a twenty-by-twenty grid," I explained. "And it just so happens that I have absolute confidence in my ability to play. I’m sorry, but your turn is already over."

Roz looked like he wanted to tell me he had no idea what I was talking about. 

But he couldn't get the words out. I could see his eyes go wide as a deluge of information flooded his brain. Even if he had never played, even if he had never heard of it, the rules of Battle Universe were being forced into his mind by the magic itself.

"...You... what kind of magic is this?!" 

A white Light resonated from the floor with a low hum, and my Magic Pieces materialized around me. 

A wizard clutching a massive staff. An old knight atop a horse. A sturdy soldier bracing behind a shield. 

Standing in the center of my small army, I reached up and adjusted my glasses. 

"I don't have much Mana. I don't have any physical strength, and I can't use any impressive techniques," I said, the words feeling heavy but true. "But even so, everyone believed in me. They put their lives in my hands... and yet, I still managed to disappoint them."

I looked him straight in the eye, my heart finally finding its rhythm.

"That's why I've made up my mind. I'm sorry, but there is no victory left for you. I'm not going to... I won't lose anymore."
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Several minutes had already passed since Roz vanished using Instant Teleportation.

The thing that really gnawed at me, though, was the radio silence from Cecil. Not a single word.

This is bad for my heart.

I peered through my Dark Eye to perform a Mana Sense, but her signature hadn't budged. That only made the silence feel even more eerie. 

Shari had rigged the Magic Shield protecting the artifact with so many layers of traps it would make a tomb raider weep. The difficulty spike for dispelling it was astronomical, and even if someone actually pulled it off, I would have known the instant it happened.

Yet, there hadn't even been an attempt to attack it.

Can Cecil actually win a raw power struggle against Roz? I had my doubts. But then again, Roz wasn't the type to use Mind Magic for cheap tricks like charms or status restrictions. This was going to be a straightforward, head-on collision.

While those anxious thoughts raced through my mind, the actual annihilation of the monsters was proceeding at a steady clip.

"Weiss, I'll be fine on my own for the rest," Cynthia said, her voice steady. "Use your own judgment and go provide backup elsewhere—"

This was according to our pre-arranged plan: move from the areas with leeway to the areas that were struggling. Just then, I noticed Carta and Olynn were on the move as well. They were likely heading toward Allen and Shari.

Normally, I should have jumped in to help Duke and Lilith. But Allen was the protagonist of this Original Story. Whether I liked it or not, he was the center of this universe. 

In that case, there was only one logical answer.

"I’m counting on you," I said.

"Debibi!"

With a quick nod and a vocal signal to Cynthia, I released Debi to help her and left the rest in her hands.

I sprinted down the hallway, having already cleared a path earlier, and ran straight into Carta and Olynn. They’d taken a few hits, but they were far from death's door.

I mean, come on. These are guys from the Demon Race—heavy hitters from the final stages of the Original Story. And they barely have a scratch on them?

But the fact that they were hurrying this much meant—

"Did they vanish?" I asked.

"Yeah, they tucked tail and ran," Carta grunted. "Just when we were about to finish them off, too."

"I checked their coordinates; they went to where Allen and Shari are," Olynn added. "—Let’s move!"

Apparently, Instant Teleportation wasn't some all-powerful cheat. There had to be some kind of Restriction on it, though I didn't have the luxury of figuring out the mechanics right now.

When we arrived at the scene, we were met by a massive, pitch-black spherical Barrier. It was a specialized construct of the Demon World, the kind of thing my Time Lapse couldn't even scratch.

But then—it began to melt away like a scoop of ice cream in the sun.

As the barrier dissolved, Allen and Shari emerged. Standing against them were three children—one blonde, one pink-haired, and one black-haired—but all of them had eyes glowing a terrifying crimson. It was the classic trademark of their power manifesting when they finally got serious.

Shari was at a disadvantage at such close range. Which meant... did Allen really beat them back so badly that he forced the barrier to collapse?

No way. That’s impossible... right? But the evidence is standing right in front of me.

Suddenly, the ground began to glow.

Roz materialized in a flash of light. But the thing that actually made my heart skip a beat wasn't his sudden appearance—it was the fact that I couldn't feel a single drop of mana from him. No leakage, no aura... just nothing.

『Fansent, Roz can no longer use magic. I'm heading your way now.』

Cecil's voice echoed in my head.

...Cecil, what on earth did you do to him?

『I'll tell you the details later. For now—I won.』

Hah, I can't wait to hear this one.

Honestly, these people... just how much do they intend to wreck the Original Story before they’re satisfied?

But this was it. This was "The End" for the intruders. The finale.

"All right," I muttered, stepping forward. "How about you lot spit out everything you know about the Demon Race?"
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“You’re going to spit out everything you know about the Demon Race.”

Just as Cecil had told me, I couldn’t feel a single spark of mana coming from Roz. 

Despite being completely drained, the man stood tall, positioning himself like a shield in front of his comrades. He had some nerve, I’ll give him that. Shari currently had the lot of them pinned inside a barrier of light—some high-level technique I’d never even seen before.

“Even we have many unanswered questions regarding the Demon Race,” Roz replied, his voice eerily calm. “I cannot tell you what I do not know.”

Allen, usually the level-headed one, let his emotions flare for once. “Do you have any idea how many people have suffered because of your kind!?”

That was so typical of Allen, but looking at Roz, I didn't think he was lying. Of course, I only knew that because I had the 'cheat' of knowing the future—without that, I’d probably be just as suspicious as Allen.

“In exchange for our lives, I will tell you everything I do know,” Roz offered. “Will you let us go?”

“Lord Roz!?” Peach shrieked.

“It’s our loss, Peach,” he said firmly.

From his tone, I realized he’d figured it out—he knew I had the power to sever their Forced Teleportation. If they had tried to make a run for it, I would have cut them down in an instant.

But then again...

“There’s no way we can trust a word you say!” Allen shouted.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” I cut in. “Speak.”

“Weiss, why are you—?”

Allen tried to protest, but I shot him a look that silenced him. He shut his mouth, though he didn't look happy about it.

“The Demon Race... they seem to know the future,” Roz began. “It is likely some form of precognition. They apparently already have two of the remaining Artifacts in their possession. However, if you manage to keep this current Artifact sealed, the time they have to complete the resurrection should be significantly shortened.”

“...I see. Roz.”

“What is it?”

“The princess is still alive,” I said. The group froze. “Search for a settlement called Nedo on the eastern edge of the map. But don't bother bringing a standard healer; you’ll need someone who specializes in curing status ailments.”

“...How could you possibly know—?”

“—See ya.”

Before he could finish, I swung my sword and shattered Shari’s barrier into a million glittering shards. My blade connected with the group, triggering the One-Hit Kill effect, and the entire lot of them were instantly caught in a Forced Teleportation.

“Weiss! Why did you let them go!?” Allen roared.

“They’re at odds with the Demon Race,” I explained, trying to sound a lot more calculated than I actually felt. In reality, my heart was hammering against my ribs. “This wasn't about sentimentality, Allen. It was a cold profit-and-loss calculation.”

“...And that bit about a princess?”

“Just some info I picked up beforehand. Look, I’ve contained the damage. If we’d killed them here, their subordinates would have swarmed this place. That would have triggered the very thing you hate most: a full-scale war.”

Allen isn't an idiot. He must have noticed how coordinated they were. They weren't just a pack of loners; they were a specialized unit. 

But it was finally starting to click for me. If we kept killing these people, all that resentment would eventually be funneled right back at us. I see... I’m finally starting to read the rhythm of how the Demon Race operates.

『All monsters have retreated. The Artifact is secure. Is the mission a success?』

Cecil’s voice echoed in my head. 

『I wouldn't go so far as to call it a 'Complete Clear,'』 I replied. 『The mansion is a total wreck. But... for today, let’s call it a Complete Victory. Good work, everyone.』

Hearing that, Carta, Olynn, and Tura finally let out sighs of relief and smiled. Allen still looked like he had a bone to pick, but he eventually let out a long breath as Shari gave him a supportive pat on the back. Once Cynthia returned, we wrapped things up with Duke and Lilith.

In game terms, this was the opening of the True Chapter.

A single event had been altered. Right now, it was just a small catalyst, but I felt certain we had deviated onto a major new path. We probably couldn't stop the 'people from the past' from being resurrected entirely. But without the Memory Corridor, they couldn't produce their army of long-lived soldiers.

This is a massive alteration to the timeline.

“Good job, everyone,” Cecil said, approaching us with a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry I was the only one tucked away in a safe spot.”

“Cecil, don't say that. We’re all grateful for what you did,” I said sincerely.

“...Thank you.”

“I’ll take care of the repair costs for the mansion,” I added. “I’ll pull it from my personal budget, so don’t worry about the bill.”

“Oh! In that case, put my dinner on your tab too, Weiss!” Olynn barked with a grin.

“...Hmph. Just for today, I suppose I can swing it.”

These guys didn't realize the magnitude of what just happened, but I knew. I had moved the needle. 

Maybe it’s time for a celebratory toast. It’s been a while.

Actually... come to think of it, what exactly did Cecil do to Roz in there?



In the West Forest, far from the House Antwerp estate.

Following their Forced Teleportation, Roz, Sham, Peach, and Kuro sat slumped on the forest floor, looking utterly defeated.

“...Sigh.”

“What are you so depressed for, you moron!?” Peach snapped at Sham. “Being loud and energetic is your only redeeming quality!”

“Shut up! Did you see that Allen kid!?” Sham yelled back. “He dodged every single one of my attacks! Every one! Is that even humanly possible?”

“...It was certainly something,” Peach admitted quietly. “And I never expected Kuro to have such a hard time either.”

“His movements were beyond extraordinary,” Kuro muttered, staring at his hands. “I wasn't holding back, but I still couldn't break him. But more importantly, Lord Roz...”

Peach turned to Roz, who was lost in thought. “Is it true? About the Princess being alive?”

“...I don’t know,” Roz admitted. “But I will send word to the capital immediately. I want the rest of you to return to the Demon World. However, for the time being, you must all be officially treated as deceased.”

“What? Why?”

“To observe the Demon Race’s movements. I need to see their next move. It’s better if I stay behind for that. Who knows... perhaps these humans actually have a chance at defeating the Demon Race.”

“...Do you really think that’s possible?”

“That level of strength is abnormal. Besides, if you stay in the Human World past your limit, it’ll start shaving years off your lifespans.”

At Roz’s words, Sham and Peach looked down, their expressions turning wistful.

“Man... it’s so much prettier over here. Why can’t we live here instead?”

“The fruit is way better, too...”

“It can’t be helped,” Kuro sighed. “We were born in the Demon World. But Lord Roz, I’m not going back yet. I want to dig a little deeper into the secrets of the Demon Race and the humans. I managed to pick up some Intel on those Pseudo-Demons, too.”

“...Don’t blame me if you get caught.”

“Me too!” Sham added. “If the Princess is alive, I’m gone, but until then, I’m staying to gather info.”

“Sigh. Lord Roz, I’m staying as well,” Peach said. “Not just for the info... I just hate the idea of leaving on a loss.”

“...Very well,” Roz said, a small smile playing on his lips. “First, let’s rest and get our heads straight. This defeat will eventually lead to a victory. We’ll prepare, and then we shall return.”

“Understood. By the way, Lord Roz... why can’t we feel any mana from you?”

“Zero wins and sixty-seven losses,” Roz muttered, staring blankly into space. “In other words, I can’t use mana for two months. Good grief... that place was crawling with monsters.”

“...What does that even mean?”

As the Roz party disappeared into the shadows of the forest, they had no way of knowing that this single choice would cause their fates to intertwine with ours once again.
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"Now then, I, Priscilla Shertz, will attempt to bring this meeting to order and summarize our findings."

The scene was a private room within the Noblesse Magic Academy. Gathered around a white circular table were Priscilla, Neil, Eva, Sierra, and Eleanor.

The Witch Sisters had technically finished their graduation exams, but they still had a few supplementary classes hanging over their heads. They were taking their sweet time earning those last few credits, mostly because they found the whole thing a massive hassle. Normally, the school wouldn't stand for such blatant foot-dragging, but when you’re as brilliant as they are, the rules tend to bend.

On a whiteboard—which felt jarringly out of place in this world—the following words were written in bold: [Why is Weiss Fancent so incredibly strong?]

The whole thing had been Eva’s idea. She’d casually mentioned wanting to hear everyone’s opinions, but when the conversation turned into a chaotic mess, Priscilla had been forced to step up and take charge.

The first to raise her hand was Eleanor. 

Wobble, wobble. Something definitely shook.

"I really think Weiss-kun is just a harder worker than anyone else. I-I mean, obviously, his talent is terrifying, but his effort is right up there with it! Or rather... ugh, how do I put it? Do you know what I mean...?"

Wobble, wobble, wobble.

She sounded incredibly unsure of herself, but as Eva watched the display, she let out a little hum. "Heh heh heh. Truly impressive."

Noticing the direction of Eva’s gaze, Sierra puffed out her chest, refusing to be outdone.

"I’m putting in the effort too! I drink my milk every single day, and I make sure to jump and land hard on my heels every night to stimulate growth. Even when it comes to Mana capacity, I’m not about to lose to Eleanor."

As Eleanor tilted her head in confusion at her sister's logic, Eva whispered again. "Heh heh heh. Such a hard worker."

Neil, ever the stoic, was the only one providing a serious answer.

"Much like Allen, it’s clear he has a defined goal. There’s no doubt in my mind that Weiss has something he’s desperate to achieve—like the abolition of slavery. Though, it’s patently obvious the Demon Race is involved in his motivations."

Priscilla nodded at his sharp analysis. As expected, Lord Neil is just so wonderful.

But that was when Eva decided to stir the pot.

"Oh? But Neil, didn't you have something you wanted to achieve too? And yet, you still lost. I'm not sure those two things are actually related."

For the record, Neil and Eva were on decent terms now, but they used to bicker constantly. There was also that one time Eleanor had absolutely lost it because Neil spoke ill of Sierra. Their classmates still talk about that day in hushed, terrified tones; apparently, it was a nightmare.

"...I don't appreciate your tone," Neil muttered. "However, Eva, didn't you lose during the Sports Festival as well? How do you account for that?"

"Heh heh heh. You’ve been keeping such close tabs on my records? I didn't realize you cared so much. Could it be that you’re actually in love with me?"

"I'm sorry, what?"

Priscilla tried to play peacemaker, desperately begging them to calm down, but Sierra’s smile only grew wider. She was the type of person whose mood spiked the moment a fight broke out. Eleanor, of course, was the exact opposite.

"P-please, everyone, just stay calm...!"

"Oh, this is wonderful," Sierra chirped. "This is exactly how Noblesse ought to be!"

Just as the tension reached a breaking point, Priscilla let out a shout that barely managed to halt the impending explosion. Sierra looked disappointed that the fun had stopped, while Eleanor let out a massive sigh of relief, stroking her wobbling chest.

"I agree that he's a hard worker," Priscilla said, trying to get back on track. "But more than anything, it’s his tenacity. Lord Neil is almost certainly right about that. Eva-san, what do you specifically think?"

Priscilla put a little extra pressure on that last word.

Despite being the one who suggested the meeting, Eva acted like she was just being asked for a casual opinion. "Well, it's definitely thanks to his Darkness and Light attributes. And that Inviolable Domain of his—that really is a masterpiece. But honestly, I think it’s that."

Despite the request for specifics, she remained maddeningly vague. I don't know if she was doing it on purpose or not, but Sierra couldn't take the suspense.

"...What do you mean by 'that'?"

"Heh heh heh. What do you think it is, Senior Sierra?"

Even though they were technically in the same year now, Eva made a point of treating Sierra with the respect due to a senior. Sierra seemed satisfied by the ego-stroke and let it slide.

That was when Eleanor chimed in with a simple, honest guess.

"I’ve got it! That refers to Debi-kun!"

She nodded to herself, wobbling as she did. "Debi-kun is really strong, after all."

Neil let out a heavy, audible sigh. Sierra’s cheek twitched. She had a hair-trigger temper when it came to people making light of her little sister.

"Something to say, Neil? If you're so smart, tell us what that is."

"Eva should be the one to answer."

"No, I want to hear your take. Vai is strong. How do you, personally, feel about that?"

"The one I fought directly was Allen. It’s not that I don't acknowledge Weiss's strength, but unlike the rest of you, I didn't suffer a pathetic defeat at his hands."

That was the final straw. 

Sierra instantly manifested her Death Scythe. Neil responded by cranking his natural recovery to its absolute limit, bracing for impact. Priscilla, predictably, tried to jump in the middle.

"Enough! Act like adults! Eva-san, just give us a straight answer about that!"

"That, huh? But really... don't you all think it’s just... that?"

In reality, Eva only started this meeting because she’d heard the Intermediate-year Students were doing it. She wanted to see what would happen if she got this group together, and frankly, she was already more than satisfied with the results. She lived for the chaos just as much as Sierra did.

However, Neil and Sierra weren't stupid. They knew Eva was baiting them. The problem was that they weren't the kind of people who could back down just because they knew they were being played.

"Sierra, I’ve been looking for a chance to settle things with you. Shall we do this now?"

"Hmph. You think a 'recovery boy' like you has a prayer of beating me?"

"Senior Sierra, that’s going way too far!" Priscilla snapped.

"Oh? Is that so, 'recovery girl'?"

"For what it's worth," Neil added coldly, "you're the smallest one here."

The temperature in the room seemed to hit boiling point the second the words left his mouth. Eleanor snapped.

"Did you just... make fun of my big sister?"

Suddenly, the four of them fell into combat stances, looking exactly like they were about to start a Tag Tournament. Eva was practically vibrating with joy, cheering them on.

"Heh heh heh. Yes! This is it! Weiss-kun, you really are incredible to be able to captivate everyone like this."

A person’s charm isn't just about raw power. Ironically, it was because she herself was the Strongest that Eva Avery believed that with all her heart. 

And for the record? She wasn't actually thinking of anything specific when she said "that."

"Priscilla, we’re settling this here and now!" Neil declared.

"Fine by me!"

"Eleanor, use your Darkness to snuff out their recovery!"

"On it!"



A few dozen minutes later, I happened to be walking past the room. I saw a strobe light of magical flashes leaking through the cracks in the door and decided to take a peek.

What I saw was the single greatest "deleted scene" in history.

It was Priscilla vs. Eleanor. 

Neil vs. Sierra.

And for some reason, Eva was sitting on the sidelines acting as the ref.

"I won't let you insult Lord Neil!"

"I won't let you talk smack about my sister!"

"Is that all you've got, Scythe-girl?"

"Rich words coming from a 'recovery man'!"

In that moment, my inner gamer screamed. This was the world of Noblesse Oblige that I had played for the first time. That old sense of wonder and excitement flooded back. This was a Tag Match that was never supposed to be possible.

"...Whoa. Amazing."

Watching the high-level back-and-forth, I found myself grinning like a kid. I was just a guy trying to survive at this Academy, working harder than anyone else, but the truth was... I loved this world more than anyone.

Ironically, Eva was the only one who noticed me standing there.

I see. So that boy actually loves this world.

She felt certain that this was the true secret behind my strength.

Eventually, the "discussion" became so violent that Milk, Coco, Chloe, and Darius had to be called in to break it up. Naturally, that part was a "hidden scene" too.

I heard later that I didn't sleep a wink that night because I was too busy replaying the fight in my head.

"...Man, today was great."

Every once in a while, a day like this isn't so bad.

With that thought in mind, I, Weiss Fancent, finally drifted off to sleep.
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After Coco finished sealing away the Memory Corridor, it was somehow decided that Noblesse Magic Academy would be the ones to take custody of it. Talk about a heavy responsibility for a school to shoulder.

Still, I suppose there’s no place safer. There’s always someone on campus, and the place is crawling with absolute monsters in terms of strength.

Duke hit me with a "Shouldn't you have just done that from the start?" which—okay, fair point. But look, there’s a proper order to these things! You can’t exactly run around begging people to save you before the burglar has even broken into your house. No one would take you seriously.

Besides, we needed to see exactly where we stood. We had to confirm our own strength.

In the end, Cecil never did tell me how she actually managed to take down Roz. But there’s no doubt in my mind that she broke through some kind of ceiling. Honestly, it was a little unnerving—when she finally showed up, she was drenched in sweat and shaking like a leaf. 

Whatever she did, it was something that required a terrifying amount of focus, even for someone as skilled as her. I’m honestly looking forward to finding out what it was, even if it scares me a little.

Meeting Roz had actually brought back a few of my old, darker impulses. That primal urge to seek out the strong, to hunt them down, and to utterly crush them.

But the flighty students—the ones who were just riding the hype—had already withdrawn from the Academy. Only the true powerhouses remained now.

Eventually, the point totals were tallied up once again.

For the Intermediate-year Students, I was still sitting at the top of the heap. No surprises there.

Allen took second place.

The real shocker, however, was that the rankings from third place downward had been completely turned on their heads.

Third Place: Carta Wiore

Fourth Place: Duke Billian

Fifth Place: Cynthia Violetta

Sixth Place: Shari Elias

Seventh Place: Lilith Scarlet

Eighth Place: Tura Enizi

Ninth Place: Olin Pastel

Tenth Place: Cecil Antwerp
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Carta used to be ranked fifth.

But somehow, she had managed to leapfrog over both Duke and Cynthia.

I’m sure her taking down that whole group of upperclassmen during the clash with Neil played a big part in it. Still, I couldn't help but chuckle. To think she was originally slated for expulsion—her current performance made that fate seem like a bad joke.

Olynn and Cecil might not have been lighting up the overall leaderboards yet, but they were showing some truly terrifying potential. Honestly, you couldn't even measure them by standard intermediate-year standards anymore.

Of course, the same could be said for Lilith and Tura. They still struggled with group battles and magic-centric combat, but their individual Gifts were off the charts. It wouldn't surprise me at all if these rankings were turned upside down again in the near future.

But what really stopped me in my tracks was the name sitting at eleventh place.

—Luna Candy.

No way. At the very least, she’s definitely not the type of person who should be anywhere near this rank in the overall standings.

And yet, there she was, standing right next to me and staring at the board.

"...Just a little more," she whispered.

She had jet-black hair and delicate, beautiful features. She was on the shorter side and her Mana capacity wasn't exactly impressive, but she possessed a very specific Gift: the power to manifest and control imaginary magical creatures.

I’d reached out to Carta before because I knew her Flight Magic was arguably the most valuable thing in this entire world. But Luna? She was the exact card I needed in my hand right now.

The only reason I hadn't made a move yet was because of her... tricky personality. She was the ultimate shut-in. She was so pathologically timid that if you approached her the wrong way and spooked her, she’d probably just drop out of school on the spot.

In the Original Story, she was a powerhouse if you recruited her, but if you messed up the timing of your approach, she’d vanish forever. To put it in gamer terms, she was the Liquid Metal Slime of female students. Usually, you have no choice but to sit back and wait for her to come to you.

But what baffled me was that her rank had actually gone up. There was no reason for someone like her to do something so conspicuous. It didn't make sense.

Then again, come to think of it, my life lately has just been one big gamble after another. Success or failure? Might as well roll the dice.

"Yo. Looks like you've been working hard."

Luckily, Cynthia and Lilith weren't around. This was my chance to talk.

Luna looked up at me. She was about the same height as Carta, I think. I couldn't see her face clearly, but then again, every single person at Noblesse was annoyingly attractive.

And then—

"...The promise."

She blurted out that single word and then bolted, disappearing before I could even blink.

...Huh? Wait, was that a success? Or a failure? ...Which one was it?!
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"Debibi!"

It was lunch break, and I was up on the rooftop.

For the first time in a while, I was eating alone. The Noblesse cafeteria was kind enough to provide compact lunch boxes—things like sandwiches that were easy to carry outside. I sat there, munching on some soft bread stuffed with a generous amount of ham, cheese, and meat, while I let Debi fly around as he pleased.

Watching him swing that Whip and Dark Sword around in the empty sky, I felt a small twinge of what people call parental pride… No, never mind. Forget I said that.

Debi didn't actually sweat, but he flapped his wings with a weary air and descended toward me anyway. He "wiped" his forehead and rested his head against my thigh, looking up at me with those big, shimmering eyes. 

Ah, the upward glance. That was the standard routine.

"De, Debi…"

"…Yeah, yeah. You’re doing a great job, as always," I said, giving him a pat.

"Debibi! ♪"

I had ended up with him through a random Subjugation by pure chance, but he had already become the most vital part of my offensive kit. I’d felt that most keenly when I managed to outmaneuver Eva. Back at the Sports Festival, she hadn't even noticed Debi’s existence.

Of course, I was the one who had instructed him to stay hidden. I could have just told myself that my hard work was finally paying off and left it at that, but I couldn't shake a certain nagging doubt.

Is it possible that Debi is the most irregular existence in this entire world?

This world was my reality now, but Debi alone felt alien. He was a creature of Darkness, a product of a Subjugation that shouldn’t have even been possible. I started to think that if I could make him even stronger, I might actually be able to pull a fast one on the Demon King himself.

"Debi, do you want to get stronger?"

The little guy had a will of his own. Despite me being his master, he possessed a very clear, distinct personality. Hearing my question, he straightened his posture and gave me a sharp salute.

"Debibi!"

If I could just take him to the next level, he would become even more powerful. And the only person who held the key to making that happen was Luna Candy.

"…Hmm, hmm-hmm-hmm."

Right on cue, I heard someone humming, just as it had happened in the Original Story. Debi and I quietly peeked over the edge of the roof.

There she was—Luna. She was standing there with small, black lumps resting on both of her palms. As I watched, the shapes shifted, transforming into a winged Pegasus. As it flapped its wings and flew off, the next one transformed into a Dragon.

She possessed an incredibly rare and specialized Gift. It was similar to Dark Magic, but fundamentally different; her power wasn't bound by specific elements, unlike Cynthia’s ice.

—Creation by Imagination (Creation).
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Magic was a world of imagination.

And Luna? She was in a league of her own when it came to that.

But she was even more of a timid shut-in than Carta, and she seemed to view magic as nothing more than an extension of playtime. Beating people up or conquering enemies just wasn't her thing.

It honestly baffled me how she’d managed to climb the ranks at all with that attitude.

Yet, I was certain of one thing. If I can just master that rare magic of hers, Debi will finally reach its next evolution.

In a sense, I was just following the golden rule of tropes. I mean, who doesn't love a good transformation sequence?

"Hey, Debi. You're on board with this too, right?" I asked.

"Debi?"

However, it seemed I had severely underestimated the sharpness of Luna’s Mana Detection. She suddenly jerked her head upward and locked eyes with me.

"............"

"............"

We both stared at each other, completely stone-faced.

After a moment of silence, Debi tilted its head to the side and flashed a heart-meltingly cute smile. Nice move, Debi. I remembered the Original Story mentioning that she was a total sucker for anything adorable.

But then...

"...Under the night sky. Not yet."

With those cryptic, nonsensical words, she vanished once more.

It was a classic move straight out of the Original Story, but experiencing it in person... why did it feel so empty?

Under the night sky...? What the hell is that supposed to mean?

But that look in her eyes, and the way she spoke... it didn't feel like she was just muttering to herself. It felt like she was addressing me directly.

Wait... Weiss, you bastard, do you actually have some kind of history with this girl?

As I tried to dig through my memories, the life of the "real" Weiss Fancent began to bubble up to the surface. I saw flashes of my mother, and the pathetic version of myself that used to torment Lilith.

And then, buried deep at the very bottom of those memories, I found her. I found Luna.

A much younger Weiss was standing at the edge of a Ball, and the two of them were dancing together.

There, in that memory... it felt like we had made some kind of promise...
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Ever since that day, for some reason, I’d started feeling someone's gaze on me quite frequently.

During the lectures, I happened to glance over at Luna.

"............"

She had those characteristic scornful eyes of hers, but thanks to them, I felt like the pressure she was exerting on me was even more intense than usual.

Since diving deep into my repressed memories, I’d discovered that Luna and I had actually played together on several occasions when we were kids.

She used to trail behind the rowdy, mischievous Weiss, quietly clutching his sleeve.

But to my surprise, whenever Weiss was about to pull some villainous stunt, she would stop him with a simple, "No."

In those memories, she looked so incredibly kind.

Since I couldn't exactly offer her a friendly grin, I just stared back with the same intensity, causing her to quickly avert her gaze.

Now then, how on earth am I supposed to approach her?

In the Original Story, the prime time for Allen to speak to her was when she was all alone and drowning in sorrow.

However, that was scheduled for after Weiss had already been expelled, and right now, she seemed motivated enough to actually climb the ranks.

Plus, thanks to my meddling, I was still enrolled in the academy.

Hmm...

Maybe she just doesn't have any friends? She always scurried off to the next lecture all by herself.

I’d asked around to see what others thought of her, but apparently, she was just quiet and never spoke more than necessary. That much, at least, matched the Original Story.

Then, in the hallway, I spotted Luna peeking her head out from around a corner.

"...Luna—"

But the second I called her name, she vanished again.

...What am I even supposed to do with this?

―――――――――――――――
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We had a light interpersonal combat session during our afternoon class.

The Intermediate-year Students were all gathered down in the Underground Arena. The match-ups were decided based on our current rankings, and that was when I saw something truly surprising.

Rank two, Allen, versus rank eleven, Luna.

Initially, the nobles despised Allen for his Mimicry Magic, but he’s pretty much earned their respect by now. Well, except for the ones who aren't fans of him abolishing slavery; they still hate his guts with a passion. Even so, most people have come to acknowledge his raw strength.

Yet, even against a monster like Allen, Luna was holding her own with some incredible maneuvering.

“—Ha!”

“...Absorption (Delete).”

The shifting darkness simply sank inward, swallowing the attack Allen launched.

Most people would imagine a solid shield for defense, but she’s probably picturing something more like soft jelly. She blocked the attack with a squish, then fired off a Mana Cannon as she retreated.

She carried a sword, but her style was strictly magic-focused. It was understated—plain, even—yet Allen couldn't land a single decisive blow on her.

“Wait, Allen's opponent... was there always someone like Luna?”

“Who is that girl?”

“Never seen her before in my life.”

Her natural lack of presence was still as strong as ever, but I had a feeling people were finally going to start noticing her after this. Then, I noticed Luna was staring at me again.

“............”

I have no idea what’s going through her head. But, hey, she’s doing a great job.

Just as I was thinking that, for some reason, a faint smile played across her lips.

Should I just... go for broke? Just dive right in?

“Weiss! Today’s the day you die! My fists are gonna go pom-pom all over your stomach!”

“...Your brain is clearly as muscle-bound as ever, Sasami.”

By the way, my opponent was the physical embodiment of "muscle." Naturally, I ended the fight in seconds.

“Dammit... My protein...!”

Apparently, he’d expanded his vocabulary from some unknown source. Was this also part of the world's alterations?
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No matter how many times I tried to call out to Luna, she would vanish from my sight like a phantom.

She had a private room in the Girls' Dormitory, and from what I’d heard, she hardly ever set foot outside. 

She’s probably forgotten all about me.

Even if the "Weiss" of this world had once shared some sort of history with Luna, it was a story from the distant past. There was absolutely no way she could still remember it.

Late that night, while enjoying the cool breeze, I was busy conducting my own night training combined with some "ego development" for Debi.

"Debibi!"

If I let him manifest during the day, he tended to stand out far too much. 

In the middle of our session, Debi seemed to have spotted something. Just as I thought he was floating back to me, he pressed a tiny forefinger to his lips, signaling for me to be quiet.

"What is it...?" I whispered.

I took a stealthy peek, and a rather lovely, breathless voice reached my ears.

"Haa... haa...!"

My eyes nearly popped out of my head when I saw the source.

There was Luna, all by herself, clad in her training uniform and swinging a training sword. 

She was even using her imagination to manifest magic—summoning a crow-like bird to attack her so she could practice evading its strikes.

That had to require an insane amount of mental focus. It was like trying to write different characters with your hands and feet at the same time, much like Carta’s Flight Magic.

I just assumed she was climbing the ranks because of some god-given natural talent for magic. But I was wrong. Dead wrong.

She was putting in the work. 

I had no idea what had sparked this drive in her, but this was the reality of the situation. It probably wasn't a good idea for me to interfere with her efforts.

Just as I was thinking that—

"Why... have you been watching me this whole time?"

...Huh? Was that just my imagination?

"Could you please come over here?"

No, it definitely wasn't my imagination. 

Wait, I was doing my absolute best to stay off her Mana Detection radar! Did she actually notice me? That should be impossible!

I briefly considered making a run for it, but then Debi decided to sell me out and flew right into the open.

"Debibi!"

Steeling my resolve, I finally revealed myself. Sure enough, Luna was staring right at me with a look of pure, unadulterated scorn.

"..."
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Personally, I didn’t mind the way she looked at me with those cold, judging eyes, but whatever—let the chips fall where they may. 

I decided to just stick to my usual routine.

“You sure are fired up tonight,” I said.

Luna didn’t respond to my question. 

Well, that’s fine, I thought. As long as my point gets across.

“Your match with Allen was magnificent.”

That wasn't just some polite flattery; I meant it. Since I’d arrived in this world, I had actually started putting in some real effort for once. Because of that, I could see the proof of Luna’s grueling practice reflected in her movements, her spells, and even the minute fluctuations of her Mana. 

Luna suddenly looked down for a moment, then she raised her head to meet my eyes again.

“...Right here, right now, would you mind having a match with me?” she asked.

Her voice was quiet. She didn’t exactly sound brimming with confidence, but there wasn't a hint of weakness in her tone either.

“What do you mean by that?”

“I want to know,” she said, “whether or not I can even land a single blow on you.”

We were both wearing our training uniforms, but honestly, those were about as useful as pajamas right now. Still, Luna wasn’t the type to crack jokes. 

I suppose there was only one answer to give.

“Fine. Come at me whenever you’re ready. —Debi, you’re in on this too!”

“Debibi!”

Luna manifested her magic staff and deployed four black clumps that began to float aimlessly around her. 

I started things off by lightly firing a Mana Cannon. However, Luna’s black clumps simply swallowed the blast whole. 

An interesting defense, I noted. But that alone isn't going to be enough to beat me.

“Debi, let’s go!”

We charged from the front before splitting off to the left and right. I tried to land a strike then and there, but Luna immediately covered herself in a Black Curtain. 

This looks a lot like that move the guy named Riley used during the tournament, I realized. 

I swung my sword regardless, but the blade just sank into a squishy, jelly-like substance that absorbed the impact. It had enough durability to completely soak up one of my strikes. I could just use Time Lapse to dispel it, but this is some fascinating magic.

The downside was that I couldn't see her through the veil.

Suddenly, a section of her defense shifted, transforming into Black Thorns that lunged out at me. The attack came with terrifying speed. 

It’s almost like my Absolute Defense, but—

“Sorry, Luna, but that won’t work on me.”

I sliced the thorns to ribbons while activating my Time Lapse.

―――――――――――――――
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I sliced through the air with Time Lapse, but she was nowhere to be found.

I scrambled to scan my surroundings, but a magical strike was already whistling toward me from behind. 

Reacting on pure instinct, I parried the bolt with my sword.

I deliberately held back from using my Magic Eye; I wanted to get a feel for her raw strength.

"Wait... why?" 

She must have made herself almost entirely transparent. 

In the mere seconds I'd lost track of her, she had already closed in to launch her assault. 

I had to admit, her combat instincts were truly remarkable. 

Finding an opening, I gave her a light, playful bonk on the head.

"Ow..."

"That was a solid move. Not bad at all."

I guess she really did want to get stronger. Someone must have inspired her.

But then, to my utter shock, Luna’s eyes welled up and she started to cry.

"But... why...?"

These weren't just a few stray tears. 

Her face was the picture of pure, unadulterated heartbreak.

"I... Vai-kun, I have loved you for so long..."

"Wait, what? 'Vai-kun'?"

"For ten years, I’ve been waiting for you. Every single night, I... I thought about you. So why? Why are you with Lady Cynthia...?"

At that moment, the memories came flooding back.

Because of her rare and unusual magic, she had been bullied as a "heretic" since she was a child. 

Seeing her unrefined bangs and gloomy personality, it seems the original Weiss felt they shared the same circumstances.

That absolute scoundrel, Weiss, had actually saved her from her bullies.

And... wait... what?

『Luna.』

『...Yes?』

『You're cute. Why don't you become my woman?』

『......I don't know.』

『I’m going to enroll in Nobless Academy. If I take first place there, how about it?』

『.........Okay.』

Wait a minute. Are you telling me that on the same day I got engaged and made that whole "Declaration of Infidelity," I was already two-timing her?!

―――――――――――――――

Afterword.

...Huh?

Vai-kun?

I’ve started a new Otherworld Fantasy series titled 【I Picked Up a Tattered Elf Slave and She Became a Total Yandere, Should We Do Alchemy Together for Now?】!

https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16818093073667137214

It’s a slow-life story about a slightly naughty yandere elf and an alchemist. 

It’s a very chill, easy read with a lower word count. 

Please give it a follow and some ☆☆☆ ratings! (^^)/

『I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble, and After I Destroyed the Scenario, I Became the Strongest with Extraordinary Magic Power』

Release Date: March 26, 2024 (Tuesday)
(Scheduled for both print and digital)

Label: Kadokawa Sneaker Bunko.

Illustrator: Rain Kuwashima-sama.

【Amazon Link & with Illustrations】
https://twitter.com/Kikuchikaisei/status/1755186344601804896

【Recent Status Note & with Illustrations】
https://kakuyomu.jp/users/Sanadakaisei/news/16818023213152743067

Thank you for your support! ☺
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"Luna, let me introduce you properly. This is Cynthia, and this is Lilith."

It was lunch break the following day.

I was currently at the Noblesse Cafeteria, introducing Luna to the two of them. She peered up at them timidly, her eyes darting through the gaps in her bangs with that classic, upturned gaze.

Cynthia and Lilith greeted her with their usual, flawless smiles.

"It is a pleasure to meet you, Luna-san."

"Oh my gosh, you’re so incredibly cute! It’s a pleasure!"

"Ah, u-um... It’s a pleasure to meet you, too."

Faced with their genuinely kind demeanor—completely devoid of any ulterior motives—Luna managed to return the greeting in a quiet voice.

The surrounding students were buzzing. 

I suppose it made sense. Luna and I had never had anything to do with each other before now, and most people only knew her as the girl who ate her meals in total isolation in the corners of the cafeteria or out in the courtyard.

At Noblesse, if you lack magnetism, you’re looked down upon. This is a place designed to groom those who will stand at the top of society. Being timid is a liability here, and to the rest of the nobility, her behavior is likely beyond their comprehension.

That night, I hadn't been able to give Luna a real answer.

Well, to be fair, what could I have possibly said that would’ve been "appropriate"?

I had eventually confessed everything to Cynthia and Lilith. I was flash-frozen for my honesty and got close enough to the afterlife to see the "Game Over" screen flickering into existence, but I’ll spare you the details of that particular trauma.

Once I survived the thawing process, I made a request. I told them I wanted to introduce Luna to them.

I had already told Luna that she didn't need to force herself to talk. As she quietly ate her omelet rice, she would occasionally steal glances at us with those upturned eyes.

She had been ridiculed as the "Liquid Metal Slime" of Noblesse, but there was a significant reason for her elusive nature. Due to the severe bullying she'd endured, she found it impossible to trust anyone; she was perpetually suspicious, convinced that everyone had a hidden agenda.

In a way, the original Weiss was probably the only one she trusted because he was so straightforwardly awful. He didn't have a duplicitous bone in his body; he was just a jerk through and through.

I’m not that guy, but from Luna’s perspective, there’s no way to know that.

That’s why I have to do what I can. I’ll do what I must.
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"Hehehe, come to think of it, Luna-san, your magic was simply marvelous. Even that Allen was backed into a corner, after all."

"It really was! I want to be able to use such creative magic myself!"

"Too right."

I still don't have the foggiest clue what's going through her head, but since she isn't bolting for the exit, I assume we’re in the clear.

During the next lecture, Luna ended up sitting right alongside Cynthia and Lilith.

When we broke into groups during the lesson, she was paired with Carta, so I took the opportunity to introduce her.

"It’s a pleasure to meet you, Luna-san."

"……Likewise."

"Carta is pretty cheerful now, but she used to be way more soft-spoken," I added.

"Heh, that brings back memories," Carta said with a smile.

"I think you and Luna will really hit it off."

Luna just gave me a quiet, upward glance from beneath her bangs.

After that, I made the rounds with Shari, Cecil, Tura, Allen, Duke, and Olynn. I gave her a rundown of my impressions of each of them while telling them a bit about her.

Once classes let out for the evening, Luna reached out and gave my sleeve a tentative tug.

I shot a panicked glance at Cynthia, but she just gave me a knowing, gentle smile.

We slipped away from the others, and though she was clearly trembling, she managed to find her voice.

"Why... why did you introduce everyone to me?"

"…I want to be the number one in this Academy," I started. "I want to become even stronger than I am now, and those guys feel the same way. But Luna… it’s an undeniable fact that I broke my promise to you. Cynthia is my precious Fiancé, and that isn't going to change. I don't have a single leg to stand on here. I'm truly, deeply sorry."

I bowed my head low. If I’d just used my brain a little more, I could have prevented all of this. I’ve been constantly combing through my past memories, terrified I’ve forgotten something else. This is my mess, through and through.

Tears were streaming down Luna's face, but she reached out and grabbed both of my hands, trying to force me to look up.

"Vai-kun, you aren't at fault. …Deep down, a part of me wondered if I was being silly for taking a childhood promise so seriously. I was just using it as an excuse for my own cowardice. I kept thinking that if I just waited… eventually… But I should have been the one to speak up. Thank you for being honest with me."
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Had she been crying all night? I’d noticed her eyelids were swollen for a while now.

I’d mistakenly assumed that Luna was fragile, but I was wrong. She was purer than anyone. She had spent so long—truly, an eternity—thinking only of me.

But I had things I needed to do. I wasn’t about to change my path now, even after all this.

This was likely the end of the road for Luna and me. It couldn’t be helped. Some things just were the way they were.

"…Hey, Vai-kun."

"What’s up?"

"…Could we start over as friends? I’d like for us to get along."

"With me?"

"…Yes. I’ve actually had a lot of fun. Ever since I came to Noblesse, I’ve been all alone. The only reason I was able to keep pushing myself was because of my promise to you, Vai-kun. But talking to Lady Cynthia helped me understand. She knows so much more about you than I do. I want to know you like that, too. I know you’re trying to Narou strong, Vai-kun. I know, because I’ve been watching you closely."

"Watching me?"

"Yes. With this Black Lump."

"…What do you mean by that?"

"Just watch."

Suddenly, the Black Lump transformed into a literal eye.

Wait, what?! Is she serious? Isn't that incredible? She’s acting like it’s nothing, but she’s literally altering its composition!

"I watched you swinging your sword in the middle of the night. Every night."

"Since when?"

"Since the first day of enrollment."

She just said something absolutely terrifying with a completely straight face. For the sake of my own sanity, I decided to just ignore it for now.
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Setting aside the craziness Luna just dropped on me for a moment, the prospect of actually being friends was a welcome one.

It wasn't that I particularly disliked her. We’d just had a bit of a catastrophic misunderstanding. 

Besides, Cynthia and Lilith had both mentioned wanting to get along with her. If we could actually deepen our mutual understanding, our future relationship would probably turn out just fine.

More importantly, Luna’s Gift is something I want so badly I can practically taste it.

It would be indispensable for defeating the Demon King, and it was certain to be a game-changer for the next exam.

“I’d appreciate that,” I said. “But are you sure? I mean… won’t it be awkward for you?”

“…Of course, I’m sad,” she admitted. “But I haven’t given up yet. I told Lady Cynthia as much.”

“Wait, you told her what?”

“That someday, I will definitely make Vai-kun fall in love with me.”

She said that to Lady Cynthia? She’s bolder than she looks…

“Lady Cynthia just laughed. She told me I was strong. That’s why I want to become strong, too.”

“I see. That’s a good thing.”

“So Vai-kun, I hope we can be friends from now on.”

Luna held out her small right hand. I reached out and took it.

“I couldn’t ask for more.”

I never dreamed I’d actually be able to catch a Liquid Metal Slime at a time like this. This is a massive plot alteration. It’s light-years away from what I expected, but I’ll take it.

“Luna, you know the contents of the next exam, right?”

“Of course… it looks like it’s going to be rough.”

“There’s no doubt it’ll be the most difficult challenge yet. But with you on our side, our chances of Victory go way up.”

“With… me?”

“Yeah. So, please, lend me your strength.”

“…Of course. If I’m enough, then I’m happy to help.”

The way she looked right then reminded me a lot of how Carta used to be. Luna had been bullied into a corner and had retreated into her own shell, but I was sure she’d be able to overcome it now.

And so would I.



The following day after school, I summoned Debi in the city district, intending to have Luna teach him magic right away.

“Debibi!”

“This is the first time I’ve seen him up close, but he’s such a cute little thing.”

“You think so?”

“Debee!”

“So,” I asked, “what do you think?”

Debi was busy nuzzling his head against Luna. She reached out and touched his body, as if confirming his physical makeup.

And then—

“It’s just like you said, Vai-kun. I think I can do it.”

“I thought so. —Debi, do you want to get stronger?”

“Debibi!”

The exam was still a little ways off, but plenty of people had already started their preparations. It was only going to get busier from here on out.

Now, how should I handle this?

Normally, losing the next exam is a foregone conclusion. In the original story, it was basically just a bit of fun—a mock battle. We’ll be up against the Noblesse faculty members we know so well. The entire roster of Lowerclassmen and Intermediate-year Students will be taking them on together.

Darius, Chloe, and Coco.

And then, I would eventually have to face the aloof, undisputed Strongest—Milk Abitus.

Heh. Just imagining it is enough to make me look forward to it.
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Several weeks had already slipped by since I’d started my magic training with Luna.

We Intermediate-year Students were all psyching ourselves up for the next big exam. Our opponents? The Noblesse faculty. 

At the moment, Cecil was jotting down a bulleted list on a whiteboard in a private room we’d booked within the Academy. Cynthia, Lilith, Allen, Duke, Shari, Tura, Olynn, and Carta were all gathered there—along with Luna, who looked a little twitchy as she sat among us.

“The more I look at this... the more I think we’re screwed, right?” Duke muttered.

“He’s right,” someone agreed. “This is... really over the top.”

“To be honest, I can’t see a single vision of us winning.”

For once, I actually agreed with the Trio of Idiots. I didn’t say it out loud, of course, but the same thought was racing through my head. We are so dead.

Darius Burg
Former Knight Commander of the Kingdom of Steldam.
Attribute: Earth.
His main style revolved around raw physical strikes unleashed from his freakishly large frame. Wielding a massive greatsword and backed by an absurd amount of mana, his physical capabilities were nothing short of overwhelming, granting him absolute power and defense.

Chloe Lorets
Origin: Unknown.
Attribute: Wind.
She utilized a perfect blend of offense and defense by dual-wielding whips, creating a 360-degree whirlwind of destruction that mowed down anything in her path. While her mana pool was on the lower side, Darius himself had claimed that, physically speaking, she was more terrifying than anyone else.

Coco (Full name unknown)
Origin: Unknown.
Attribute: Water.
A master of the Shield. During the Great Demon Invasion, she possessed the power to perfectly nullify a colossal Mana Cannon. She boasted the highest mana capacity of the entire faculty.

Milk Abitus
Attribute: Fire and Water.
Former Knight Commander of the Kingdom of Ostrava and a currently active S-class Adventurer.
She fought by cloaking herself in "Flames"—an evolved form of fire—which meant any half-baked magic would simply evaporate before it even touched her. She had zero openings in either swordsmanship or sorcery, and her physical stats were through the roof.
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Looking at Cecil’s bulleted list, everyone had gone completely silent. I couldn’t blame them.

The most glaring, soul-crushing difference between us students and the faculty was their defensive power, fueled by their sheer volume of mana. It was like trying to punch through a fortress wall with a toothpick. To make matters worse, with the way the scenario had been altered, even I had no idea what to expect anymore. I’m supposed to have the cheat sheet for this world, but the script has been shredded and set on fire.

Still, we had a sliver of a chance.

"The one thing I know for sure is that our coordination should be superior to the teachers'. My guess is that Darius and Teacher Milk will probably fight as individuals. That’s where our opening is."

"I agree with Fansent," Cecil added, nodding. "I want us to keep discussing this as much as possible, but every battle comes down to compatibility. Just as I struggle with magic, those teachers must have things they aren't good at. We need to find those weaknesses before the exam."

After synthesizing our various opinions, Cecil had come up with a remarkably rational plan. The exam was still a way off; in the meantime, we would spend our class time and private hours scouting for information. If we could walk into that exam with a fixed roster designed to counter them, our win rate would skyrocket.

Then, I turned my gaze toward Luna.

Our training was progressing smoothly. Honestly, the new technique I’d been working on would probably make everyone’s jaws hit the floor. But before we got to that, she had taught me something even more incredible.

"Luna, show them," I said.

"...Yes."

With everyone’s eyes glued to her, Luna closed her eyes and pressed her palms against them. A moment later, two black lumps manifested in mid-air.

Carta and Olynn both let out a yelp of surprise.

"Wait, that’s amazing. Are those... eyes?"

"I’ve never seen anything like this before."

As Luna manipulated the black lumps, they zipped around the classroom with total freedom. They were essentially silent drones.

"They have a maximum range, but I am confident in my scouting abilities. Cecil-san, please include me in the tactical planning as well."

"...Hehe. With these, we’ll be able to fight better than I ever imagined."

If we combined Cecil’s Collective Call (Telepathy) with Luna’s eyes, our information warfare capabilities would be terrifying. To put it simply, we had Clairvoyance. With this setup, we could track everyone’s positions without having to move an inch.

"Good heavens, that’s formidable! But won't the teachers sense the mana and find them out?" Tura asked.

"Tura-san is right," Cynthia added. "And if the eyes are destroyed, what kind of feedback damage will you take, Luna-san?"

Luna’s Concealment Magic was frighteningly high, though. We eventually reached the conclusion that unless she got them incredibly close to a target, she’d be fine. Furthermore, she wouldn't take a single scratch if they were popped. It would just take a little time before she could manifest them again.

In short, we had gained an unconditional visibility advantage.



Afterword

Everyone’s getting along and having a nice strategy meeting (/・ω・)/

There was a comment regarding the low word count. As for that, I plan to increase the length when I have more breathing room, but between new projects and work commitments, it really depends on the timing. 

I do understand how the readers feel, though. However, I want to keep expanding my commercial work so I can make a living in the future, which makes it difficult to put all my energy into this single work (I can’t survive on one series alone. That said, I have no intention of letting a popular series go on hiatus and making my readers sad).

Because of that, I’ve decided to upload the pre-revision versions (there might be changes; consider them prototypes) as support-only content. It’s basically an early-access release. If you want to read in bulk, please check those out. If you’re fine with a slower pace, I’d be happy if you continued following the daily updates.

I’ll be seeing how this goes, so there’s a chance the early access might end without notice (and I might not be able to do it for every single chapter, so please keep that in mind if you’re thinking of joining), but I’d appreciate your understanding! (/・ω・)/

I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble, and After I Destroyed the Scenario, I Became the Strongest with Extraordinary Magic Power
Release Date: March 29, 2024 (Tuesday)
(Planned for both print and digital)
[Amazon Link & Illustrations]
https://twitter.com/Kikuchikaisei/status/1755186344601804896
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I debated whether I should just post this in the "Status Notes," but I really wanted to reach as many of you as possible, so I decided to put it here instead.

To everyone who saw a new post and thought, Wait, is this an update?! only to be disappointed... I was so sorry. 

The print edition of I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble—or rather, The Degenerate Noble—was finally set to hit shelves tomorrow, March 29th!

While the book was based on the web version, I added a massive amount of new content, polished the prose, and even included a brand-new "Academy Arc." There were special bonuses for the digital version and certain bookstores, so I would have been overjoyed if you’d checked out the Sneaker Bunko special site.

I first posted this work on June 12, 2023. Back in July, I told everyone, "It’s getting a book adaptation!" and now, after more than half a year of waiting, Volume 1 was finally being released.

Originally, I just wanted to try my hand at the "villain reincarnation" trend that was so popular. However, I remembered that right from the start—as soon as Weiss, Lilith, Milk, and Zebis appeared—I started thinking, Wait, I might actually be writing something good here.

When Cynthia made her debut and I was writing that scene where everyone completely talked past each other at the dinner party, I actually ended up laughing at my own jokes. I was finally able to depict the kind of academy battle stories I had loved since I was a kid, and I was just so happy that I was being supported like this even now.

Now, I knew I had asked this of you many times before, but I had to ask just one more time.

I poured my heart and soul into this book version. I agonized over the new material, rewriting it over and over to ensure it was as entertaining as possible. The new story involved Weiss’s class running a maid cafe, where he had to step up and work hard in front of everyone. Cynthia and Lilith were there, of course, but Shari, Carta, and all sorts of other people ended up in maid outfits too. It was fun. They were definitely cute.

...But I also knew the reality. I often saw people online saying things like, "The web version was better," or "Nothing really changed."

Because of that, I figured most people would probably wait to see the reviews and ratings before they decided to buy. But the thing was, I had been told I only had a window of about seven days to prove myself before the publisher decided whether or not I’d get a sequel.

This was my debut. My name recognition was essentially zero. Even when I posted announcements on Twitter, almost no one saw them. 

I wanted to keep doing my best as a novelist. That was the dream I had when I jumped into this world. I started writing when I had no popularity at all, and I somehow managed to crawl my way this far. 

But at the end of the day, the only thing I could do was beg my readers for help.

Everyone, please, I’m counting on you! 

You could pre-order on Amazon, or just pick it up at a bookstore! Please, please buy the book ( ;∀;)

If you thought it was interesting, I would have been so grateful if you’d left a review ( ;∀;)

Thank you for always following my work (^^)/

Also, for those following this series, it looked like a special short story titled Eva Avery in the Infirmary was being sent out via email. Please double-check the email address in your settings!

You could check the details and pre-order from the link below:

https://kakuyomu.jp/users/Sanadakaisei/news/16818093072916100223
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"Um, I just thought of something. Do you mind if I try it?"

Lilith raised her hand as she spoke.

After receiving Luna’s permission, she stepped onto the Black Lump. Immediately, she began to float in mid-air.

Everyone let out a collective gasp of admiration.

"Ha! That’s amazing!"

"Luna-san, is it heavy...?"

"It’s fine. Though I’m not sure I could pull this off on the fly."

Cecil looked the happiest of all regarding this new strategy and Gift. In terms of Battle Universe, it was the equivalent of gaining a new piece on the board. Perhaps we would even get a glimpse of Cecil’s own new Gift soon. I found myself looking forward to it.

As our meeting continued, Duke unusually raised his hand.

"I might sound a bit blunt here, but can I say something?"

"I’m terrified you’re about to say something stupid, but go ahead," Shari replied.

"Shari, don't look at me with those scary eyes..."

"Just speak, Dumbbell."

By the way, that was the new nickname I had given him.

"Shouldn't we just bring the teachers into a battle of wits?" Duke suggested. "For example, if we focus on traps and stuff, they wouldn't stand a chance against Cecil, right?"

The air in the room shifted to a "he has a point" sort of vibe. 

However, I immediately cut through that optimism.

"Do you have any idea how much intelligence is required to become a teacher at Noblesse Magic Academy?"

"What’s that supposed to mean?"

Dumbbell tilted his muscles in confusion, so Cecil answered for me.

"Duke-kun, you took the entrance exam too, right? There were written tests for seven different subjects."

"Yeah, I did. They were ridiculously hard."

"According to the rumors, in order to become a teacher at Noblesse, a perfect score in every single subject is mandatory."

"...You’re joking, right?"

Allen chimed in to back her up.

"Darius is incredible, even if he doesn't always look the part. He’s proficient in multiple languages, and it seems like he’s memorized his textbooks word-for-word."

"B-but wait! Hasn't Teacher Milk been an Adventurer this whole time?"

I was the one who answered that.

"It’s exactly as you say. I was curious, so I asked her. Her answer was simple."

"And...?"

"She said, 'If you study for three days, you can remember anything.'"

Even I had been struck dumb by that one. But it was the truth.

"In other words... they have Mana capacities on par with Carta, they're as fast as Tura, and their brains are as sharp as Cecil’s?"

Dumbbell’s voice trembled as he spoke. Then, Cecil and Cynthia delivered the final blows.

"For the record, I think Teacher Chloe is actually smarter than I am."

"Teacher Coco is more skilled at healing than I am. Her recovery speed might be as freakish as Neil-san’s or Priscilla-san’s."

Despite Dumbbell’s mounting bewilderment, the meeting dragged on until midnight. The more we thought about it, the more we realized there were simply no openings to exploit.

"But I know we can do it."

Those were Allen’s final words. Usually, everyone would have nodded in agreement, but this time, everyone just looked anxious. 

Including me.

After all, Teacher Milk and Coco were there—opponents who weren't supposed to exist in the original story. In a sense, it wasn't an exaggeration to say the scenario had been updated for the absolute worst.

"Weiss, you look like you're having fun."

"...Was I smiling?"

"Yes. You looked just like you did when you fought Allen-san during the Entrance Exam."

Ha. I didn't even notice.

—Weiss, are you looking forward to this too?

Overcoming impossible odds was the very essence of Noblesse. 

Just you wait. I’m going to show you something spectacular.



【SUPER, SUPER, SUPER, SUPER, SUPER IMPORTANT NOTICE】

The book release date is finally here!!!!!!!!

Digital, physical, bookstores—anywhere is fine!!!

Please, I want you to buy it so bad! ( ;∀;)

If you think the story is interesting, I would be so happy if you could leave a review on Amazon!

For those who have been leaving reviews on Kakuyomu, please head over there too! (Not that they're related!)

A sequel for Volume 2! The dream of Volume 3! The greedy Volume 4! The "so happy" Volume 5! The "go-go" Volume 6!

Personally, I really want everyone to learn about Weiss’s past, and about Neil and Priscilla too! I’d be so happy if there are people out there who feel the same way!

Thank you all so much! ('ω')!!!!

"I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble, and After I Destroyed the Scenario, I Became the Strongest with Extraordinary Magic Power"

Release Date: March 29, 2024 (Tuesday)
(Scheduled for both print and digital)

【Amazon Link & Illustrations included】
https://twitter.com/Kikuchikaisei/status/1755186344601804896
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"...The weather’s gorgeous. It’s perfect."

The Noblesse courtyard was covered in a carpet of neatly trimmed, short grass.

On days as clear as this, you could usually find students out here having picnics.

But today, in the early morning light, someone was sprawled out on the ground, lying spread-eagle and soaking up the sun—it was the angel in a white lab coat herself, Teacher Coco.

"She’s incredible. She certainly doesn’t lack for confidence," Luna noted.

"...If anything, she has too much of it," I replied.

I was out on a scouting mission with Luna.

Cynthia and Lilith were likely keeping an eye on Teacher Chloe by now.

We’d agreed to share whatever information we gathered whenever we found a spare moment.

We’d been training all through the night, but we’d ended up here after spotting Coco by chance.

She occasionally took charge of classes, but for the most part, she stayed in the health office.

Since many of the lessons at Noblesse didn’t require training uniforms, the number of injuries was staggering.

Between the physical wounds and things like mana sickness—which was basically a nasty cold you couldn't do much about—she was probably busy around the clock.

The fact that she managed all of that on her own meant she had to possess an astronomical amount of Mana.

In the Original Story, she appeared near the end, just like Teacher Milk. However, her connection to Allen hadn't been particularly deep.

If I’d known it would come to this, I should have pored over every single word of the official fanbook, "Everything About Noblesse Oblige."

"—Sniff, sniff... Mmm, Vai-kun’s scent... I love it..."

Suddenly, a bizarre voice drifted toward me from the crook of my neck.

I spun around in a panic, only to find Luna’s face right next to mine.

We were so close we almost kissed—no, wait, forget I said that.

"What... exactly are you doing?" I asked.

"My apologies. My nose just... started moving on its own," she replied.

Her eccentricities weren't exactly a new development.

Since becoming friends with Luna, I’d gradually realized that something was... off about her.

After training sessions, she’d obsessively ask for my jacket, or try to drink whatever juice I was currently sipping on.

Sometimes, while I was training at the Academy, I’d feel a gaze fixed on me.

Is she actually watching me...? No, surely not.

"Vai-kun, Teacher Coco is...!"

I thought she’d finally made a move, but instead...

"Wait... is she sleeping?" I muttered.

"It... appears so," Luna whispered back.

To my utter disbelief, she was fast asleep, snoring away.

This is still a school, right?

Even if classes hadn't started yet, for a teacher to be... well, it wasn't technically against the rules, I suppose.

Suddenly, I felt like a total idiot for being so tense. I started walking straight toward her.

"Wait, Vai-kun?!"

Ignoring Luna’s surprise, I walked right up to her. She was dead to the world.

She had short black hair and was wearing a tight skirt.

Wait, won't her white coat get stained like that...?

Luna approached timidly behind me, but the teacher showed absolutely no sign of waking up.

————————————————
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"...She’s snoring," Luna whispered.

"Should we try a test attack?" I asked.

"That’s a bit much, don’t you think—"

Maybe letting her feel just a tiny bit of my mana would be okay.

I released a wisp of mana—about as much as a mosquito landing on skin—and let it drift toward Coco’s forehead. But the moment it touched her, it popped and dissipated.

It’s similar to my Inviolable Domain (Barrier), but her mana consumption is incredibly low. It probably adjusts its properties based on the incoming mana. I’ve been taught this technique before, but she seems to have optimized it even further.

"Mmm... I want to eat more... keep cooking..." 

She’s having some incredibly arrogant dreams. What an outrageous teacher.

"Luna, let’s try it together."

"Wait, i-isn't that a bad idea?"

"It’s fine. Coco won't get angry over something like that."

I didn't actually know if that was true, but hey, it'd probably be fine.

We timidly flicked small amounts of mana at her, and she repelled both. However, I’d dialed mine up just a notch. Her defense consumed more mana on the side I hit. As I thought, she was repelling the threats with the exact amount of force needed. 

So this is Formula Optimization.

"Not enough... make more, more... Hm? What are you kids doing?"

Suddenly, she opened her bleary eyes and rubbed her lids with a wide yawn. Luna jumped, but I kept my cool and answered her directly.

"Scouting the enemy," I said. "We intend to win the upcoming exam, after all."

She let out a little chuckle.

"You’re as diligent as ever. So, did you learn anything, boy?"

"For now, just that you're amazing."

Whether she liked my answer particularly much or not, Coco burst into a raucous laugh. Her bottomless cheerfulness reminds me of Shari. She's worlds apart from Teacher Milk in that regard.

"So, is Luna-chan your secret weapon?"

"Maybe," I replied.

"Wait, m-me?! I haven't done anything!" Luna squeaked.

"It’s a rare magic," Coco said, looking at Luna. "Certainly something we faculty don't possess."

Coco stuck something that looked like a non-smoking pipe into her mouth. She didn't actually want to smoke; apparently, it just helped her relax.

"What about Teacher Milk, Darius, and Teacher Chloe? Find out anything about them?"

"Not yet. We're still gathering intel and figuring out how to defeat them."

"Haha! Well, I'll give you a tip. We’re arrogant. We’re going to look down on you no matter what."

"I see. Anything else? Any other obvious weaknesses?"

"Vai-kun?! Surely that’s going too far—"

"I suppose so," Coco cut Luna off with a smile. "In that case, how about I tell you my weakness?"

Coco stood up, still smiling. 

This was unexpected. If Allen were here, he’d probably ramble on about wanting to fight fair and square, but I couldn't care less about that. A win is a win. I'll use every advantage I can get.

"Well then, let's have a little spar."

But then, I reflexively averted my eyes. As Coco asked, "What's wrong?" Luna shrieked at the top of her lungs.

"T-Teacher! Your skirt is hiked up! Your underwear is showing!"

"Hm? Oh, I see. My, my... you're surprisingly innocent, aren't you?"

Good grief.

By the way, they were a blinding, pure white.

"...Hm?"

In that moment, I felt a slight chill in the air, but it was probably just my imagination.
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Coco was the instructor in charge of defensive magic at the Noblesse Magic Academy, and true to her position, her spells were specialized for protection.

In the Original Story, she eventually played a vital role in protecting Allen and the nation. However, since she wasn’t the type to fixate on others, she never really got close to anyone.

Standing out in the courtyard was apparently a bad idea, so we moved to the gymnasium where she’d taught me defensive magic before. As her white lab coat swayed, I could feel a faint hum of mana.

Damn it. I can’t get that flash of pure white out of my head.

"Boy, if you beat me, I’ll let you see my underwear again," Coco said, turning back to me with a playful grin.

Wait, if I go all out now, isn’t it going to look like I’m desperate to see her panties? 

No, focus. There would be no point to this unless I gave it at least a little effort. 

As I began to knead my mana, Luna’s mournful voice drifted over from beside me. "Ugh... So you prefer older women, Vai-kun... Fine. I’ll buy some pure white underwear too... a whole dozen of them."

"What are you even talking about...?" I muttered.

I was glad she hadn’t turned into a stray, but man, this girl was weird.

At that moment, Coco deployed her Shield with a surge of power. Noticing the shift, Luna’s expression immediately sharpened. Ha. I guess she didn’t earn that eleventh-place rank for nothing.

"Keep that face on, Luna," I said.

"Huh? Is that... a confession?" she asked.

"...Not even close."

"Keep flirting and I’ll tell Cynthia on you~!" Coco chimed in. 

Her words sent a chill down my spine—the kind that could freeze a man's very soul—so I snapped my attention back to the fight. We’d start with a light coordination attack. Gathering information was the priority.

I shifted my mindset and fired a Mana Cannon. Naturally, it was deflected.

"I didn't realize you could use an Inviolable Domain (Barrier)," I noted.

"I just performed a little Formula Optimization," she replied nonchalantly. "Unlike yours, mine is a hassle and not exactly easy to pull off."

She made it sound like nothing, but that was an incredible feat of magic. It definitely wasn't "easy."

I signaled to Luna with my eyes. She manipulated her Black Lumps, sending two of them flying through the air like drones. Coco didn't seem to know what the trick was, but she looked delighted. With her hands shoved in her pockets, she let out a chirp of excitement, like a child looking at a new toy.

"Heh. That looks like fun magic."

I charged her head-on and swung my sword down. I activated my Magic Eye, but the result left me stunned. The sheer density of her Shield resonated with a sharp crack. 

She had absolutely no intention of moving even a single inch.

"Hmm, those eyes really are something. You're predicting my movements based on the stagnation of my mana, aren't you?"

Her analytical skills were terrifying—she'd seen through it in an instant. That's Coco for you.

But—this is getting interesting.
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Next, Luna attempted to fire a Mana Cannon from her Black Lump.

Under normal circumstances, it would be blocked instantly. But that’s where I come in. I funneled my mana into Luna, utilizing both the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction.

Bolstered by the sudden surge of power, she unleashed a massive Mana Cannon. At that exact same moment, I used Time Lapse to shred through the enemy's protection.

A dual-layered strike. Take that!

“Oh? How interesting,” Coco remarked.

Her Defense Formula began to splinter under the pressure. I don’t care if she’s some kind of “defensive genius”—magic is still just magic. Without giving her a second to breathe, I pressed the attack.

But that was when I saw it—something truly ridiculous.

“Spending that much mana on just a single layer... I’m actually worried about whether you’ll be able to last much longer,” Coco said.

With a crystalline shatter, the first layer broke, only for a second defensive effect to manifest immediately behind it. Wait, she’s stacking Magic Formulas this detailed? No, that’s not it—.

“There are roughly ten layers total,” she said casually. “And I just added a few more to replace the ones you broke. So, how do you plan to conquer this?”

“No way...” Luna whispered behind me.

Hah. So this is the woman who possesses the Noblesse Oblige strongest Shield? Seriously, does she even have a weak point?

I pulled back temporarily, and Luna leaned in to quietly whisper to me.

“What should we do, Vai-kun?”

“...Luna, if it were you, how would you destroy that defense?”

She possessed a brand of inventiveness that I lacked—it was different from Cecil’s, too. I really wanted to hear her take on this.

She pondered for a moment before declaring something completely wild. 

Hah, as expected of her.

“Let’s try that,” I said.

“...Are you sure?”

“Yeah. It sounds like fun.”

As I charged forward again, Teacher Coco was wearing a smile. She’s the type who waits to see how her opponent moves before reacting.

We went with Luna’s plan. Instead of trying to shred everything with Time Lapse, I concentrated every drop of my mana into a single point—a piercing thrust specialized for a single breakthrough.

I punched through the Barriers one after another, but Coco lived up to her reputation. I was only chipping away at them; I couldn't manage to destroy the entire structure. Only a small section of her circular defense was actually being carved out.

I broke through one layer, then two, then three... I finally reached the eighth, but then my momentum ground to a halt.

“Concentrating your force on a single point, I see. It’s interesting, but you fell just short,” Coco noted.

“No, we’re just getting started. —Luna!”

In the next instant, the Black Lump I’d attached to the tip of my sword suddenly surged forward. Combined with my own Darkness, it tore straight through the remaining defense. I had hidden the lump on my blade and waited for this exact moment to trigger the extension.

Luna’s actual body was forced to stand still to control the movement, but honestly, I couldn't ask for a better partner to help me catch someone off guard.

I’m going to land a hit on her if it's the last thing I do—.
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Despite everything, the attack didn't break through.

"Are you... some kind of monster?" I managed to wheeze out.

"Heh-heh. So close, yet so far."

I had successfully shattered every single one of her Shields, yet I still hadn't been able to lay a finger on her. Why? Because Coco had been coating her entire body in a defensive shroud of Water Magic.

It was a technique Teacher Milk used as well. To make matters worse, Coco was layering it right on top of her other defenses. If I had to describe it, it was like stacking multiple layers of Absolute Defense. And honestly, the Water Magic version was probably even more durable.

"Yep, too bad, so sad! Better luck next week—you kiddies still have a long, long way to go."

The way she said it with that slight, mischievous edge was just so... Coco.

I’m definitely not annoyed. Not even a little. Why would I be?

...Okay, maybe I’m a tiny bit annoyed.

No, focus. There was something more important.

"Actually... I’ve figured it out," I said.

"Oh?"

Before the match, Coco had asked if I wanted to know her weakness. I’d been surprised at the time, but now the pieces were falling into place.

"This is just a hunch, but..."

"What is it?"

"Is it... your heart?"

At my words, Coco’s lips curled into a smile.

"To think you’d figure it out to that extent. Was it thanks to Cynthia?"

"In part. I noticed it from your heartbeat."

Luna approached us, looking confused. "What do you mean?"

"Well, since you two showed me something so interesting, I suppose I can tell you," Coco said. "The truth is... I have a very weak constitution."

"Weak?" Luna tilted her head.

"I’ve had no physical stamina since the day I was born. My heart is quite frail, you see. I can’t even spend a full hour properly soaking up the sun outdoors. I usually keep my defenses deployed just to protect my body from ultraviolet rays. This style of mine is simply the result of my own survival instincts."

I noticed then that Coco was drenched in sweat. Even though she hadn't moved a single step from her original position, she must have been pushed to her physical limit. Mana capacity and physical stamina are two entirely different things. This match was clearly putting an immense burden on her body.

"Teacher Coco, is it really okay for someone in your condition to be acting as an examiner?"

"It’s for the sake of my promising students. Besides, Teacher Milk and the others know all about my situation. I’m sure they’d come running if I really needed help."

So that was why she never used a single bit of Attack Magic. She didn't want to waste her precious stamina on offensive moves. Or rather, she simply couldn't.

"I’m surely the weakest of all the teachers here. But, you know, there are things that only I can do. I’d be happy if I managed to convey that to you today. Besides, if there are people who can get a kick out of an old lady's underwear like mine, or kids like you two who are out here enjoying the peak of your youth... well, being a teacher isn't so bad, even if it is exhausting."

She laughed jokingly, casually dropping the "pure white" underwear topic back into the conversation. 

I had no idea how to respond to that. All I knew was that Coco was a genuinely good person.

"I’m sorry," Luna said softly. "We had no idea, and we just suddenly attacked like that..."

"It’s fine, really! It was fun. I think I’ll take a break since I'm wiped out, but let me tell you one thing: I may be weak, but I’m not weak. Next time, make sure you come at me with everything you've got."

"Understood," I replied.

"Fufu. Well then, Luna-chan, Weiss-kun. The Infirmary is the best place for skipping class, so stop by once in a while to let your Mana rest."

One by one, the things I never knew from the Original Story were being revealed to me. No matter how much time passed, I couldn't get used to this feeling.

In the Great Demon Invasion, Coco must have pushed herself to the brink, consuming massive amounts of Mana and forcing herself to move around for the sake of the city. 

The people living in this world really are...

"She’s such a wonderful person," Luna said, her eyes shining. "I’ve decided I really love Teacher Coco!"

"Yeah... I guess so."

I’d gained a lot of valuable information. With this, our chances of winning the actual exam had definitely gone up.

I happened to glance over at Luna, only to realize she was doing something absolutely outrageous. 

"What... what are you doing?" I stammered, my voice hitting a high note.

She had hiked up her skirt and was intently checking her own lingerie.

"Mine was pink today..." she muttered with a determined nod. "Next time, I’m going with pure white!"

Please, for the love of God, do not update me on that kind of information!
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We had decided to learn more about our teachers than we currently knew.

The one we were most familiar with was Darius. He was my second master, and Shari was on good terms with him as well. However, because of that closeness, there were things we might be overlooking. 

That was why we were going out of our way to conduct a Dark Eye on Teacher Milk Abitus.

It was now after school. Typically, once they finished their classes, the teachers either retreated to their private dormitory or spent their free time however they liked. Yet, Teacher Milk remained alone in the classroom, scribbling intently in a notebook.

"I wonder what on earth she’s writing," Duke whispered. "Think it’s the students' muscle mass?"

That sounds like something you’d have in your notebook, Duke.

"Both of you, take this Dark Eye seriously," Shari hissed. "Cecil said the preparation period is the most important part of this exam, remember?"

While getting scolded by Shari, I maintained my Flight Magic to keep us hovering outside the window so we could peek in. 

But then—

"H-Hey, you guys are getting heavy... Duke, can't you fly on your own?"

"I'm bad at that kind of thing," Duke replied. "You know that."

"...And why are you hanging on too, Shari?"

"I’m just hitching a ride. I’m light enough that it shouldn’t matter, right?"

"Actually, you aren't that lig— Ow!?"

"Don't say such rude things to a maiden!"

Shari smacked me upside the head, and for a second, my Flight Magic nearly deactivated. As I scrambled to regain my balance and keep us airborne, the window suddenly slid open.

"Birds these days certainly are chatty. I don't mind the Dark Eye, but keep it down while a person is trying to work."

The one teacher even I couldn't hope to defy was staring right at us.

Duke gave a sheepish "ehehe" laugh, and our precarious formation completely collapsed. As we began to fall, Teacher Milk reached out, snatched us up with one hand, and tossed us into the classroom like beanbags.

She hadn't even used any Mana. Her raw strength was terrifying.

I managed to twist mid-air, landing on my feet before I could be slammed against the wall.

"That was a close one... Thank you, Teacher Milk."

"Good grief. I know what you’re up to, but at least consider the time and place."

Duke and Shari offered their own polite apologies and tried to make a quick exit, but she stopped us.

"Hold on a second. Wait right there."

The three of us sat in chairs, exchanging nervous glances while we waited. After a short while, Teacher Milk finally stood up. 

"Finished," she muttered.
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What in the world was she writing in that notebook?

I was dying to know, but I was also pretty sure she’d bite my head off if I asked.

"What were you writing, Teacher?!"

I take it back—I didn't have to ask, because Duke just blurted it out. He really is reliable in moments like these. Usually, a question like that would be met with a sharp "Shut up." I honestly had to admire how he never let her constant rebukes get him down.

However, after Teacher Milk let out a long sigh, her expression softened into a gentle look I wasn't used to seeing.

"It’s a summary for the next lesson. You lot have become far too strong. If we teachers don't keep studying every single day, we’ll lose the ability to teach you anything."

I’ll admit, it was probably rude of me, but I was genuinely shocked. To think that Teacher Milk actually acknowledged our strength...

"Follow me."

Teacher Milk called out to us and started walking. The three of us shared a confused look before scurrying after her.

"We're coming! I have no idea what’s going on, but we're coming!" Duke shouted.

"Allen? Aren't you coming?" Shari asked.

"I’m coming, I’m coming," I replied.

What on earth is she planning to do?

We followed her through the hallways until we reached our destination: the sprawling rooftop of Noblesse. It was strictly off-limits to students, and the view was breathtaking. Unlike the view of the city streets, a fresh, wide-open landscape stretched out before us.

"Ooh, looking down on the other students from up here feels great!" Duke exclaimed.

"Duke, you're exactly the type of person who’d be a total nightmare if you ever got any real power," Shari remarked.

"You bet. And the first thing I'd do is write 'muscles' into the legal code."

"What are you even talking about...?"

I was just starting to smile at Shari and Duke’s usual bickering when I realized Teacher Milk had vanished. I panicked, scanning the roof, only for a voice to drift from right behind me.

"Never lower your guard."

A split second later, a hand landed lightly on my neck with a soft ton.

"...U-Umm, Teacher?"

"Allen. Duke. Shari. Forgive me, but I have one thing to say to you. As you are now, I would absolutely not lose to any of you."

My heart gave a heavy thud in my chest. Teacher Milk was always serious, but while she occasionally cracked a joke, I checked her expression now—she wasn't smiling. Not even a little.

―――――――――――――――
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"What... do you mean by that?"

"Exactly what I said. You lot are far too honest for your own good. You never even thought to doubt me because you assumed I was 'good.' You figured that since I’m your teacher, I’d never actually kill you."

"Well, yeah! Isn't that just common sense?"

"Is it? Then tell me... is this common sense too?"

The very next instant, Teacher Milk produced a sword out of thin air and slashed right at me.

If I hadn't moved, I would’ve been sliced clean in half... Wait, did I actually dodge that, or did she let me? I thought I could dodge... right? Please tell me I’m that fast.

"What the hell are you doing?!" I shrieked.

"Ha! You're hilarious. You really think that just because I’m the teacher and you’re the students, you’re safe from harm?"

"Well... yes!"

"Then let me ask the musclehead and the tomboy. Do you honestly believe that the people you trust will never, ever betray you?"

I shot a panicked look at the other two. They both seemed choked up, but eventually, Shari found her voice.

"...I feel like those are two very different things."

"You’re nobles; you should know better than anyone how flimsy things like 'credit' and 'trust' really are. But you’ve grown soft, leaning on them like crutches. Weiss, now... he knows me. If he’d come up to this rooftop, he would’ve been on high alert, expecting a knife in his back. Unlike you lot."

I opened my mouth to shout back at her, but surprisingly, Duke beat me to the punch.

"What’s your point? He and we are different, and I don’t think that’s a bad thing!"

"Oh, you’re certainly different. And as a result, you’ve suffered total defeat at his hands every single time, haven't you? But from where I'm standing, the problem isn't your talent. What you lack is—mindset."

"...We’re always working toward Victory! This time is no different! So—"

"No. You don't understand the essence of it. That’s not what a real fight is about."

"Then what is it about?"

"—Pleasure."

"...Wait, what?" we chimed in unison, completely baffled.

While we stood there wearing identical expressions of confusion, Teacher Milk pressed on.

"It’s the same for hobbies or anything else. You kids are way too serious. Weiss is strong because he knows how to enjoy himself. Somewhere deep down, he finds combat, this world, and even magic to be fun. That mental flexibility is exactly what leads to Victory. Eva is the same way."

She’s right. Now that I think about it, Weiss always does seem like he’s having the time of his life. And Eva-san is the exact same. But is 'having fun' really the secret ingredient to winning? I... I don't know.

"Mulling it over yourself won't give you the answer. This isn't something I can just lecture you on. However, there is a way to loosen up you stiff-necked brats just a little bit."

"Please! Tell us how!" Duke shouted.

"Biting a bit early there, Duke... but honestly, I want to know too," Shari added.

"...Me too," I muttered.

Teacher Milk’s lips curled into a wicked smirk. Then, before I could even blink, she was holding... a water balloon?!

"Your target is that hateful Weiss Fancent. The objective is simple: you’re going to take this balloon... and nail him with it."

"...Huh?"

————————————————
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I had intended to scout Teacher Milk, but somehow, things had spiraled until we were set to pull a prank on Weiss.

I was bewildered at first, but Shari managed to talk me around. "Getting to act alongside her is an opportunity," she insisted. "We can investigate while we work."

I thought I caught a faint smile playing on her lips, but it was probably just my imagination. 

More than that, though, her earlier words—I will definitely not lose to you—kept gnawing at me.

But right now...

"Ready?" Teacher Milk asked.

"I mean, technically? But... if we actually hit Weiss with this, isn't he going to lose his mind?"

"Today’s the day I finally part ways with my muscles, I guess..." Duke lamented.

"I'm actually getting kind of excited to see how he reacts," Milk sang out.

Teacher Milk was holding a water balloon. So were Duke, Shari, and—of course—me. 

We were actually going to throw these at the Weiss Fancent.

The sheer terror of it.

“Are you guys messing around while I'm trying to be serious? I'll kill you.”

“I didn't realize you had a death wish. Die.”

“Have you said your goodbyes to this life? Begone.”

Every single hypothetical ended in my demise. I was going to die. Today... was the day I died.

"Forgive me, biceps," Duke muttered. "Thanks for everything. Quads... I'm grateful you supported me until the very end."

"Allen," Shari said softly. "We... we really wanted to make our dreams come true, didn't we?"

Apparently, Duke and Shari had reached the same grim conclusion. Though, for some reason, Shari actually looked a little happy about it.

That was when I started hallucinating. I could see golden halos hovering over their heads, pointing the way to heaven. And right there with them was a beaming Teacher Milk.

"But Teacher..."

"What is it, Allen?"

"Weiss has his Inviolable Domain (Barrier). Isn't this kind of pointless?"

"I had Shari imbue Eleanor’s Corrosion into the water inside these balloons," Milk explained. "It won't deal any damage. In a real fight, the throwing speed would be too slow to be useful, but since we're inside the Academy, he's bound to have his guard down at least a little."

To think she’d planned it out that far. Wait, was Shari actually going to be okay?

"...Teacher, you promised you'd never mention my name, right?"

"I won't tell Weiss. Relax."

"You mean it?! You swear?! Absolutely, definitely swear!?"

It seemed Shari, who had been smiling just a moment ago, was gradually being overtaken by anxiety. It was the first time I’d ever seen her look so desperate, and despite the circumstances, I found myself laughing. Duke, standing beside me, joined in.

"Oh, screw it! What happens, happens!" Duke yelled. "If we're doing this, I'm going to soak him to the bone!"

"Fair enough," I agreed. "I'll worry about the consequences after the fact."

"You two are so carefree..." Shari sighed. "But I suppose you're right."

Just then, a figure appeared in the distance, blond hair fluttering in the breeze. It was Weiss.

Yep... I’m definitely going to die.
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“He’s here. Our target,” Teacher Milk whispered. “We won’t attack all at once; we’ll stagger our timing. If we land even a single hit, it’s our win.”

“Is this really a matter of winning and losing?” I asked.

“Of course. A match is something that takes place in the midst of daily life.”

I had a feeling she was just talking me into this, but I focused and used Dark Eye to observe Weiss closely regardless. 

Suddenly, perhaps having finally lost his patience, Duke leaped out from cover and launched the opening assault.

“Take this! Biceps Full Swing!”

It was a total frontal assault, perfectly in character for him. Weiss noticed the movement and knit his brows, but his Inviolable Domain (Barrier) easily repelled the strike.

“Has your brain finally turned into pure muscle, Duke?” Weiss asked coldly. “I suppose this will be the last time you’ll ever speak a coherent word.”

“Heh. Look closely, Weiss!”

“Huh? I’ll kill—Wait, what is this? Corrosion?”

The barrier began to fester and dissolve.

Incredible. Isn't this combo basically the Strongest thing ever?

“I’ve got you now, Weiss!”

Before I knew it, Shari had taken to the sky, and she hurled a balloon down at him from above.

“Ho. It seems you have a death wish as well. I assume you won't be needing time to write a will.”

Sensing the threat, Weiss let a terrifying amount of Mana surge through his body. 

I thought it was finally my turn to move, but Teacher Milk suddenly lunged forward, delivering an unexpected triple-strike follow-up. The barrier collapsed entirely, and Weiss stood fully exposed. (Well, he was already visible, but you know what I mean.)

“Ho... should I prepare a will as well?” Milk teased.

“...I see,” Weiss muttered. “This prank has gone entirely too far.”

“Life is just a way to kill time. Besides, didn't you let your guard down a bit too much?”

“What—”

“Weiss! Today is finally my victory!”

I circled around to his back and lunged, hurling my balloon straight at his face. There was nothing left to protect him.

I won!

“Debibibi!”

But in the next heartbeat, Debi suddenly materialized. He blocked the balloon with a tiny shield, looking absolutely incensed.

“Debi? Debibi! Debi-debi-debi!”

“Yeah,” Weiss said. “Don't get so worked up over trash like them.”

“Debi-debi-debi? Debibi!”

“They’re just idiots. You understand that, right?”

“Debibi.”

“That's right. Go back to sleep.”

“Debi~”

I have a unicorn that can strengthen my body, too, but we definitely can't communicate like those two. I knew they had been training with Lady Luna, but what on earth have they been doing...?

“Wait... Duke, where did Teacher Milk go?”

“Now that you mention it, she’s not here.”

“...Y-you’re joking, right?”

Trembling, I turned my gaze back toward the target. Weiss was there, glaring at us with a terrifying intensity.

Wait... is he brandishing his Dual Sword?

Thanks for everything, Duke. The days I spent with you guys were a lot of fun.
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It was the gentle remarks he didn’t usually say that were the most terrifying.

My body refused to move. I felt exactly like a goblin caught in the glare of a dragon.

"You're still naive, Weiss."

"Huh? —!?"

Right at that moment, Teacher Milk materialized out of nowhere and hurled a water balloon at Weiss with every ounce of her strength. 

His soaking wet blond hair hung limp against his face.

"..."

"We're retreating, kids!"

The next moment, Teacher Milk used Flight to bolt from the scene.

Th-that's... so unfair.

"Th-then, I'll also—"

"B-bye-bye, Weiss!"

"Wait! Hold on, guys! Me too—eeeyaaaaagh!"

"Duke, are you familiar with the concept of muscle Super Recovery? You're in luck. Today, I'm going to teach you all about Destruction and Regeneration."

"GYAAAAAAAAAAAGH!"

I managed to put some distance between us, Duke's agonizing screams fading into the background. As Shari and I ducked into the shadows, I realized I was laughing. 

Up until now, we’d always been so desperate to win. We never had the luxury of actually enjoying ourselves. 

She’s right... If I'm this wound up, I'll miss what's right in front of me.

Then, Teacher Milk dropped down from above.

"Did one of them die?"

"Teacher, that's a bit much, even for a joke," Shari replied, offering a mock prayer for Duke’s soul. "Though... he might actually be dead."

For some reason, I felt a sudden, inexplicable urge to peg my remaining water balloon at Teacher Milk. It wasn't like me at all.

And yet, I threw it.

But—.

"Too bad."

"...U-uh, sorry. Force of habit?"

Shari looked stunned. She never expected me to pull a stunt like that.

"That was a good move," Milk said. "You kids need to enjoy yourselves more. Learn how to catch people off guard. The faculty here—myself included—has a wealth of combat experience. We're on a fundamentally different level. You don't become strong overnight. You have to taste defeat and swear to never let it happen again. You probably won't get another chance to hit Weiss with a water balloon. Do you understand what I'm getting at?"

"...Yes."

In other words: don't fight fair.

If Teacher Milk hadn't stepped in, we probably would have tried to charge him head-on with everything we had. But we never could have won that way. That was the lesson.

"Oops, looks like Weiss is hunting for us. I’m heading back to the Teachers' Dormitory. See ya!"

And just like that, Teacher Milk vanished.

Shari sighed. "She really is a good person, isn't she? Truly."

"...Yeah."

"Well then, I'm heading back to the Girls' Dormitory."

"Wait, what?! Sh-Shari!?"

So unfair! But I need to get out of here too—

"Yo. How's it going, Mr. Reckless?"

"O-oh, hey, Weiss... Long time no see. So, uh... where's Duke?"

"Isn't he dead? He's stopped breathing, at least."

"Y-you're joking, right? It was just a water balloon! Come on, it's just a bit of wa—"

"Yeah. And I'm 'just' going to kill you."

"Wait, no! That 'just' is totally different! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!"

That day, for the first time in my life, I died.

But I finally got it.

I needed to have more fun. I needed to be hungrier for victory. I realized that sometimes, being "right" isn't enough to win.

"Whoa, my muscles... Is this Super Recovery? Destruction and Regeneration...?"

Incidentally, by the next day, Duke's physique had become noticeably more buff.
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Out of everyone at the academy, Teacher Chloe was the one I knew best.

She was strict and absolutely merciless, sure, but she was also earnest and kind. Even though my Mana capacity was pitifully low, she had gone out of her way to bestow combat techniques upon me.

It was only because of the knowledge I gained from her back then that I was able to awaken a new Gift.

She had taught me that magic was a world of pure imagination—that as long as you had the technique to build the structure, the possibilities were infinite.

"Cecil," Carta whispered, pulling me back to the present. "Is Darius... maybe... a fan of fluffy things?"

We were currently huddled in the shadows, using Dark Eye to observe him. 

The plan was to identify a side of him he didn't usually show, all to give ourselves the upper hand in the next exam. While I knew Teacher Chloe inside and out, the other faculty members were still a total mystery to me.

"I am quite fond of cats myself. Fluffiness is the pinnacle of creation. But that... that vibe is a little... surprising," Tura remarked.

Usually, nothing rattled Tura. She was the definition of "unflappable," yet here she was, looking genuinely stunned.

I couldn't blame her. I was staring in disbelief, too.

Because there he was: Darius, the imposing instructor, was currently pouring his heart and soul into doting on a cat.

"Aww, what's the matter, what's the matter? Why are you here, little kitty-witty? Did you wander in by yourself-nyan? You're a naughty widdle thing, aren't you? Yes, you are!"

Does he really love cats that much?

I certainly didn't know why a cat was even here, but that didn't explain why a grown man was picking it up and nuzzling his cheek against it with such intensity. The sight of him curling his massive frame into a ball, trying his absolute hardest to be cute with the tiny thing, was a far cry from his usual image.

"What should we do, Cecil?" Carta asked.

"Right. Let's just watch for a bit longer. If we went back and told Fansent that Darius simply 'liked cats,' I’m pretty sure he’d just get mad at us."

"True," Tura agreed. "He might scold us. 'Are you guys messing around?' he would say. Then again, there is a chance he would say, 'This is excellent intel. Thank you, everyone.' Is that a possibility?"

"I don't think that's happening, Tura," I sighed.

"I see. You are likely right, Carta..."

Having Tura around always made me feel a bit more relaxed. In a place as high-strung as Noblesse Magic Academy, her personality was a rare treasure.

Before I met Fansent, I avoided everyone.

No... to be honest, I was probably just jealous. I’d convinced myself that I’d never reach their level no matter how hard I tried, so I drew a line to separate myself from them.

But Fansent taught me that wasn't the case.

Unlike the others, I might actually be acting specifically for his sake. Ever since that day he challenged me to a duel and asked for my help...

...Wow. I’m way more of a romantic maiden than I realized.

Not that I could ever tell a soul.
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“Ah, he’s moving, Cecil!” 

“Shall we follow him? Everyone, keep your presence hidden.” 

“Umu.” 

Among our classmates, the three of us were particularly skilled at suppressing our mana. Carta had mastered the art in the mountains, Tura could just do it naturally for some reason, and I—well, I owed my proficiency to the fact that my mana pool was pathetically small to begin with. 

That, and the fact that I was the first one knocked out during our previous battle with Senior Neil. I’d learned the hard way that sometimes, choosing not to fight is a battle in itself.

I wondered where he could be headed, but Darius simply left the cat where it was and began walking back toward the Teachers' Dormitory. 

...Huh? Is he just leaving it?

But as I was wondering, he came charging back with terrifying momentum. And then—

“Meow, meow-meow!” 

“Is that so? Is it tasty? Is it? Good, good. I’m so glad I was carrying some Charr, just in case something like this happened. Oh, you’re so cute! Who’s a good kitty? You are! Yes, you are!”

...I should probably mention that pets are strictly forbidden at Noblesse. 

And yet, he was carrying Charr? What kind of person carries cat treats "just in case"?

Beside me, Carta let out a soft giggle. 

“Darius really is a wonderful person, isn’t he? He’s always thinking about the students, and he’s kinder than anyone. Right after I enrolled, I was on the verge of dropping out. He was the one who reached out to me. He told me it would be okay, not to worry, and that he’d always look after me.”

“I, too, have been in his care since I came to Noblesse from Duran,” Tura added. “He greeted me every single day. Thanks to Darius, I never had to feel lonely or anxious here.”

“...Me too. So, it was the same for everyone.”

Back when I couldn't fit in, I used to spend my time hiding in the corner of the classroom or buried in books at the library. During those times, Darius would always call out to me with a smile. There was a mysterious charm to him; when he’d shout a boisterous, “See you tomorrow!” it made me feel like it was okay for me to be here, even if I was alone. 

People talk about "unsung heroes," and Darius was the perfect example. I knew his heart always ached during the dangerous exams, and I’d heard he’d personally coached Allen back when he wasn't strong yet. 

I feel a bit guilty about having to fight a teacher like that... but we still have to win.

Most of the students had already given up. They were content to just treat the exam as a learning experience, with no intention of actually achieving victory. 

But Fansent was different. He absolutely refused to give up. 

And that was why I wouldn't give up, either. 

“Meow-meow, nyaaah!”

“Gwaaaaah, you’re so adorable! Should I just keep you in secret...? No, that wouldn't work... Khhh!”

The only problem was that, so far, the only intel we’d gathered was that he really, really liked cats. What was I supposed to do with that?

...Wait, is there such a thing as cat magic?

―――――――――――――――
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After Darius had finished fluffing the cat to his heart's content, he handed the creature over to the administrative staff of the Noblesse Magic Academy.

It was a little pathetic, honestly—the man was actually weeping.

"Mike, I’m sorry! I’m so, so sorry, buddy!"

"Nyaoon."

"Yes, yes. I’ll take full responsibility for him," the staff member said. "I have a contact who works with rescue cats, so I’m sure we’ll find a new owner for him in no time."

Nobles loved cats. They were elegant and required little effort; since there were always butlers and maids around, you could head out for the day and know their care was in good hands. Unlike dogs, they weren't particularly clingy, which probably made them easier to adore whenever the mood struck.

It was likely a win for the cat, too. A massive manor was certainly worth exploring, the food would be top-tier, and there was plenty of room for exercise.

"Darius is so funny," I said, a little giggle escaping me. "He’s almost cute."

"Perhaps I should gift him one of my own fluffy dolls as a present..." Tura mused.

"Hmm? What’s a 'fluffy doll'?"

"N-Nothing! It is absolutely nothing!" 

Tura was always adorable when she got flustered.

However, we still didn't have any real leads. The exam was looming, but our classes were so packed that we barely had any time to spare. We had to discover something soon.

...Wait. If that’s the case—

"Hey, Tura, Cecil? I was thinking... why don't we just ask Darius directly? It sounds like a weird thing to do, but maybe it’s our best bet."

Just as I started to speak, Carta voiced the exact same thought. Tura chimed in as well, nodding. "I was thinking the same thing!"

Ah, so we’re all on the same page.

Darius always approached us head-on. If that was his style, then we should do the same.

We walked up to him slowly and called out. Wiping his tears, Darius spun around.

"Whoa! W-w-w-w-w-w-what are you kids doing here?!"

"We came because we wanted to ask you a few things about the exam," Carta and I explained.

"We know it’s a bit rude to ask, but would you be willing to help us?"

When we told him that, Darius laughed.

"That’s the spirit! All right, shall we head somewhere for a light spar?"

He really was a great teacher. 

But then, Tura spoke up.

"Master Darius! I shall also speak to you head-on! I, too, love all things fluffy! And I agree—cats are truly magnificent!"

It was rare to hear Tura use such formal, polite speech. But more importantly...

Predictably, Darius’s face turned a shade of crimson I didn't know was possible. "Wait... E-Eh? Were you guys watching me?"

"Since the middle! I saw everything, right up until the moment you handed over Charr!" Tura declared.

I'm pretty sure that means she saw the whole thing from the very beginning, I thought. But Tura was nothing if not honest.

"...U-Uuugh..."

Darius slumped down, clutching his head in embarrassment. He really was kind of cute.
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After we relocated to the Underground Arena, we headed to the locker rooms to change into our training uniforms. I was halfway through pulling mine on when I noticed Carta writhing in a struggle with her top.

"Mgh... my chest is so... ti-tight..."

"Carta, have they gotten even bigger again?" Tura asked.

"Hyaaaan! Tu-Tura! Stop, you can't!"

"Why not? It’s not like they’re going to wear out from a little touching. Oh, wow! They’re so soft!"

"Nn-aah... ah... s-stop it..."

Incidentally, Tura was just as supple and well-endowed as Carta, not falling behind her in the slightest.

...I’m so jealous.

Lady Cynthia is the same way... I wonder if Fansent likes that sort of thing too?

...Wait, what on earth am I thinking?!

I shook those intrusive thoughts out of my head and stepped outside. My mindset shifted the moment I saw him.

The best thing about Darius was how he gave his absolute all to everything. He always responded with total sincerity. Right then, he was sitting quietly in the center of the arena in a Zen meditation pose. He was likely kneading his mana.

They said Teacher Coco had the largest mana capacity in all of Noblesse, but Darius was certainly her equal. No, in terms of sheer, raw power, he far surpassed even Teacher Coco.

I had a habit of classifying and quantifying combat abilities. I would build patterns based on a person’s hobbies, tastes, habits, and their Gift, then select the optimal solution to defeat them. However, Darius possessed the kind of power that seemed to mock such petty calculations.

I’d heard that when Fansent and Allen faced a dragon a while back, Darius had unleashed a single blow powerful enough to shatter the creature's Barrier. To a man like him, ordinary defenses probably didn't even exist.

Once we were ready, we stood before him, and Darius rose to his feet. He felt even larger than usual. I had seen him fight several times during class, but I had never faced him personally like this.

"I feel bad for Carta, but you won't be able to use much Flight Magic in here," Darius said. "Take the mana you’d usually spend on that and put it into your attacks instead."

"Y-Yes, sir!"

It was a shame Carta couldn't use her Flight, but there was no helping it. Still, I figured it was a good thing; since we didn't have our usual advantage, it was a chance to learn how to fight a head-on battle.

I took a deep breath and activated my Gift.

『Tura, can I ask you to take point? It’s the most demanding role, but I need you as the vanguard.』

『Of course. Let’s go all out from the very first move.』

『Carta, I want you to maintain a constant barrage of long-range attacks. I’ll follow right behind Tura and look for an opening.』

『Understood.』

The fact that we had been laughing together only moments ago felt like a lie; both of them now wore expressions of deadly seriousness. Fufufu, they really are students of Noblesse Magic Academy.

I loved serious battles. I enjoyed the tension before a Battle Universe, of course, but what I loved most was that crystalline moment when victory or defeat was finally decided.

"Alright, come at me whenever you're ready," Darius said. "I’ll hold back, but be warned—if you pass out, you might not wake up for half a day."

My heart gave a violent thud against my ribs. 

I was weak. I knew that better than anyone. But there was one thing I possessed that I wouldn't lose to anyone else. It was something I could say with pride, even to Fansent.

The truth was, I hated losing—to a goddamn deadly degree.

『—Carta, Tura. Let's win this.』
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Darius wasn't even wearing combat gear. 

Talk about being overconfident.

Tura took the lead, charging forward with everything she had. Right before impact, she unleashed her One-Hit Kill. The real difference this time was her recovery speed; she didn't miss a beat, pressing the attack by rushing him head-on. At the exact same moment, Carta fired her Mana Cannon. The magic split into two trajectories, curving around to flank him from both sides.

My job was to "see." I had to read the flow of mana, the fluctuations, the habits—every single pattern—and provide the right instructions. That was our winning formula. It was how we’d made it this far.

"Now those are some pleasant attacks! You're making me happy!"

Grinning like a madman, Darius dragged his greatsword across the ground with a grating skritch before swinging it upward with explosive force. Earth Attribute effects erupted from the blade. He’d infused the very soil of the arena with his mana. 

Among the Four Great Elements, Earth is generally considered the "weak link." Since it usually requires physical matter to work with, its clunkiness is usually a fatal flaw.

...Or so I thought.

"Everyone, Shield! Hurry!"

Tura trusted my lead. She skidded to a halt and immediately began chanting. But every single grain of flying dirt was packed with a terrifying amount of mana; it wasn't just dust, it was a torrential downpour of magical artillery. 

In an instant, Tura’s Shield was blown to pieces. The debris pelted me, and it even reached Carta, who was positioned way in the back.

The big advantage of the Earth Attribute is its low mana consumption. Unlike Fire or Water, you aren't creating something from nothing, which means you can dump all that extra mana into your physical abilities instead. I knew Darius was strong, but this was just ridiculous.

Maintaining a Shield costs a fortune in mana. If he keeps this up, we’re going to lose by attrition.

"What's the matter? You can't beat me if you're just focused on taking hits!"

Knowing he had the upper hand, Darius shouldered his greatsword with a heavy thud, looking for all the world like he was holding back to give us a chance. To put it simply, he was like a version of Duke who didn't have a single opening.

Just imagining that is terrifying.

However, my spirit hadn't broken yet.
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Carta, I need support! Tura—

Got it.

We had trained specifically to communicate our intentions using the bare minimum of words. 

Tura broke into a sprint once more. 

Darius unleashed the exact same attack as before. No, he probably let it fly just for our sake. He was guiding us every step of the way, letting us learn as we went.

"Well? What are you going to do now?"

"Nothing at all," Tura replied. "At least... not by myself."

The moment the mana-infused soil began raining down on Tura, a Shield chant rang out from behind her. Carta’s defensive magic was wider and more powerful than anyone else’s. She even layered it twofold, successfully blocking every last speck of dirt.

"Hoh, not bad. But you won't win with just that, you know?"

"The real show starts now!"

Tura drew her blade at point-blank range. In terms of pure swordsmanship, even Fansent should have had his hands full with her. Yet, Darius saw right through her and shut her down in a single heartbeat. Tura’s face twisted at the sheer, overwhelming power behind his defense.

"Muu, such terrifying pressure... But I am not alone, Darius!"

I was intentionally hovering in mid-air with Flight Magic. Since we were underground, I couldn't gain much altitude, but from his perspective, it was a hard angle to defend. I couldn't fire off massive spells like Carta, but Tura and I had a little technique we’d cooked up together.

I leveled my index finger at Darius and condensed my mana at the tip. Using my thumb as a sight, I took steady aim. 

It was a high-speed Mana Cannon—a completely new type of magical attack that bypassed conventional principles. It wasn't powerful enough to take an opponent down in one hit, but I’d packed it with enough density to "break" whatever it touched. I wasn't even thinking about defeating him. Because I was weak, I was the only one who could have come up with something like this...

"I see. That's some interesting magic."

Yet, Darius didn't even bother to dodge. My attack struck his right hand—his dominant arm—exactly as I’d intended.

However, the magic simply dispersed right before impact.

Tura followed up with another attack, and Carta fired off a Mana Cannon from the rear, yet everything simply scattered before it could touch him. It was as if an invisible wall surrounded him. 

When I focused my eyes, I understood why immediately. 

That's... so much mana...

He was pouring every ounce of his energy into Power Up, effectively wearing a suit of mana armor. I had never seen such a terrifying fluctuation of mana in my life. Beside me, Tura was left utterly speechless.

"Darius... isn't that just cheating?"

"I wonder. But hey, if you manage to land a lethal blow about a hundred times, you might actually get somewhere. Now, come on! Show me what you've got!"
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“I-I can’t... I can’t do any more...”

“I am... at my limit, too...”

“You’re right...”

We collapsed onto the floor in less than thirty minutes. 

Usually, we can last much longer than this, but I knew exactly why we were spent. It was because every single one of Darius’s attacks was basically a killing blow; we had to keep our defenses deployed at maximum output every second just to survive. 

If only we had an Inviolable Domain (Barrier) like Fansent’s, things might be different.

“Still a long way to go,” Darius said. “But well, I saw a few flashes of brilliance.”

Carta and Tura were too exhausted to even squeeze out a reply. I couldn’t blame them. Tura, especially, had been relentless on the front lines, pouring everything she had into her strikes.

I forced myself to speak in their stead. “What do you mean by ‘flashes of brilliance’?”

“Your Coordination was excellent. Plus, you were whispering to each other where I couldn't hear you, weren’t you? It makes your teacher feel... a little lonely...”

Suddenly, his face fell into a look of genuine sorrow. His emotions were so volatile it was almost funny, but beneath the theatrics, he was truly kind. He had eased up on his attacks just enough to ensure they weren't fatal, letting us fight to the very end.

Our attacks hadn't gotten through his defense. Not even one. But that didn't mean I had been sitting idly by.

“Darius.”

“Yeah? What is it, Cecil?”

“This is just a guess, but... do you actually dislike fighting?”

“What makes you say that?”

“...I don’t know for sure. It’s really just a hunch. I’m sorry if that’s rude to ask.”

Darius let out a boisterous, hearty laugh.

“Haha! You’re sharp, Cecil. Good girl. It’s true that I’m often misunderstood because I look like this, but I honestly don't like fighting at all. I only served as a knight in the past because it was the family business.”

I’d heard that he and Teacher Milk had been Knight Commanders in another country. To reach those heights in a profession you don’t even like... the man was a total genius.

“Then why did you become a teacher?”

“Hmm. I just like talking to people. Knowing the principal helped, of course, but mostly I just thought it would be nice if even one person could get stronger using the knowledge I have.”

As he stood there laughing, I couldn't sense a single hidden motive or dark secret. Just like Fansent, his straightforward feelings were incredibly powerful.

Sorry, everyone. I don’t think this man has a weakness.

Right then, a soft “meow” drifted from out of nowhere. 

The cat from earlier had returned. 

In an instant, Darius tossed his greatsword aside like it was a piece of trash and lunged toward the animal.

“Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good widdle boy!? Why are you here-wuh? Yes, you are! Yes, you are!”

Seeing this, I exchanged looks with Carta and Tura.

...Should we try attacking him just a little bit?

At my telepathic suggestion, Tura launched a pathetic excuse for a Wind Slash. Carta followed suit, firing off a Mana Cannon that felt more like a gentle breeze. The spells drifted across the room and—miraculously—hit their mark.

...Maybe I should bring a cat to the exam? Just kidding.

Darius didn’t have a single "real" weakness. However, I had learned for a fact that he didn't enjoy the act of fighting. Even the smallest detail can lead to Victory in a serious match. 

There had to be something else I was missing. 

I really don’t want Fansent to hate me, so I guess I’m staying up all night to figure this out.
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The days of training with Luna had been proceeding smoothly.

The exam was right around the corner. I was going to show the teachers—and the rest of the losers in my year—something they would never forget.

Allen and his band of idiots had been wasting their time playing with water balloons or some such nonsense, but they seemed to have grasped the essence of it in their own way. 

Then there was Cecil, who was even more incomprehensible. She had approached me with a completely straight face to report that "cats were the weakness," and I honestly hadn't known how to respond to that. 

For the time being, she was the one compiling our intel, so she would be the one making the final tactical calls. Up until now, even when I had been forced to team up with those three, I'd never been particularly enthusiastic about it.

But this time was different. 

I wanted to win, even if I had to sacrifice "Protein," that chirpy childhood friend, or the reckless fool of a protagonist to do it.

Well, not that I’d ever actually tell them that.

A smile and a handshake in public, a mocking tongue behind their backs—that was how a true villain operated. They were a carefree bunch, having no idea they were simply being used for my own ends. It didn't matter to me if they were wiped out in a single blow. Depending on the plan, I fully intended to use them as meat shields.

It didn't matter who it was.

"Oh, Weiss... it’s been a while since I’ve seen you make such a spine-tingling expression..."

"Lord Weiss is just as wicked, powerful, and cool as I thought!"

...Fine, I suppose I’ll let at least Cynthia and Lilith survive.

The three of us were sharing a meal for the first time in a while. I’d been so busy lately that this kind of communication felt precious. Cynthia was eating her usual pasta set, while Lilith—as expected—was working her way through a mountain of fried chicken and a bowl of rice stacked in a literal "manga-style" heap. I couldn't help but wonder where it all went inside that slender body of hers.

"The exam is almost here," I said. "How are you two holding up?"

"We’ve been training every day, of course," Cynthia replied. "Our opponent this time will be the greatest we've faced yet."

"Me too!" Lilith added. "Every morning, every noon, and every night, I’m getting myself fired up! And... well..."

"And?"

"I caused so much trouble for the two of you before. This time, I absolutely want to be of use to you."

When we had fought Neil and Priscilla, Lilith had been ready to quit the Academy entirely. She was likely still frustrated with herself for being so powerless back then. While her tendency to overexert herself made me a little uneasy, it was also dependable. If it was her, she would surely find a way to tap into power beyond her limits.

"Don't overdo it," I told her.

"I won't! Hehe, you're so kind, Lord Weiss."

"Speaking of which, Weiss," Cynthia cut in, "did you find out anything more regarding Teacher Chloe?"

"I’ve already shared what I know with Cecil, but the woman is a mystery. She usually keeps herself holed up in the Teachers' Dormitory. Cecil was probably the one closest to her, and even she doesn't know much."
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I knew quite a bit about Chloe from the game, and like Cecil, she was a "brain" type. 

She fought by channeling Mana through two whips, manipulating them in a style that fused offense and defense into one. It was a simple style, which was exactly why it was so damn powerful. In the Original Story, monsters were shredded into mincemeat the moment they even tried to touch her.

Chloe’s whips had been a force of nature during the previous Calamity, too, but her卓越した magic was what would be truly troublesome. I didn't know if she would resort to Movement Magic during the exam, but either way, she was going to be a massive pain to deal with.

Cold, ruthless, and a total stickler for the Academy rules—she was a stubborn, inflexible woman. Or, at least, she was supposed to be.

And yet, there she was, training Cecil.

I have to assume she’s a completely different person from the character I knew. Which just makes her even more of a handful.

"I talk to Teacher Chloe all the time."

Just then, a voice piped up from right beside me.

I hadn't even noticed him sitting there, but the one happily stuffing his face with omurice—and getting ketchup everywhere—was a stunningly beautiful girl. No, wait. It was Olynn.

As usual, the guy had the face and voice of a woman. Apparently, people who didn't know him were completely convinced he was a girl; he supposedly spent half his time turning down confessions by explaining his actual gender. 

But he was popular with the female students, too. It was likely due to his looks, sure, but also because he was just so friendly and caring.

I mean—

"What on earth do you two even talk about?" I asked.

"Hmm, well, I like books, so we talk about things like new releases," he chirped.

"...Wait, you actually read books?"

"Yep! I’m in the Library all the time!"

Now that he mentioned it, I remembered a rumor about a "mysterious beauty" in the Library being a hot topic lately. Olynn’s hair had grown quite a bit recently—honestly, it was getting ridiculously long. I’d tried asking him why he didn't cut it, but he’d just given me a vague, "Eh, just because."

This guy is always so serious, and yet... Then it hit me. The Noblesse development team must have successfully incorporated a bit of Sloth into his personality. As expected, those devs really knew how to hit the players' sweet spots—no, never mind.

"So," I sighed, "did you actually find out anything useful?"

"Teacher Chloe is incredibly smart!"

"Anything else?"

"She speaks very politely!"

"And?"

"Surprisingly, she seems to like romance stories."

My eyebrow twitched at that. It was a bit of undisclosed lore that hadn't even appeared in the Original Story, but it was completely useless for combat. Is Olynn just another airhead of the Allen Clan after all?

"What's the point of—"

"She’s extremely pensive," Olynn interrupted, "but we might be able to use that against her."

"...What do you mean by that?"

"It feels like she’s always thinking three steps ahead—like she's looking at the back of the back of a situation. So, I figured if we can read her perfectly, we could actually turn that around and seize the advantage."

...Wait. Maybe Olynn is different.

This guy was actually thinking. Most "smart" types didn't bother coming at you head-on. It was just like how Neil and Priscilla had immediately moved to take down Cecil first. If we had realized she was the target back then, there were so many more ways we could have handled it. If Shari had set a few traps, we could have settled the whole thing in a heartbeat.

But Chloe would see right through something like that.

That’s why we had to go for the "back of the back." To pull that off, my knowledge, Olynn’s analytical power, and Cecil’s brain would be essential.

I’ll give you credit, Olynn. You’ve been promoted from 'Reckless Girl' to 'Brain Girl.'

Wait, no. Boy...
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"Did you ever actually fight Teacher Chloe?" I asked.

"Just a bit."

"...That’s surprising. Did you approach her yourself?"

"Yep! She turned me down at first, but I kept asking and asking until she finally gave in. But wow, she was incredible. Her whip went bam! Then it was all whish-whish! And then at the end, it went zzap-zap-zap!"

Olynn began to explain himself with a flurry of incomprehensible sound effects and wild hand gestures. His long hair swayed back and forth, making the smear of ketchup on his cheek stand out even more.

Senior Cynthia doesn’t get jealous, of course.

After all, Olynn is a guy.

However, the lowerclassmen watching from a distance were whispering amongst themselves.

"Check it out... Doesn't Senior Weiss have a literal bouquet in each hand?"

"Incredible. Senior Cynthia, Senior Lilith, and even some mysterious beautiful girl senior."

"I feel like I've seen her somewhere before... but man, she is gorgeous."

Having sharp ears is a curse sometimes. Even if I wanted to ignore them, I couldn't.

"Oh, Weiss-kun. You’ve got a bit of Melo-Melon on your cheek."

Right then, Olynn reached out and plucked the piece of fruit off my face. He didn't go so far as to pop it into his own mouth, thank god, but if anyone saw a scene like this, they’d get a totally wrong—and dangerous—idea.

In a panic, I released the full output of my Power of Darkness, flooding the area with enough pressure to leave everyone bewildered.

"Whoa! Wh-what’s with this sudden bloodlust?!"

"E-eeeek!"

"H-hyahhh!"

There. That should be enough to distract them. Or so I thought.

"Senior Weiss! Who is that senior?! Whoa, she’s so cute!"

"Belk, you’re being... incredibly rude. My apologies, everyone."

Appearing with an obnoxiously loud voice were Belk and Meryl. Olynn didn't seem to quite grasp what was happening, as he simply tilted his head in confusion.

"Hehe, thank you... I think?"

"S-She's so cuuuute!" 

Belk’s eyes practically turned into hearts. 

We’ll be fighting alongside the lowerclassmen during the next exam. These two in particular will make for excellent pawns.

"Belk, make sure you work hard for this senior's sake, too," I said.

"Yessir!"

"Fueh?"

I guess Olynn’s looks are good for something after all.

"Uwoooah! Who is this total babe?!"

Duke suddenly burst onto the scene with a shout, though it took him quite a while to realize the "babe" in question was actually Olynn.

―――――――――――――――
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It all started with the Tag Tournament, followed by the ring collection during the School Trip and that desperate struggle for survival in the Battle Royale. Then came the Partner Exam—that fierce, grueling clash with the Upperclassmen.

We had overcome one obstacle after another.

The curriculum had become increasingly brutal, and by this point, several students had already dropped out of the academy. While the heavy hitters who were active in the Original Story remained firmly in place, there were also plenty of people here who shouldn’t have existed at all, like Shari and Carta.

Ever since I’d woken up as Weiss Fancent, I had met and clashed with so many different people. And every single time, there was someone there to support me.

I wasn't trying to rank her against Lilith or Cynthia, but I could say with total, heartfelt pride that she was irreplaceable to me. She was precious.

And now, that very master was the one calling out to me.

"Weiss, are your preparations complete?"

"I’ve done everything I possibly could. Today, I intend to win—Teacher Milk."

"Heh. Your high spirits are one of your better qualities, but that’s impossible. There is no way you can surpass me yet."

She stood there with her usual overflowing confidence, crossing her arms and causing a certain... sway. No, no, focus! That didn't matter right now. 

I had been honing my skills with everything I had because I truly wanted to surpass Teacher Milk. Avoiding my own ruin was a given, of course, but she was also a towering wall that had stood in my way time and time again as my master.

Until now, I couldn't even see her feet. She wouldn't even show me her back; I hadn't even known where she was in relation to me.

But this time was different.

She was going to stand directly in front of me and take me on in a serious, no-holds-barred match.

In the Original Story, Teacher Milk wasn't even a member of the faculty. She’d had zero interest in others and avoided social interaction like the plague. But now, things were different. She was looking at me—she was looking at us.

The difficulty level of this exam wasn't just "high." Just like the Three-Year Joint Tag Tournament, this was a scripted defeat event. It was designed to show the players just how powerful the teachers were, meant to inspire them to reach for even greater heights.

And thanks to my meddling, even Coco was a teacher now. Just imagining how absurd the difficulty spike was going to be made me want to laugh.

But...

"I’m not a brat who’s just going to rely on your generosity forever. I’m going to prove that today."

"Heh, I’ll buy that spirit. But Weiss, you don't know the real me. I think it's time I showed you."

Teacher Milk’s words were always intense. However, it was rare for her to actually throw a provocation back at me.

Does this mean she’s finally acknowledging me as an equal? Even just a little bit?

Weiss, old boy, you’re looking forward to this too, aren't you?

Just you wait. I’m going to show everyone something absolutely incredible.
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“The time has finally come, Weiss.”

“Lord Weiss, I’ll do anything you ask! Please, use me like a pawn—treat me like your own personal tool!”

“Cynthia, you’re fine, but Lilith—you’re way too wound up. If we want to win this, you need to actually focus on surviving first.”

“U-Understood! Oh, you’re so kind, Lord Weiss! I’ll give it my absolute everything!”

Seeing her strike that usual gutsy pose of hers made me happy, but let’s be real: if we don’t go into this with a literal death wish, we don’t stand a chance of winning.

We were currently standing at our new training location. It was a stretch of wasteland near the country where I’d previously fought Neil. The dust was thick enough to choke on, and massive, craggy pillars of rock towered over the landscape at regular intervals. 

Apparently, this was the largest site we’d used to date. They said it would take a good thirty minutes at a full sprint just to get from one end to the other. 

The Lowerclassmen and Intermediate-year Students had already changed into their Training Uniforms. Among the juniors, the only ones who looked like they actually intended to win were Belk, Meryl, and maybe a handful of others. I couldn't blame the rest, though. After all, they couldn't even keep up with us, let alone the faculty.

Off to the side, Chloe, Darius, Coco, and Teacher Milk had all gathered together, likely for a preliminary strategy meeting. The sight of the four of them standing in a row and talking... it was a scene that should have been impossible in the Original Story.

At the sight of them, my cheeks softened into a faint smile despite myself. These people were the living legends of Noblesess Oblige—geniuses, masters, the absolute Strongest. I was probably the only person in the world who truly understood just how terrifyingly powerful they were.

“That’s rare,” a voice said. “I didn’t think even you could make a face like that, Weiss.”

“Hah?”

“But I get it. I’m excited too. Teacher Darius, Teacher Milk, Teacher Coco, and Teacher Chloe... it’s daunting, but we have to win.”

Allen was looking unusually fired up. However, there was a strange lack of tension in his posture. Apparently, Teacher Milk had told him he needed to ‘enjoy’ things more. 

Hmph. As if a guy like him could actually manage that. But still...

“Don’t lump me in with you,” I snapped, sliding back into my persona. “We’re only in the same camp because it’s a tactical necessity for victory. Just because I’ve borrowed your help a few times, don’t go getting ahead of yourself.”

“...Why do you always have to say it like that?”

“You got a problem with it?”

“I’m just saying, I’ve also—”

“Yes, yes, yes, yes, ye-es! That’s enough out of both of you!” 

Cutting in between Allen and me was a woman with vibrant pink hair—Shari. Duke appeared right behind her, looking as massive and well-built as ever. 

“Don’t go causing unnecessary trouble before the exam even starts!” she scolded.
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“You guys really are best buds, aren’t you! Yeah, yeah, it’s a beautiful thing!”

“Shut up, you standing muscle.”

“S-standing muscle...?”

“You were utterly useless during the last exam. It’s a fitting name, don’t you think?”

He’d gotten himself knocked out without even managing to protect Cecil. Getting a nickname like that was the least he deserved.

“Wh-what?! Weiss, you bastard! I can move my muscles however I want! You want me to show you my twitching pectorals?! Is that it?!”

“How about you go back to Noblesse Academy and start over? Maybe this time you’ll actually acquire some reading comprehension.”

“Why you—!”

“Would you two just give it a rest?! Look, it looks like the teachers are moving out!”

Good grief. He just had to butt in and ruin a precious unreleased scene.

“Even a rough Weiss-kun when he’s fighting… is so cool… huff, huff.”

I caught a glimpse of Luna lurking in the shadows at the edge of my vision.

Has her perversion level increased again? Is there no ceiling for this girl?

“Now then, everyone, allow me to review the rules for this exam.”

As per usual, Chloe stood before the student body.

The objective this time was incredibly simple, yet they had still managed to put an elaborate spin on things.

“We have erected four shrines somewhere in this wasteland. Each one has a name written on it. Those shrines represent the ‘second lives’ of us faculty members.”

Basically, it boiled down to this:

We students were being given two options.

The first was to eliminate the faculty directly. Simple and clear—we just had to beat them.

The second was to destroy the shrines. For example, if we destroyed the shrine with ‘Milk Abitus’ written on it, she would be forced to withdraw from the battlefield.

This wasn’t just a simple test. It was a practical exercise modeled after a real-world scenario where we’d have to protect or target high-profile individuals.

I remembered a similar vibe during the incident with Sophia, but I’d needed a lot of help back then. I definitely couldn't have won that on my own. This time, however, I’m going to overwhelm them with my power alone.

“Should we split into teams? One to take down the shrines and another to stall the teachers?” one student suggested.

“True, that might be the way to go,” another agreed.

“The location of the shrines is the key. I wonder if they’re all clustered together?”

That was the extent of the information provided.

It was a new development that hadn't appeared in the Original Story, but these guys just didn't get it.

Who did they think they were up against? Coco was guaranteed to have a defensive perimeter set up. I knew all too well that this wasn't going to be nearly as easy as they thought.

But I didn't have time for idiots. The ones who actually knew what they were doing already understood the situation. Of course, one person had realized the truth before anyone else.

“Cecil, is it mostly as you expected?”

“Yes. Even if we can stay in contact with the lowerclassmen, I don't think we'll be able to coordinate with them effectively.”

“Don’t sweat it,” I told her. “It’s better to just let Belk and Meryl run wild. Trying to force coordination with them will only make the situation worse. This isn’t like a Calamity—nobody’s actually going to die. Sometimes, you need to make sacrifices. You get that, right, Cecil?”

“Of course,” she replied. “I know it’s not right to treat this the same as Battle Universe, but I understand that there are some things that can’t be helped if we want to win.”
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An exam wasn't the same as a real-life fight.

It was a lesson I’d had hammered into me more times than I could count, and I’d finally come to understand it. Every challenge demanded a certain level of mental flexibility. I was sure Cecil understood that much at least.

People liked to say that defeat and failure were the building blocks of growth, but that was just empty sentiment unless the person in question was actually conscious of it. You had to look forward and actually put in the effort, or it was all just talk.

But Cecil had been putting in the work—both in the moments I’d witnessed and those I hadn’t. Even though she'd only lost once, that single defeat must have been a massive deal for her.

"Don't worry, Fansent," she said. "I've got a secret trump card of my own."

"Is it... a Gift?"

"Hehe, that's a secret."

"What? Come on, tell me."

"No way. I'm not going to just do everything you say all the time. Besides, a little mystery is a good thing, don't you think?"

With a quiet smile, Cecil turned away to go talk to Tura and the others.

Hmph. I guess she had a point. Knowing every little spoiler ahead of time takes the fun out of things. Besides, it wasn't like I didn't have a few tricks of my own left up my sleeve.

"—Haah, haah."

"Hey, Luna."

"Y-Yes?!"

I called out to Luna, who was currently lurking in the shadows. Her hair was as messy and unrefined as ever. I caught Cynthia’s eye, and she offered a small smile and a nod of permission. I’d actually cleared this with her in advance, mostly because the girl’s hair was definitely going to get in the way.

"Put this on."

"Eh? Th-This... wait, is this for me?"

"It’s a hairclip. I’ve coated it in mana. I’d hate for your combat performance to slip just because your bangs were blocking your vision."

―――――――――――――――
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It was a trivial detail, but an important one.

This wasn't just about combat. What this girl lacked was confidence. While I didn't care much about appearances, carrying oneself with dignity was directly tied to one's pride. Besides, well, she was actually pretty cute.

"Ehehe..."

The clip snapped shut with a click, pinning her hair back and revealing the face she usually kept hidden from the world.

Ha! That’s much better.

"Luna."

"Y-Yes? What is it?"

"Thanks."

"...Eh?"

"I’m grateful that you stuck with me through those late-night training sessions, even after I went back on my word. But we did all that to get results. From here on out, we're going for real. Get your head in the game."

Luna had a timid personality, much like Carta. Even so, her grades had improved, and unlike in the Original Story, she was stepping up to the plate. She had stood her ground instead of running away.

I can't exactly tease her by calling her a Liquid Metal Slime anymore.

"Yes... Weiss-kun, I am your eyes, your hands, and your feet. Please, use me however you wish."

"Ha! Now that's the spirit."

Besides, she’d grown into exactly my type. Her personality wasn't half-bad, either.

"Weiss, would you like some cold ice before the match?"

"I’ll pass."

Yeah, I knew it. Cynthia, you really are number one.
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I’ve always had a soft spot for the tense atmosphere that precedes an exam.

Everyone was brimming with mana and fighting spirit, itching to prove the worth of the training they’d endured up to this point. The intermediate-year students, in particular, had already survived a gauntlet of trials. I was sure many of them had been crushed by the upperclassmen in the past, failing to land even a single blow before being knocked out of contention.

That was exactly why they were so desperate to make this time different.

But if anyone is feeling that way, it’s me.

Allen had gone and stolen my thunder. I could maintain a cool exterior if I had to, but I couldn't stop the restless aching in my limbs. 

Teacher Milk, Darius, Coco, Chloe... I didn't care who I was up against. I was going to give them everything I had.

"Once we’ve cleared out, the Magic Bird will announce the start of the match. That will be the signal."

Teacher Milk gave us that final word of instruction. Apparently, Chloe was saving her Teleportation Magic for the actual fight; she took off on foot at a terrifying speed.

I see. So the faculty is playing for keeps, too. I appreciate the sentiment, but...

I could’ve sworn she was wearing a faint smirk as she vanished.

...How terrifying.

"Senior Weiss!"

"...What is it?"

"Let’s do this! I’m gonna be moving like a madman, so just give me the word!"

Belk was as annoyingly energetic as ever. Still, I supposed I could count on him in a pinch.

"Just follow Cecil’s lead. Your job is to keep the lowerclassmen organized."

"Yessir! Ah, but Meryl is actually way better at that than I am..."

He looked a bit sheepish as he glanced over. Meryl—our resident honor student—was already busy barking orders at the lowerclassmen. I guess he still wasn't quite on her level.

"Just do your best."

"Right! I’m gonna be the MVP this time! And if you like what you see, do you think... maybe you’d spar with me again sometime?"

"Show me some results first. Then we’ll talk."

"YES, SIR!"

His voice was loud enough to make my ears ring, but I didn't exactly hate the enthusiasm. He hopped over to bother Meryl, looking far too excited, only to get smacked upside the head with everything she had.

Hah. If he’s still getting his tail tucked between his legs by a girl like that, he still has a long way to go—

"Weiss, it looks like Lady Luna really appreciated your gift."

"Indeed. She appeared to be quite gratified."

"Why are you being so formal all of a sudden?"

"...No reason."

"Lord Weiss is such a ladies' man!"

"Not now, Lilith."

"Yes, sir!"

Well, I certainly had enough fire in my belly now.

Debi, the time to show them your power is drawing near.

Are you looking forward to it?
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A few minutes had passed since the faculty members had vanished from our sight. Above us, the Magic Bird began to circle the sky.

This was it. The signal.

"—All right, everyone. Please proceed according to the plan. As I explained before, the four—"

Cecil’s voice came through, relaying the initial strategy. 

The plan was to divide our forces into four units and locate the Shrines as quickly as possible. We needed to figure out the scale of the defenses Coco was deploying—how much area they covered, the density of the protection, and the distance between the remaining Shrines.

On paper, we had the upper hand. Our numbers were overwhelming. The wasteland was vast, sure, but our Advantage was massive.

"One minute! One minute until the start of the match!"

Allen, Shari, and Duke were practically vibrating with adrenaline. Carta, Tura, Olynn, and Cecil were just as keyed up. Over to the side, Luna was huddled in a last-minute huddle with Cynthia and Lilith.

I closed my eyes and took a steadying breath. Once this starts, it’s a sprint to the finish. There won’t be any time to stop and catch my breath.

I’d analyzed this. I’d obsessed over every detail. I’d thought about this until my brain felt like it was going to leak out of my ears. I was going to win. I was going to beat the faculty—I was going to beat Teacher Milk.

"Ten seconds! Ten seconds to go!"

I exhaled slowly.

But then, a cold prickle of dread crawled up my spine. It was a tiny, nagging sense of wrongness. I suddenly recalled the way Milk Abitus—the Strongest Adventurer—had smiled right before she left.

She had always hammered the same lesson into my head, over and over again.

—Always take the first move.

But this was a defensive battle. The roles of attacker and defender were clearly defined. 

...Or were they? Would Teacher Milk really play by those—?

My head snapped toward Cecil. I opened my mouth to scream.

"Cecil—!"

"Fansent—!"

To my horror, she had realized it at the exact same moment. Goosebumps broke out across my entire body. 

That Magic Bird’s countdown... it wasn’t just a timer for the start of the game. It was a countdown for an incoming strike.

"—Everyone! Get in the air, now—!"

"Fly! Get off the ground, damn it!" I roared.

"—Match start! Match start!"

Only about half of the Intermediate-year Students managed to react to our desperate warnings. Allen and his group were among them, along with Cynthia and Lilith. From the Lowerclassmen, I saw Belk and Meryl leap upward just in time.

A heartbeat later, a blade of pure, terrifying power tore through the air from the far horizon.

It was colossal, a wave of energy that made Tura’s All Kill look like a pocket knife. It moved so fast my eyes could barely track the blur of it. The magical blade slammed into us, kicking up a blinding wall of dust and obliterating the Training Uniforms of dozens of students in a single, echoing blast.

Some had managed to chant defensive spells, but it didn't matter. They were crushed instantly. 

Standard magic theory says that the further a spell travels, the more its power and accuracy degrade. But looking out across the empty wasteland, I couldn't even see the faculty members. They were miles away.

[Eliminated: Student Name]
[Eliminated: Student Name]
[Eliminated: Student Name]

A list of the fallen began to scroll rapidly through my vision. 

There was no doubt in my mind who had suggested this. Teacher Milk. No—Milk Abitus, the Strongest Adventurer.

I felt a manic grin tugging at the corners of my mouth. Ha. Fine. You want to play like that?

For today, she was the enemy. And I was going to give her everything I had.
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This was five minutes before those mana blades came screaming toward us.

Back at the faculty’s starting position, Teacher Milk was wearing a smile that could only be described as utterly fearless. Darius, however, was busy knitting his brows as he watched her.

“Are we really going through with this?” he asked, his voice heavy with hesitation. “I’m starting to feel a real pang of guilt here...”

“If you don’t have the stomach for it, I’ll do it myself,” Milk shot back. “But remember, this is for the students’ own sake. We can teach them exactly how ‘shitty’ negligence and arrogance can be—and we’re going to do it in a single blow.”

“...I mean, I suppose you’re right, but still...”

“The only reason you feel so bad is because you know exactly how many of them are about to get pulverized, right? That’s exactly why we have to do this. Steel your heart, Darius.”

As Milk tossed those harsh words his way, Darius could only offer a helpless shrug. 

Watching their exchange with a cheerful grin was Teacher Coco.

“My, my! As expected of Teacher Milk. You’re practically a paragon for educators everywhere. Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to give it my all too!”

“Yeah. I’d appreciate that.”

“I cannot say I agree with this method,” Teacher Chloe added, her voice as cool as ever. “Wiping out a massive number of students in one strike is a far cry from what I would call ‘education.’ —However, I do find the concept... interesting.”

Chloe wasn't the type to smile, but for just a second, the corners of her mouth twitched upward. Even for someone who viewed the world through a lens of cold logic, Milk’s opening move was completely outside the realm of her predictions. 

And that, apparently, was "interesting" to her. 

Darius gave his own cheeks a couple of hard slaps to wake himself up, then hoisted his greatsword into a ready stance. As his mana began to surge, Teacher Coco laughed, her pipe still clenched between her teeth.

“Man, that’s some seriously off-the-charts mana, just like always. You’re definitely the last person I’d ever want to pick a fight with.”

But unlike a moment ago, Darius was now purely focused. He didn't even seem to hear Teacher Coco’s voice; his entire being was centered on the distant horizon where we were all waiting, blissfully unaware.

Noticing his shift in demeanor, Milk let out a small, satisfied smirk and called out to the other two.

“Darius and I will launch the initial strike. Teacher Coco, can you sharpen the mana we send out?”

“Roger that! I’ll weave an unblockable magic formula into the mix.”

“Thanks. Teacher Chloe—”

“I just need to teleport the blades once they reach the halfway point, right? Understood,” Chloe said, cutting Milk off as she anticipated the instruction. 

Milk didn't get angry at the interruption. If anything, she looked delighted as she let her own mana flare up to its peak.

Ah, I really can leave everything to these three.

“Darius, I’m going to layer my power on top of yours. Don’t you dare hold back.”

Darius didn’t offer a verbal reply. Instead, he answered by letting his mana surge even more violently than before.

Ten seconds before the match officially began, Darius swung his greatsword in a massive horizontal arc. It was a movement so refined and efficient that it defied his hulking, boisterous physique. He’d even calculated the timing perfectly so the strike would land exactly when the clock hit zero.

The moment the dust kicked up, it clung to the swing, manifesting into a literal blade of magic. In that split second, Milk added her own power to "hone" the edge, Teacher Coco remotely infused the formula, and Chloe held out her hands to warp the magic across the battlefield—.
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The Earth Blade tore through the student ranks without a shred of mercy. 

The moment mana leaked from their training uniforms, the forced teleportation kicked in, whisking them away before they even knew what hit them. It was the same story for those who had tried to hunker down and defend on the ground instead of taking flight. 

Idiots. That wasn’t the kind of attack you could block with half-baked effort.

I touched down on the soil and braced myself for a follow-up, but I couldn't sense any mana in the air. That massive strike had just been an opening move—a little "hello" from the faculty, I supposed.

Cecil’s face was a mask of grief as she watched her peers vanish. 

Look, it couldn't be helped, I thought, trying to justify the carnage. If anything, she’d noticed the incoming threat at the exact same time I did. Anyone who had been training properly should have had plenty of time to evade. 

And indeed, looking around, Belk, Meryl, and Allen were all still in the game. Most of the intermediate-year students were still standing, too. Above us, a Magic Bird began chanting the names of the eliminated students, its voice echoing across the battlefield.

Cecil seemed to snap out of it. She shifted gears instantly, barking out a flurry of orders. 

Carta straddled her staff and took to the sky, followed quickly by Olynn. Seriously, Olynn was a total natural. It wasn't enough for him to have a terrifyingly good Tame Technique; he’d gone and mastered Flight Magic, too. Leave some talent for the rest of us, would you?

"Let’s move," I said. "Duke, Shari."

"Yeah. See ya, Weiss. Try not to die out there," Duke replied with a grin.

"He's right," Shari added. "If things get too scary, just scream for help and we'll come running."

"……Shut up." 

They were as noisy and annoying as ever.

Our first objective was to locate the four shrines. We divided ourselves into teams, each with a designated leader.

Team One was spearheaded by Allen, with Duke and Shari backing him up. 
Team Two was led by Carta, accompanied by Olynn and Tura. 

Tura and the rest of the second team were "earth-runners," sticking to the ground at high speeds. Cecil, of course, was the outlier.

Then there was Team Three. My team.

The people following me were—well, exactly who you’d expect.

"Lord Weiss, I am ready whenever you are!" Cynthia chirped.

"Shall we head out, Weiss?" Lilith asked, before glancing aside. "—And you too, Lady Luna."

"Yes," Luna replied, her voice soft but firm. "I’ll do my absolute best not to be a hindrance."

"There’s no way you’ll be a hindrance," I told her, my tone sincere. "You’re strong."

"……Thank you very much."

With Cynthia, Lilith, and Luna at my side, we prepared to strike from the north. It didn't matter who the teachers threw at us; I was going to blow them away. No questions asked.

To our flanks, the lowerclassmen dashed out, led by Belk and Meryl. 

I found myself staring at the back of Allen’s head as he moved. He’d actually defeated Neil. Looking back at the Original Story, that kind of strength should have been impossible for him at this stage. If he actually managed to take down a teacher today, it would be the single greatest alteration to the plot yet.

But I wasn't about to let him have all the glory. I couldn't afford to lose this time, either.

"—Let's go."

Dust swirled around us, but we were ready, pulling up the hoods we’d prepared for the occasion. Then, with a collective burst of speed, we charged into the fray.
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[Intermediate-year Student, Edol Baden — Eliminated.]

[Intermediate-year Student, Nergy Effis — Eliminated.]

[Intermediate-year Student, Orirule Gibdia — Eliminated.]

Thirty minutes had already ticked by since the start of the match.

And honestly? The sheer scale of this wilderness was horrifying. The dust was absolutely brutal; visibility was so poor that a human figure just a few hundred meters away was little more than a flickering blur. 

Luckily, I’d anticipated some level of environmental disaster, so we were all wrapped in beige-colored hoods. We kept our mouths covered and used mana to shield our eyes from the grit.

"Cynthia, Lilith, Luna—everyone okay?" I called out.

"No issues here, Weiss-sama," Cynthia replied smoothly.

"I’m fine!" Lilith added.

"I-I’m hanging in there, barely!" Luna squeaked.

But damn, keeping up a constant flow of mana just to see requires an exhausting amount of concentration. 

With visibility this trashed, we weren't going to spot a Shrine unless we practically tripped over the thing. All the while, the announcements of the eliminated students continued to drone on intermittently.

Normally, I’d just pop my Dark Eye and scout the area, but I’d run into a major snag: to my absolute shock, there was mana interference mixed right into the dust clouds. 

It’s probably Coco. She was likely hitching a ride on the sandy winds to broadcast the interference. It felt exactly like trying to listen to a radio with localized static—fragmented pulses of mana hammered against my brain like white noise. 

It wasn't even high-level magic, but the ingenuity behind it? That was on a whole different level. First that crazy opening attack, and now this. Every single move the faculty made was a lesson.

I’m definitely going to get stronger because of this match. Like, a lot stronger.

I wasn't the only one feeling it, either. Most of the survivors were likely reaching the same realization. There's a world of difference between what you learn in an exam, what you learn in a sparring match, and what you gain from the desperate pressure of a real struggle.

This fight was starting to feel suspiciously like a battle against a Demon King. You don't know where the enemy is. You don't know where the next blow is coming from. And the moment you take one down, you have to sprint to the next ally's side. Honestly, the people at Noblesse really knew how to dream up some "interesting" games. 

Suddenly, I realized "something" was blocking my line of sight. I skidded to a halt and threw up a hand signal to the girls.

"Weiss? What is it?" Cynthia asked, pulling up beside me.

"There's a massive rock up ahead."

"Is there...? I can't see a thing. Your eyes really are incredible, Weiss-sama."

"I'm just boosting my vision with mana," I admitted. Though the headache from the static is very real. "If I push it any further, I might trip their detection net. Luna—"

"Right! I'll go take a look!"

——————————————————
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Luna had already closed her eyes before I could even open my mouth to ask.

She manifested two Black Balls in the air and sent them whistling away with a sharp flick of her wrist. I reached out and rested my hand on her shoulder.

This was the debut of our brand-new magic coordination technique.

I felt a sudden, icy chill radiating from Cynthia’s direction, but I did my best to pretend I hadn’t noticed. Don't look back. If I don't acknowledge the jealousy, it’s not happening.

“I’m going to ‘share’ your vision, Luna.”

“...Yes.”

I’d dubbed the technique Image Share. 

By synchronizing my own mana with Luna’s, I could see exactly what her spheres saw. The Black Balls wove through the choking dust clouds like high-tech drones. When I’d first started practicing this, the sensory overload usually triggered a nasty bout of mana-sickness and motion sickness, but I’d finally managed to overcome the urge to throw up.

The spheres moved steadily forward, cresting a jagged rock formation, and my gut instinct proved to be spot on. Tucked under a simple roof of wooden planks stood a Shrine that looked like a miniature roadside temple.

I couldn’t quite make out the Defense Formula from this distance, but as far as intel-gathering went, this was a gold mine.

And standing right in front of it was—of all people—!

Snap.

“...It was destroyed,” Luna murmured.

“Within expectations. How long until we can use it again?”

“About two minutes. It won’t be a problem.”

“Cynthia, Lilith, get ready. We hit the jackpot.”

At my signal, Cynthia and Lilith let their mana surge. 

The person who had destroyed Luna’s Black Ball in a single, effortless strike without moving a single inch... was my master.

It was Milk Abitus.

I exhaled slowly, trying to force some courage into my lungs. From here on out, life and death would be decided in the blink of an eye. It was time to find out if my current strength was even worth a damn against her.

“Let’s go. This is an exam, but don’t hold back. We’re using coordination.”

The opponent was as formidable as they came. But I have to win. I will win.

Her method of mixing mana into the sandstorm to jam our senses was actually quite logical. It was low-cost and remarkably easy to disguise. Even a jerk like Allen could probably copy a trick like that instantly. Which meant, naturally, that I could do it too.

Before we charged, I let my own mana overflow. I took advantage of my Earth Attribute affinity and wove it together with Dark Magic to help us blend into the chaos. Then, I applied the same cloaking spell to everyone’s hoods.

“Weiss? What are you doing?” Cynthia asked, tilting her head.

“Using our assets. Since we all have similar builds, we’re going to turn that into a strength.”

If she were facing someone like Darius, she’d be braced for high-impact, destructive strikes. But if we made it impossible for her to tell who was who, she’d be forced to play defensively. 

The first move—I understood every one of her teachings.

Teacher Milk hadn't moved a muscle; she was simply waiting. The burden of protecting the Shrine was acting as a shackle, binding her to that spot. It wasn't exactly what I'd call a fair-and-square duel, but I didn't care. As long as we won, it didn't matter.

“We’ll split into two groups and launch the attack. Got it?”

The girls nodded in unison, and we vanished into the dust.
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I’d thought it was just a massive rock, but up close, the thing was a literal mountain.

I could have used Flight Magic, but I really didn’t want to burn through my Mana this early.

Sorry, Cecil, but I’m borrowing your move.

I surged adhesive Mana into the soles of my feet and started sprinting straight up the vertical surface. I kept a steady pace—not too fast, not too slow—matching my speed with Cynthia and the others.

Right beside me, Luna was scrambling up the same way, her face twisted in a mask of pure desperation as she tried to keep her Mana under control. To be honest, while she’d always been a top-tier student in the rankings, her actual combat Gift had been... well, lacking. But in this short span of time, she’d undergone a terrifying amount of growth.

“If I can’t pull this off... please hit me. Preferably on my bottom.”

“Wait, what?”

...Yeah, a lot of weird stuff had happened, but now those were good? Well, let's call them "memorable" memories.

“Luna, don’t expect any special treatment from me,” I warned her. “You’re responsible for your own skin out here.”

“Of course!” 

Ha. Now that was a good look on her.

I hadn’t received any Telepathy from Cecil yet. Maybe the distance was too great, or she was just being stingy with her Mana consumption. Either way, I had a job to do.

Near the ceiling, right at a fissure in the rock, I spotted a Defense Barrier. It was deployed like a rat guard—a real testament to the creator’s nasty personality. Honestly, it was almost impressive.

But to me, a trick like that was completely meaningless. I shredded the barrier to pieces with Time Lapse and launched myself into the open air.

Cynthia and Lilith burst out just a second later. They’d probably been busy widening the hole I’d ripped in the Magic Formula. They were definitely getting better, too.

Teacher Milk was standing right there in front of the Shrine. She didn’t look the least bit rattled. In fact, she wasn’t even bothering to surge her Mana. Was it pure composure or a trap? I had no way of knowing yet.

Whatever it was, I was about to find out the hard way!

“—One-Hit Kill!”

I led with a preemptive strike: an unblockable gale of wind and Darkness. I didn’t care how powerful Teacher Milk was; her anti-magic countermeasures should have been the same as ours. Now, let's see how she handles this—

“I figured you lot would show up,” Teacher Milk said calmly.

She readied her sword. Just a fraction of a second before my blades hit, she swung. Magic collided with magic, and the impact resonated with the crystalline screech of shattering glass.

I see... she’d infused the tip of her blade with magic at the very last microsecond, using the sheer pressure of her swing to double its power. She hadn’t even bothered to chant a defense; she’d just blocked me with the absolute minimum amount of Mana required. If she’d been off by even 0.0001 seconds, she would’ve been toasted. And yet, she did it as if it were nothing more than a casual practice swing.

Ha... as expected of my master. She’s a monster.

But I wasn't alone this time.
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Cynthia’s Ice Lance, Lilith’s Magic Knife, and a Mana Cannon fired from Luna’s Black Ball—the triple threat was real. 

They all came screaming in from three different directions at once. They’d timed their strikes to hit just a split second after mine, waiting for that perfect opening. Please, let this work, I prayed. Even the legendary Teacher Milk would be forced to chant a defensive spell against that, and chanting meant burning through her mana. 

Look, trying for a One-Hit Kill against a monster like her was basically a suicide mission. The only way to win was to grind her down, chip away at her reserves until she had nothing left. That was the golden rule in the original Noblesse story, anyway.

"—Coco."

"You got it~!"

But just as I thought we had a chance, Coco suddenly materialized out of the swirling dust. She casually yanked a hand out of her pocket and, with a single gesture, deployed a three-sixty-degree defense around Teacher Milk.

Our magic pinged off her shield like pebbles. At that exact moment, a cold shiver raced down my spine.

"HRAAAAAAAAGH!"

A roar that sounded way too much like Duke’s echoed through the air. Spotting an Earth Blade rising to meet me, I instinctively cranked my Flight Magic and soared upward.

But of course, because my life is a joke, there was a voice waiting for me even higher up.

"—Hello there, Weiss-kun."

Two whips lashed out with pinpoint accuracy. Whack! My Inviolable Domain (Barrier) flared to life just in time to stop me from being shredded.

I scrambled back to the ground, only to find a literal "Who’s Who" of people I really didn't want to fight standing before me. Darius was there, hefting a massive greatsword; Chloe stood ready with her whips; Teacher Milk looked way too calm with her one-handed sword; and Coco was backing them all up, keeping their defenses airtight.

There were four shrines in this wasteland. Common sense said you’d station one person at each of them to guard the perimeter. Had they really just ditched three of them? No... that wasn't it.

They’re planning to wipe us out right here, right now, before we can even make a move.

『Fansent-kun, I've found the shrine as planned, but there is an extraordinary barrier set up.』

Of course. Right on cue, a message from Cecil crackled in my head. Shari was our resident barrier expert, but I hadn’t heard a single word from Allen and the others yet. They probably hadn’t even found their target.

Which meant... we were in deep, deep trouble.

"You understand the situation, don't you?" Milk said, her eyes locking onto mine with terrifying sincerity. "Weiss, you are the one we consider the most dangerous. We aren't underestimating you for a second. To win, we will do whatever it takes."

"Ha... I’m flattered you think so highly of me," I managed to choke out, my heart hammering against my ribs.

"You should be proud," she replied. "This is our 'consensus'."
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In the very next instant, the ground beneath our feet erupted in a blinding radiance.

Wait—is this Teleportation Magic?

"Weiss—"

"Weiss-sama—"

"Weiss-kun—"

Right then, my Inviolable Domain (Barrier) kicked in once more.

I hadn’t designed it just for physical defense; I’d specifically tuned it to be effective against magic as well.

Cynthia and the others began to fade from view.

Teleportation Magic consumed a staggering amount of mana, and Chloe didn't exactly have much to spare. Yet, she had pushed herself that far just to isolate me from the rest of the group.

"Sorry about this! It’s a bit underhanded, isn't it? But hey, that's what winning is all about, right?" 

Coco chirped in her usual, breezy tone.

If I had deactivated my defense, I would’ve been the one warped away to some random location, which probably would have put Teacher Milk’s side at a disadvantage.

They deliberately held back their opening move just to figure that out. Does that mean while we were busy launching our assault, they were just calmly observing to see if my Inviolable Domain was functioning properly?

"Weiss, there was one thing I hadn't taught you yet," Milk said. "And that is: to win, you must leave absolutely nothing to chance."

"You should be able to tell, shouldn't you? I’ve consumed a massive amount of mana for that spell," Chloe added. "Therefore, I have no intention of letting this drag on."

"...Sorry, Weiss. This is 'war,'" Darius muttered.

"Listen up, everyone! I’ll be handling all of Weiss’s incoming attacks, so feel free to go as wild as you want!" Coco shouted.

In the next heartbeat, the four strongest fighters in the world let their mana surge to its peak.

The three of them—excluding Coco—split off in three different directions.

This is bad. If I throw out some half-baked attack, Coco will just reflect it all right back at me. On the flip side, there’s no way they’re going to give me the breathing room I need to target Coco directly.

They were using a multi-directional assault precisely because they knew about my Magic Eye’s Future Prediction. They were going to layer unavoidable attacks, one after another, until I broke.

—I was cornered. A total, absolute dead end.

The last time I’d felt this particular brand of "I’m screwed" was when I was surrounded by the Demon Race. Back then, I’d managed to pull off the impossible, but that hadn't really been my own strength. 

I bet the "other" Weiss did something behind the scenes.

...Seriously, the guy could at least say something instead of just staying quiet.

But you know what? Just watch me.

I don’t need your help.

I was here to win. I was here to spit in the face of the future.

Oh boy, we’re hitting the climax already.

Then again, it wasn't like Cecil and I hadn't prepared for a situation like this.

『Fansent, this is just a "maybe," but I think there’s a possibility they’ll try to isolate you, even if it costs them a ridiculous amount of mana.』

『...I’ve considered that too, but honestly, there’s no way to prevent it if they're determined. But it’s fine. I’ve grown too, you know.』

『Hehe, I’m counting on you then.』

"—Alright, it's 'your' turn. Get out here!"

―――――――――――――――
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In the next heartbeat, I threw up a defensive barrier in every single direction. Beneath my feet, I also triggered the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction. 

Immediately, the mana of the world’s four strongest people began flooding into me. It was a staggering, terrifying amount of power—the kind that makes you realize you might have bitten off way more than you can chew.

This spell was easily one of the best I had ever devised, but it had always come with a massive downside: if the enemy was too powerful, my own body simply couldn’t handle the strain. Up until now, I’d managed to avoid exploding by immediately discharging that energy as an attack, but that was just a desperate, reckless way to fight. It made my moves way too easy to read.

But I don’t have to deal with the backlash myself anymore. All I have to do is funnel every last drop of it into you—

"—Hah! Who the hell are you?"

"...Summoning Magic?"

"I must say, I’m surprised..."

I successfully caught the incoming attacks—Darius’s greatsword and Chloe’s whip. However, the one who intercepted Teacher Milk’s strike wasn't me.

"—I will not forgive anyone who points a blade at my master, regardless of who they may be."

Standing beside me was a bewitching woman holding a Black Sword just like mine. She had already snatched away everyone’s mana. She had pure white hair, a voluptuous chest, and for some reason, a jet-black outfit that left very little to the imagination. Her eyes were a beautiful, piercing red, and a pair of small black wings sprouted from her back. 

Oh, and she had a black tail attached to her backside.

Teacher Milk was the first to realize who—or what—she was. Her eyes were wide, her face twisted into an expression I had never seen on her before. Hah, so she actually can make a face like that.

"—Weiss, surely you don't mean..."

My special training with Luna had been focused on deepening my mental imagery for magic. To chant High-level Magic, mana alone isn't enough. It had taken a considerable amount of time to master, but I’d somehow managed to get it ready in time for this "exam."

I had been thinking about this for a long time. I knew that if I could return her to her complete form, she would surely become even stronger.

"—As you command, my Master."

The first time we met was during the School Trip. Back then, she had a much more "dangerous" look about her, and she had been terrifyingly powerful. Ever since I put her under Subjugation, she had been in a state of Weakening, partly because I had been siphoning my own power into her.

Debi—no, that name doesn't fit her anymore. Her name is—

"Malice, release all your mana. You have my permission to kill."

Malice flicked out her red tongue and licked her lips hungrily.

"Your wish is my command, my Master. I have accepted your request for their death."

In the next instant, Malice unleashed a Dark Wave that sent the instructors flying. She was releasing every drop of the mana I’d gathered through the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction. 

It was Imagination Magic copying Eleanor’s Corrosion. The Anti-Magic barriers were obliterated instantly, leaving even Teacher Milk completely exposed. It looked like Coco had deactivated her own defenses at the last second to avoid wasting mana. She was a pro, through and through.

But this is where the real fight begins. 

I will avoid my destruction. I’m not just saying that for the sake of it.

They might have taken the lead in the first round, but the second round belongs to me. I’m going to take every single one of these "strongest" monsters down at once.


  
    Master and Disciple
    

  
  Master and Disciple

I’ve never once thought of myself as the "strongest."

I’ve had my fair share of desperate struggles in the past, and I’ve faced down a literal army of formidable foes. Even so, I have my pride. I’ve built up a power second to none, and I’ve continued to hone my craft without ever letting conceit stall my progress.

I’ve carried the honor of an S-class Adventurer and survived countless bloody battlefields as a Knight Captain. I’m sure Darius feels the same way. As do Chloe and Coco, who are standing here with me.

Mentoring students turned out to be far more enjoyable than I’d ever expected.

Maybe it’s because it felt like I was finally fulfilling your dream, Novel.

But even among the students, there is one who is truly special.

Weiss Fansent.

He had a certain spark from the moment we first met. Very few people are truly capable of putting in the right kind of effort, after all. Still, everyone has their limits. Accumulating experience is the only real way to get stronger. As his master, I never neglected my own daily training because I wanted to remain a wall for him to climb.

But at the same time, I felt a sense of pity. Mana capacity only increases through years of grueling, daily training. I lectured him on that until I was blue in the face. I honestly thought that by the time Weiss finally reached maturity, I’d already be a washed-up old woman.

But right now? I can’t even hide my shock.

How in the world did Weiss get this—this strong?

"Malice!"

"At your command!"

Far from simply restoring the demon he’s subjugated to her complete form, he’s actually pouring even more of his own power into her. This is insane.

Darius’s greatsword doesn’t just slice through flesh; it shatters bone. Chloe’s whip moves in ways that defy the laws of physics, making it almost impossible to track, let alone defend against. And Coco? Her defense is an absolute wall that stops everything in its tracks.

And yet, Weiss was outclassing every single one of them.

"Dammit, Weiss! You’re way too freaking strong!"

I can't blame Darius for cursing. Every single one of his attacks is being effortlessly evaded, and Weiss just keeps landing precise, punishing blows in return. If Coco weren’t back there purely focused on defense, Darius would have been turned into a red smear by now.

It’s all a feat made possible by the way he’s reinforcing his body with the power he gained from the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction. I remember the first time he showed off that technique. It was absolutely absurd magic.

The stronger the enemy, the stronger he becomes.

I see. Did he already realize it back then? Exactly what was necessary to win against an opponent stronger than himself?

"Weiss, you never stop surprising me, do you?"

Weiss evades every single one of my serious strikes. He doesn’t even break a sweat while keeping a perfect eye on Darius and Chloe’s attacks at the same time.

And of course, he’s not alone. That woman, Malice—she’s a true Demon Race through and through. With those bizarre movements and that reaction speed, she’s already soared past the level of a mere student at Nobless Academy.

Before I knew it, I was smiling.

I still have mountains of things to teach you, Weiss. There are still so many areas where you’re lacking.

But I can’t stop the laugh bubbling up in my chest.

You’ve surpassed me.

I’m not just talking about raw combat ability. You’ve exceeded my wildest imagination.

God, I really do love you.

But Weiss... even so, I am still your master. You might think you know the "me" from our training sessions, but from here on out... I’m going to show you the real me.
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My blood was boiling.

I was probably stronger in this moment than I had ever been in my life.

[Darius is swinging his blade down from directly in front.]

[Chloe’s whip is snapping in from the upper right and lower left.]

[Teacher Milk is closing in from behind.]

[Coco is providing defense for Darius.]

I can see them, I thought. I could see Darius’s heavy strike, the trajectory of Chloe’s whip, Teacher Milk’s fluid swordsmanship, and even the activation of Coco’s Defense Formula. 

I had made the magic formula for my Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction far more complex than my previous iterations. If I hadn’t, Coco would have dismantled the spells in an instant. Now, I’d essentially installed a password on the magic itself.

Magic is a world built on imagery—a lesson Luna had drilled into my head once again.

I was running out of time. If I wanted to surpass the staggering experience these titans possessed, my Magic Eye alone wasn't going to cut it. I knew for a fact that there was a realm one simply couldn't reach just by peering into the future.

The faculty probably hadn’t realized it yet, but Malice wasn't just some extra muscle on the battlefield. I was sharing every single one of my senses with her.

Sight. Hearing. Smell. Touch. Taste.

On top of that, I was funneling my Mana into her—the kind of overflowing, excessive power that would normally cause a person’s body to burst at the seams. The kicker was that we were cycling it back and forth.

Like an electric current, the energy surged from Malice to me, and then from me back to Malice. It allowed me to output power that blew past my limits while barely keeping me from self-destructing.

I wasn’t trying to invent some flashy new move; I was sublimating everything I’d learned until now. My goal was to eliminate my one and only weakness. That was the primary purpose of my training with Luna.

God, I can’t thank her enough.

I never imagined that going toe-to-toe with the world's strongest would be this much fun. These were the legends I’d admired back when I was just a fan of the Noblesse Oblige game. And now, here I was, fighting them on equal ground.

Are you watching, Weiss? I’ve actually gotten strong, haven't I?

But this was only the beginning. From here on out, things were—

"Weiss, you never cease to amaze me."

In that instant, Teacher Milk was suddenly wreathed in both fire and water.

This was it—her Ultimate Technique.

It was the same move she had used during the Demon Invasion. In the Original Story, this was hailed as the absolute strongest Offensive and Defensive All-in-One Magic, an overwhelming wall that wouldn't let a single attack pass through.

She hadn’t shown it to me even once during our training sessions.

I see... so you’ve finally acknowledged me.
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"Darius, Teacher Chloe, Teacher Coco, this is taking far too long. Please, leave the rest to me."

"Hey now, Milk, but—"

"A match is meaningless unless you win. Is it not?"

"……Shall we head out then?"

With that, Chloe whisked Darius away.

At the same moment, Coco shouted from behind them.

"Weiss! Not bad at all! It kills me to admit it, but I’ve been beat. I’m leaving the rest to you, Teacher Milk!"

An instant later, she vanished along with Chloe.

"My Lord, I have a strategy—"

"Just stand by for a moment."

"W-What do you mean by that!?"

Malice cried out, a look of genuine distress on her face. 

Good grief, her loyalty is just way too much to handle.

"I want to test my own strength. You’re part of my Gift, too, but for now... just wait."

"……Sniff. Understood……"

As a side note, Debi had been saying "Debi" this entire time, and apparently, he’d been like this from the start. Now that I was thinking back on it, for some reason, I could actually understand what he was saying.

"Debi! 《Master!》"

"Debi-debi! 《My Lord, you’re the absolute best!》"

"Debibibi! 《My Lord, ah, what a beautiful face!》"

Now that I think about it, he really is just saying the same thing over and over.

……Was this guy really supposed to be a demon?

Teacher Milk slowly descended to the ground. 

I’d been using the Mana I’d stolen to maintain my Flight Magic, but I still lacked Carta’s level of finesse. I landed in the same manner she did and readied my sword.

In this moment, we weren't master and disciple. We were facing each other as equals.

Dammit, this is the most fun I’ve ever had.

"Weiss, I am glad," she said. "I am glad that I can finally get serious."

"Same here. Today’s the day I finally beat you."
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The wasteland was even wider than I’d imagined, and the air was absolutely choked with dust. 

I could track everyone’s positions using mana, sure, but not being able to actually see anything? Yeah, that was a major oversight on my part.

"…Incredible. So that’s Weiss-kun and Teacher Milk… Just look at that mana clashing."

Just a few moments ago, I’d received an update through Cecil-san. 

Teacher Chloe’s teleportation had whisked Lady Cynthia and the others away, leaving Weiss-kun all by himself to hold the line. I’d heard Malice-san was around just in case, but knowing Weiss-kun’s personality, there was no way he’d let anyone else step in—at least not at first.

I could fly over there in a heartbeat, I thought. But no, I shouldn't. 

I knew I’d just be a hindrance—that much was obvious—but it was more than that. Weiss-kun and Teacher Milk shared something special. 

I really don't want to get in their way.

Right then, I sensed a massive surge of mana approaching from the front. It was exactly what Cecil-san had predicted. Seriously, I couldn't believe they’d go this far.

[“They’ve come from the front. Olynn-san is already on standby.”]

[“Just as I thought. Thank you, Carta-san. If you’re up for it, please stay on the front lines and do your thing. I’ll have Belk-kun and Meryl-san join the fight on the ground as well.”]

I peered down to see Olynn-san at the very front, his hands glowing with Light. Tura-san and the rest of our classmates were positioned right behind him. 

Before long, a heavy rumbling began to vibrate through the Earth.

Before this exam started, we’d all signed a written pledge. To put it simply: If you die, don’t come crying to us.

[“—The North Shrine will continue to be held by the Allen Team. Weiss-kun has the South. As for the East and West—this is where the real fight begins!”]

A roar from the ground surged up, loud enough to completely drown out Cecil-san’s voice. 

It was a horde. A literal horde of monsters.

"…So that’s why they chose this spot," I muttered.

There are plenty of monsters in this world, living in Dungeons, forests, oceans, or mountains. But some species are hardwired to move in massive packs. 

The thunderous footsteps didn't stop. Emerging from the dust was a literal wall of Minotaurs—gigantic, pack-oriented beasts lined up in a terrifying row. They were incredibly territorial, with attack and defense power that was off the charts. Their magic wasn't much to write home about, but their intelligence was way higher than your average monster.

The area around the Shrine had been enchanted with both Monster-repelling Magic and Monster-attracting Magic. They’d literally baited the trap.
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Cecil had seen this coming. 

She’d analyzed the unique properties of this wasteland and realized what this exam actually signified. It was a Calamity. 

We’re currently fighting a simulated Calamity, I realized.

The Shrine was a high-value target to be protected, the teachers played the role of the Demon Race, and then there were the "unknown organisms"—the monsters. This was a life-or-death struggle on a massive scale, and in this vast, open land, there was no telling what would happen next.

A horrific battle was about to kick off. And yet, as inappropriate as it probably was, I felt a surge of pure excitement. This was my chance to see exactly how far I could push my own power.

I took a deep breath, hopped off the staff I’d been straddling, and simply hovered in place. Then, using my Mana, I stuck the staff firmly to my back.

I’ve been thinking about this for ages, I mused. Why on earth am I straddling a stick to fly through the air?

Sure, you need a staff to control your Mana—that was just Magic 101. But honestly, as long as the focus was touching my body, it shouldn't really matter where it was positioned. My brain understood the logic, but whenever my heart wavered or I felt that flicker of doubt, the mental image would blur and I’d lose my grip on the spell.

But it’s okay now. I can control it.

Everyone was getting so much stronger—Weiss-kun, Allen, even Cecil. But I’d worked just as hard. No, I could say with total pride that I’d put in more effort than anyone.

The moment the massive horde of monsters began their charge, I threw myself into a high-speed dive toward the ground. 

Once upon a time, Lady Cynthia had snapped my staff like a twig. Back then, I’d been helpless, doing nothing but screaming as I plummeted through the air the second I lost control of my Mana.

But that wouldn't happen today.

Everyone was leveling up—learning new tricks, inventing techniques, and covering for their weaknesses. I wasn't about to be the one left behind. I wanted to take my favorite thing—my Flight Magic—and make it something even more free. To the point where, eventually, I wouldn't even need a staff at all.

"I'll take the lead and draw them in!" I shouted. "Olynn, move to the next Shrine as soon as you've finished the Subjugation!"

"—Got it! Whoa... that’s incredible..." Olynn stammered.

"Tura! I'm counting on you!"

"Leave it to me! You're really something, Carta!"

After calling out to Olynn, I zipped through the gaps in the Cyclops horde, firing off Mana Cannons as I went. I didn't actually need to kill them; I just needed to soften them up. If I could do that, Olynn could turn the survivors into allies, and Tura could mop up the rest.

Look at me, Weiss-kun.

I'm not a coward anymore. I'm right here at the very front.
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"Duke! Shari!" I yelled, trying to pierce through the chaos.

"No problem! I'm still in one piece!" Duke shouted back.

"I'm okay too!" Shari added.

We had finally located the North Shrine and were just beginning our assault when a sudden explosion of dust kicked up, and a violent gust of wind sent us flying.

I couldn't see a thing through the haze, but I could still hear their voices. 

Thanks to Cecil, I had a decent handle on the overall state of the battlefield. 

Weiss was currently busy trading blows with Teacher Milk. Meanwhile, Carta, Tura, and Olynn were pushing south, carving their way through the remaining Lowerclassmen, Intermediate-year Students, and the horde of Cyclopes.

Compared to them, we definitely have the easiest job right now, I thought. Which is exactly why we can't afford to fail. We have to destroy this thing.

When the dust finally began to settle, a familiar figure was standing right in front of the shrine.

"Yo. Quite the coincidence, isn't it? To think I’d run into you guys here."

It was Darius, and he already had his greatsword leveled at us. He was in a full-blown combat stance. 

He was built like a mountain—essentially an even larger, more intimidating version of Duke—and he was practically radiating power. 

This was probably the work of Teacher Chloe’s Teleportation Magic. 

Which means this is Darius’s shrine to guard, I realized. That would leave the South and West Shrines to Teacher Coco and Teacher Chloe.

I was so busy piecing it all together that I almost didn't notice the tip of a blade lunging straight for my face.

SHATTER!

The Shield effect rang out. Shari had reacted just in time to save my skin.

"—I'm not so soft that I'll let you win while you're daydreaming," Darius growled.

"Allen, focus on what's right in front of you! This isn't like you at all!" 

She was right. If Shari hadn't stepped in, I would’ve been history. 

Time to go all out. Duke already had the right idea; he lunged forward and slammed his right fist down toward Darius with everything he had.

However, Darius caught the blow effortlessly on the flat of his greatsword. The screech of metal on metal echoed through the air as both of them broke into wide, competitive smirks.

"An Artifact weapon, huh? Makes a nice sound."

"Yours is way bigger and cooler, Teacher!" Duke retorted.

On paper, we had the advantage in numbers. Furthermore, Darius was anchored to the shrine he had to protect. 

Still, there were things we were desperately lacking. 

Years of training, raw experience, and total Mana capacity.

But for now, I was going to put all that aside and focus on one thing: winning.

And I was going to enjoy the process while I was at it.

Eva, I’m borrowing this right away.

―――――――――――――――

Afterword.

Now then, what will happen to Allen and the others!

If you think this is even a little bit interesting or you’re looking forward to more, please leave a rating and ★ ( ;∀;)

To rate, just tap or click the [★★★] below!!!

You can also bookmark it with a quick click.

I’d be incredibly happy to receive a review!
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It had taken me a ridiculous amount of time just to reach the point where I could handle the Invisible Hand. Even now, I was nowhere near mastering it, but at least the number of moves at my disposal had increased exponentially.

I didn't have a single signature magic to call my own. My martial arts and swordsmanship? They were pretty much middle-of-the-road at best.

The only reason I was even able to stand here was because I had spent my time copying the powers of so many different people. If I got taken down now, it wouldn’t just be my loss—it would mean losing despite having borrowed everyone else's strength. I couldn't let that happen.

Besides, Darius... I wanted you to acknowledge me, too. I wanted to show you exactly how much stronger I’d become—exactly how much power I’d managed to scrape together.

—Weiss, I bet you’re feeling the same way right now. You’re probably having a grand old time laughing with Teacher Milk while you trade blows.

Fine. In that case, I’d show my teeth and enjoy this to the absolute fullest, too.

But this was still an exam. Naturally, I wasn't about to play fair.

"Shari, I want you to focus on dismantling the shrine’s magic formula," I said. "Duke and I will keep Darius neutralized."

"Ha! To think I'd hear those words from you, Allen. Fine then—bring it on whenever you're ready!"

"I’ve finally realized that fighting can actually be fun, sir."

"That's what I'm talking about, Allen! Time for some coordination! It’s been a while, hasn’t it?"

Based on Darius’s personality, I doubted he’d go after Shari first. Still, I had to stay on my toes. One look at the shrine had told me everything I needed to know: this wasn't going to be a simple brawl. Breaking this thing would require raw power, analytical skill, and a healthy dose of imagination.

Shari was a genius, sure, but Teacher Coco was on an entirely different level. If we couldn't break the shrine, our only choice was to defeat Darius himself.

I had to make the impossible possible. And if it was me... I knew I could do it.

"Let's go, Duke!"

"You got it!"


  
    329 The Ultimate Defense (Cynthia’s Perspective)
    

  
  329 The Ultimate Defense (Cynthia’s Perspective)

“I have to say, I’m surprised you arrived so much sooner than I expected,” Teacher Coco said, looking genuinely startled.

“Oh, Teacher, the feeling is mutual,” I replied. “Judging by the situation, I take it you weren’t able to stop Weiss?”

“Guilty as charged. He was a lot stronger than I anticipated.”

Lilith, Lady Luna, and I had finally reached the West Shrine. However, standing in our way was Teacher Coco. She had already layered so many Defense Formulas around herself that it didn’t look like any of our attacks would ever get through. 

Still, we had been tipped off beforehand that she had a weak heart and lacked any real physical stamina. This was a match, and we intended to win by any means necessary. Even if it feels a little underhanded, we aren't leaving here without a victory.

“Lilith, please move to the front with me. Lady Luna, can you watch for an opening through the Black Ball and let your Mana fly?”

“Yes! Leave it to me!” Lilith chirped.

“Understood. I’ll... I’ll do my very best,” Luna added.

I didn't bother mentioning it to the teacher, but we were actually capable of sharing the Black Ball’s vision through our Mana. See the unseen. We had spent an eternity drilling that specific training into our heads.

As I let Glacies surge with power, Teacher Coco’s expression shifted ever so slightly.

“That magic sword is as ridiculous as ever. One touch and it’s instant frostbite and necrosis, isn’t it?”

“If you’re going to surrender, now’s the time,” I warned her. “None of us really know how to hold back.”

“Hahaha! Well, I look forward to that.”

Teacher Coco wore her usual smile. Enjoy it while it lasts, Teacher.

I activated Silent Step and closed the distance alongside Lilith, launching a relentless wave-like assault. I shattered one Defense Formula, and Lilith smashed the one behind it. By syncing our strikes, we forced her to divert more and more power to her defenses. If we could just turn this into a battle of attrition, our victory was guaranteed.

My attack successfully pulverized a Defense Formula. Lilith’s follow-up hit home. We simply repeated the process over and over, hammering away at her. 

But halfway through, a cold realization washed over me. No matter how immense her Mana capacity was, the power overflowing from Teacher Coco hadn't diminished in the slightest.

Wait... could it be?

“So you finally noticed. It’s a pity, really. As far as matchups go, this is the absolute worst for you.”

That was when I saw it. There, etched onto the ground, was a Magic Circle. 

Is that... Weiss’s technique?

“The Destructive Impulse of the Healing Grace, wasn't it?” Coco asked. “Well, I’ve tweaked it into my own original version, of course.”
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"This is... Weiss's—"

"There are perks to being a teacher at Noblesse, you know? I even get to learn from my own students. Well, I say that, but this Magic Formula is an original. Not just anyone can handle it, but being able to cover my own weaknesses by siphoning off power? It’s the absolute best."

The Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction had been deployed across the ground without a single chant.

No, I was so blinded by my own overwhelming power that I didn't even notice it until now. I've been so focused on my own strength that it actually worked against me!

This was a total disaster.

"Lady Cynthia, what should we do?"

"……I’m not stopping the attack. We’re going to continue exactly as we have been."

"Understood. I’ll provide support as well."

I cut Lilith off before she could say more and pressed on.

Lady Luna trusted me just the same. We watched for any opening, repeating our attacks over and over, slowly chipping away at her defense.

Teacher Coco looked genuinely puzzled. She probably thought we were just being stubborn, repeating the same futile actions for no reason.

But the answer finally manifested through that steady, grueling repetition.

"…I see. You’re more of a strategist than I gave you credit for, Cynthia."

"Hehe, that’s right. After all, I am Weiss’s fiancé."

By the time our mana had been whittled down to about half, the ground finally began to give way.

The mana we had allowed to accumulate had been shredding the surroundings the entire time. 

Eventually, the earth reached its limit and collapsed. Like a massive avalanche, the ground crumbled away, and the shrine began to plummet into the abyss.

I summoned my staff to activate flight magic; Lady Luna climbed onto a Black Ball, and Lilith kept her footing by leaping across the falling debris.

However, the one who frantically applied Flight Magic and a Defense Formula to the falling shrine was none other than Teacher Coco.

She was using more power now than she had during the entire fight.

She's definitely feeling the pressure now. She shouldn't have any leeway left.

"Well then, I suppose this is where the real fight begins."

"Yes. We're going to keep doing this until our mana runs out."

Weiss, please watch over me.

I was going to defeat Teacher Coco head-on.


  
    331: A New Magic (Cecil’s Side)
    

  
  331: A New Magic (Cecil’s Side)

It had been several dozen minutes since Weiss-kun started his battle against Teacher Milk.

Even from where I stood, I could feel the terrifying pressure of their clashing mana and the literal shockwaves of their fight. It was enough to make my head spin.

Allen and the others were busy fighting Darius.

Lady Cynthia’s group was currently locked in a struggle with Teacher Coco.

And then there were Carta, Olynn, Tura, Belk, and Meryl, all of whom were tied up fighting the monsters.

But here? It was just me.

And—well, her.

"Whatever possessed you to come here?" Teacher Chloe asked, her voice cool and composed. "I believe you should be giving commands from a safe distance. Or, better yet, you should have gone to find someone—anyone—else to bring back with you."

Ouch. She really knows how to pick at my insecurities, doesn't she?

"I guess even Teacher Chloe doesn't know everything," I managed to say, trying to keep my voice from trembling.

"……And what is that supposed to mean?"

"The only reason I’m standing here alone is because I actually have a plan to win." 

At least, I’m trying very hard to convince myself of that.

At my words, Teacher Chloe began to flow mana into the whips held in each of her hands. Suddenly, a series of sharp, dry cracks echoed through the air, the tips of her weapons moving far faster than my eyes could possibly track.

She was swinging those things at a ridiculous speed. While most people opted for swords, shields, spears, or magic staves, a weapon like the teacher's was incredibly rare. 

Usually, imbuing a weapon with mana boosts its effectiveness by leaps and bounds. However, when you need the flexibility of a whip, you have to maintain its suppleness even while reinforcing it with energy. It’s a delicate, frustrating balance.

Teacher Chloe was just like me—she didn’t have much mana to work with.

That was exactly why she chose the whip. It was a calculated choice that allowed her to focus her limited energy into a single burst at the exact moment of impact. 

It made perfect sense. Honestly, if I could actually master it, I’d probably be a lot more formidable than I am now. In fact, Teacher Chloe had even offered to show me the ropes once. She told me she’d teach me how to use the whip, but I’d turned her down.

If I just followed in her footsteps, I’d never actually surpass her.

It happened all the time in Battle Universe. Someone would come up with a brilliant, high-level strategy, and immediately, everyone and their mother would start trying to imitate it. But that was just a shallow copy; they weren't grasping the essence of the move. 

Everything has a reason. Every choice has a meaning. The truth you finally reach after agonizing over every doubt and conflict—that is what constitutes real strength.

That was why I’d spent so much time worrying.

And finally, I’d found my answer. 

A weapon and a magic that belonged to me—and only me.
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"I'm sorry, Cecil, but I really can't afford to waste any more time on you. So—without further ado."

Teacher Chloe closed the distance without a single word of debate and unleashed her assault.

It was a mana-infused strike from her Whip, moving faster than the speed of sound—the kind of blow a mere Shield had no hope of stopping. I would’ve been taken out in a single hit... well, if I were the same person I used to be.

"—This is... Battle Universe!?"

An Anti-Magic barrier flickered into existence around me, parrying the whip with a sharp crack. I caught a glimpse of a look I’d never seen on Teacher Chloe's face before: pure, unadulterated shock.

As a pulse of white light resonated from the ground, the Magic Pieces materialized one by one. A mage clutching a massive staff, an elderly knight atop a horse, and a burly soldier bracing behind a heavy shield. 

This is my weapon. My unique magic. A power that won't lose to anyone.

"No explanation required, right?" I asked.

Teacher Chloe and I had played Universe countless times. And honestly? I’d never lost to her. Not once. Of course, this is a completely different beast—a brand-new magic I developed from scratch.

Chloe let the tip of her Whip drop to the dirt, her face softening into a gentle expression I’d never seen during our training sessions. Ah... she really is incredible. She already knew. She understood that her turn to attack was over.

"Now, it's my turn."

I steadied my breathing and issued a silent command within my heart. The mage with the greatstaff unleashed a Mana Cannon—the very spell he had mastered above all others during his life. With a violent crack, one of the pieces on Chloe’s side of the board shattered into dust.

[Battle Universe: Unequal Serious Match]

The Gift activates once I draw the Magic Formula on the ground and—this is the kicker—intentionally let the opponent take the first move. Whoever I designate as the "enemy" becomes the King. Their attack and defense ranges are automatically calculated based on their Mana, turning the target into just another Battle Universe Piece.

Of course, the Gift is restricted by the established rules of Battle Universe. All other pieces function with their standard abilities. Chloe, however, was a special case—she could use her own Unique Ability even while serving as a Battle Universe Piece.

I could feel her Mana radiating outward; her attack range was four squares, and her Life was set at three. Basically, if she takes three hits, it's game over. She’s basically a King unit with the combined specs of a knight and a mage. Terrifying.

On the other hand, my Life started at a measly two, and since I just tanked that opening strike, I’m down to my last point. One more hit and I’m history.

And yet... I didn't feel like I could lose.
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Raz, the Majin I had fought previously, had an attack range of only two squares. 

When I thought about it in those terms, it really drove home just how terrifyingly high Teacher Chloe’s physical stats were. 

"Cecil, this is incredibly fascinating. Does this mean I can choose whether to move myself or a piece on my next turn? And that I, too, am considered one of these units?"

"Exactly. However, if Teacher Chloe’s Life drops to zero and you are defeated, you won't be able to manipulate Mana for the next twenty-four hours."

At my words, Teacher Chloe’s lips curled into a grin. 

It was a fearless, daunting smile I’d never seen from her before—the kind of expression she likely only reserved for the truly powerful. 

Ah. She’s finally acknowledged me. Not as a student, but as an enemy.

Regardless of whether the target has ever heard of Battle Universe, the game pours the necessary knowledge directly into their brain, granting them the same level of expertise as if they had been playing for as many years as I have.

As for me, I was the same as the [King of the Universe]—I could move around the board, but I had absolutely no way to attack. 

It was an unfair, head-on confrontation. 

They say that magic is a reflection of the caster’s personality and preferences. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that every fiber of my being had given birth to this space. 

I just wanted friends. I wanted someone to play with.

Because of that lonely, pathetic desire, I gained the power to forcibly make others learn the rules. 

The only catch was that I was the only one who had to start the game from a position of overwhelming disadvantage. 

Even so, I was confident. 

No matter who my opponent might be, as long as we were playing on this [Board / Rule], I would not lose.
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"Cecil, this is incredible magic. I’m certain you came up with this after observing the Demon Race."

"…That is correct."

Not long ago, a member of the Demon Race named Kimberly nearly killed me.

I had obsessively researched the mechanics behind his activation requirements—the way he had to step on a shadow to trigger his power—and then combined those principles with human magic.

It was a magic meant for me, and only me. Something only I could wield.

"For magic on this scale, even giving up the first move as a condition shouldn't be enough to balance the scales. What else did you sacrifice…?"

"This game only ends when Teacher Chloe admits defeat. However, I have no margin for error. I only have one chance."

The desire to neutralize my opponent without actually hurting them was nothing more than my own arrogant, selfish wish. This vow was a restriction I devised simply because I wanted to enjoy the game even further.

"That isn’t all, is it?"

Ah, she’s amazing. As expected of Teacher.

"If I lose, even once… I die."

That was my resolve. I was only alive because Battle Universe existed. Therefore, I absolutely could not lose. I had to keep winning, from now until forever.

Teacher Chloe was strong. I couldn't afford a single moment of carelessness—

"I surrender. It is my loss. I have no intention of fighting any further."

The next moment, because she had fully conceded defeat, the Gift was forcibly deactivated.

Consequently, Teacher Chloe would be unable to use Mana for the next twenty-four hours.

"Why did you give up?! Was it… was it because you didn’t want me to die?!"

"No. I always act for the sake of victory. Therefore, I do not fight battles I cannot win. Cecil, I know you are smarter than anyone else. You eliminated your sole weakness with that powerful resolve of yours. There was no way for me to win."

…Hehehe. That makes me pretty happy.

"However, you’ve made one small miscalculation. No matter how much I lack Mana, I am not weak."

She began to rhythmically swing her Whip—which was no longer infused with Mana—letting out a series of sharp whoosh-whooshes.

The power gap between a human with Mana and one without is usually greater than the gap between an adult and a child. Honestly, it’s more like a monster versus a toddler. And yet, Teacher Chloe still wasn't backing down.

Man, the teachers at this school really are terrifying.

But I won't hold back either.

This magic includes a Winner's Reward.

And that reward is—
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"I'm fine with an even match," he had said. "But in exchange, if I win, you have to do one thing I tell you."

"Are you... actually serious?"

"Yeah. I'm talking to the world champion, Cecil."

"Hehe, how interesting. But what’s in it for me if I win?"

"You can decide that for yourself."

"Hmph. Fine, those are good terms. I'll take you up on that."

Fansent and I had once made a bet within the Battle Universe. I was the one who won back then. He told me about the Calamity and how he really felt, and I ended up agreeing to lend him my strength.

That moment was definitely connected to this one. The past creates the future—it was exactly as Fansent said.

I want you to see. This is what I’ve become—

"Cecil, that’s..."

"Teacher Chloe, I’m weak," I said. "But I don't want to lose, and I can't lose. This is my answer to how I make that happen."

Construction Formulae surged and intertwined as Mana took physical shape in my hands. Then, two whips appeared.

My job was to lead everyone to Victory from a safe distance. If that was the case, I didn't need some world-shaking power. I just needed to be just a little bit better than the person standing right in front of me.

"Then let's see just how much power you've got!"

With that, Teacher Chloe charged straight at me.

――――

――

―

Fansent. I’ve actually become strong.

I lashed out with my whips over and over, shattering her defenses until I finally smashed the Shrine.

The Magic Bird shrieked.

[Chloe Lorets’s Shrine has been destroyed by Cecil Antwerp. Executing Forced Teleportation.]

The next moment, my head spun and I collapsed on the spot. I still had Mana left, but the mental strain was way more than I'd bargained for. 

But I did it. I actually pulled it off.
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Fansent’s response arrived right then. It was brief—he sounded like he was in a bit of a rush—but he spoke.

"—Cecil, you did well."

Ah, those few words made me so happy.

...I really do love him, after all.

Just talking to him made my chest tighten. Simply being near him made my heart race. I wanted to touch him; I wanted him to touch me. I couldn't suppress these feelings any longer.

Once this match is over, I’ll tell him—properly.

...Though I suppose I’ll also have to think of what to say to Lady Cynthia.

But man, Teacher Chloe was strong.

When I looked down, I realized mana was leaking from my body in hazy wisps. To think that at the absolute last second, even without any mana left, she still managed to land a blow on me.

If I moved so much as an inch more, I’d probably black out. As long as I stayed right here, I could still relay everyone’s conversations. I wasn't in any state to help anyone else, but I’d done my job.

I’m leaving the rest to you, Fansent.



Battle Universe (Unequal Straightforward Match)

Activation Condition: A Magic Formula is drawn on the Earth. The Gift triggers only if a target recognized as an enemy by Cecil launches a preemptive attack. (If Cecil initiates the attack, the Gift fails to activate, and a twenty-four-hour cooldown is incurred before the next attempt.)

Effect: The target is designated as the "King" after an attack range and defensive power corresponding to their Mana are automatically applied.

Knowledge Transfer: If the target is unfamiliar with Battle Universe, they are granted knowledge equivalent to Cecil’s. In cases where the target’s baseline knowledge is insufficient, a knowledge-assistance effect is applied.

Turn Limit: Each move must be completed within 300 seconds. Failure to act within the time limit results in an immediate loss by timeout.

Stakes: The target may challenge Cecil any number of times; however, Cecil will die instantly upon defeat.

Resolution: Once the target completely admits defeat, they are rendered unable to use Mana for a duration equal to the number of their defeats multiplied by twenty-four hours, and the match concludes. Simultaneously, Cecil is granted a Reward.

Reward: The Reward is not fixed; an optimized Reward is generated based on the specific circumstances of the victory.
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"Noblesse students really are as excellent as they say; it’s a huge help," Teacher Coco said. "They make a weakling like me feel like I’ve actually become someone powerful."

Teacher Coco had been draining the mana right out of us, using it to cloak her body in an absurdly high level of defensive power.

The shrine was enchanted with a magic similar to an Inviolable Domain. We had tried attacking it several times, but it wouldn't even budge. My Glass Sword, Glacies, was capable of dealing damage to her Shield, but the magic was instantly overwritten the moment I made a dent.

The most terrifying part, however, was that Teacher Coco’s magic defied any normal attempt to analyze or dispel it.

I’m not trying to brag or anything, but I’m actually capable of analyzing even Weiss’s Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction. But Teacher Coco’s magic formula? It was just too complex.

She clearly knew it, too. Wearing a fearless smirk, she parried our attacks as if we were nothing more than experimental subjects on a lab table.

Weiss had told me once that even he couldn't imagine a way to shatter Coco’s defenses. But he’d also said there was definitely a way to win.

And that was...

"Lilith! Lady Luna! Let’s keep going—don't give up! We can still fight!"

The secret was to never, ever give up.

She had more experience, more mana, and to top it all off, we had absolutely no idea what she was hiding up her sleeves. If our spirits broke now, there was no way we could ever win. 

No matter how desperate the situation or how dire the straits—even in some absurd Narou-style crisis—Weiss would never give up until the very last second. He’d even said it himself: even on the verge of death, he’d go out laughing.

I’m not sure I could ever have that much resolve.

But I did have one thing: the sheer, stubborn tenacity of being Weiss’s fiancé!
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"Yes!"

Lilith barked her answer to my question, her voice full of determination. Lady Luna, on the other hand, looked like she was in agony.

She had likely never faced an enemy this overwhelming before.

Nothing worked; everything we threw at her was simply swatted away.

The mental toll was immeasurable. Since magic is a world of pure imagery, one's state of mind has a direct, physical effect on their mana.

Without waiting for Lady Luna’s response, Lilith and I lunged back into the fray.

But that was when our opponent decided to unveil a new trick.

"Now then, I wonder what the 'correct' thing to say at a time like this is... Ah, right. Second Phase."

A brilliant light erupted from within her defensive barrier.

In the next heartbeat, our defensive resistances were forcibly stripped away, vanishing into nothingness.

Wait, is this... a forced Magic Cancellation?!

"Don't worry. I left the enchantments on your Training Uniforms alone," Teacher Coco said. She moved both hands, using her magic to levitate the jagged rock fragments scattered around the area.

Broadly speaking, magic attacks fall into two categories.

The first is creating something from nothing—manifesting elements like fire or water to strike.

The second is like the style used by Darius: manipulating existing matter.

This method is characterized by a low consumption of one's Gift, making it exceptionally well-suited for outdoor combat.

Teacher Coco was clearly trying to avoid putting too much strain on her heart.

However, there was no doubt she was about to go on the offensive.

The fact that she was ramping up the difficulty in such distinct stages was proof that, even now, she was still acting in her capacity as a teacher giving a lesson.

...Now, I’ve always tried to be a perfectly well-behaved girl. I really have.

But seeing Teacher Coco’s magic and her particular style of fighting gave me a truly, wonderfully wicked idea.

No, wait... this is a serious match.

Isn't that right, Weiss?

I know you’d tell me that if it’s for the sake of winning, I should do whatever it takes.
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"Goodbye, Cynthia—"

"—Ice Mirage (Ice Garden)!"

The very next second, Teacher Coco moved in for the kill, exactly as I’d anticipated. I burned through half my remaining mana in an instant just to mask our presence and hide our forms.

"Ooh, it doubles as a mana jammer? Clever," Teacher Coco’s voice drifted through the impenetrable mist. "But you can't run far, you know?"

She was right. We were still trapped inside her barrier. 

But of course, I already knew that.

"Lady Cynthia, do you intend to keep attacking? Is there any point in not giving up?" Lilith asked.

"…That’s the plan. Lady Luna, what do you think?"

I had an idea. A wicked, desperate idea. But I took a gamble and asked Lady Luna for her input first. This wasn't the kind of strategy that would succeed if even one person’s heart wasn't in it.

"My attacks are just blocked. Magic doesn't work. And even while we're standing here… she’s just draining our mana away…" 

Luna’s voice was hollow, devoid of spirit. She hung her head in quiet defeat. 

It would have been easy to offer her some shallow words of encouragement right then. Maybe I could have coaxed some motivation out of her with a few platitudes. But that wouldn’t mean anything. It wouldn't be enough.

I let the precious seconds tick by, simply waiting for her real answer. Lilith looked a little miffed—probably a bit of that usual jealousy—but I managed to settle her with a quick look. I trusted Lilith with my life, but Lady Luna? She was still a complete enigma to me.

But there’s one thing I’ve learned through all this training: Weiss believes in her. And if he believes in her, then I have to as well.

"…I’ve always been a coward," Luna whispered. "I’ve spent my whole life skulking in the shadows, hiding behind everyone else. But… I wanted to be strong, just like Vai-kun. I wanted to stand beside everyone as an equal. I’m sorry, Lady Cynthia. I don’t know what we can possibly do. But… I don't want to give up. Not until the very end."

A small smile finally tugged at the corners of my lips. 

I knew it. She really is the girl Weiss put his faith in.

"In that case—I have a plan."

————————————————

I’ve just posted a new work in the Otherworld Fantasy category!

【The Fallen Former Noble's "Sand" Magic Is Broken and God-Tier Growth Won't Stop】

https://kakuyomu.jp/my/works/16818093077648640011

It’s a story about a protagonist with Sand Magic who travels with a group of heroines while being absolutely matchless (^^)/

It’s a distillation of everything I find fun in a story, and it’s being released via Dranobe.

Please give it a follow and rate it ☆☆☆ if you can! (^^)/
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As the mist began to thin, Teacher Coco’s voice drifted through the air toward us.

“Well now, that was a remarkably extravagant way to burn through your mana. Have you managed to scrape a strategy together?”

Her voice was steady and brimming with confidence, though it carried a distinct edge of sarcasm. Despite the situation, she still wore that calm, knowing smile.

We each brandished our weapons, bracing ourselves.

“Yes,” I replied. “We’re going to do this the dirty, gritty way.”

I threw that out there and closed the distance before Teacher Coco could unleash her magic.

Honestly, her real weakness isn’t that she has a literal weak heart. No, it’s that her curiosity is off the charts. She doesn’t suck up to the powerful, nor does she look down on the weak. Even when it comes to her own students, she treats us with the same level of interest.

That’s why she’s letting this play out—she wants to see every single trick we have up our sleeves until the bitter end.

A person’s magic reflects their personality. The fact that she excelled so much in defense was undoubtedly a manifestation of her inner nature.

“Hehe, I wonder what you’ll show me then?”

“Lilith! Lady Luna!”

We split into three directions, launching an assault even more frantic than the last. We poured every scrap of mana we had into our strikes, hammering away at her with everything we had.

We did it again and again—so relentlessly that even Teacher Coco looked momentarily taken aback.

“—Brute force with no regard for mana consumption? Is this your strategy?”

She sounded disappointed. She had probably been hoping for a high-level battle of wits or a glimpse at some flashy new magic. Because of that, she didn't bother to retaliate. She was just standing there, waiting for something “interesting” to happen.

We didn’t care. We just kept attacking until, finally, our mana hit rock bottom.

The Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction had been draining our mana at a terrifying rate.
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"I certainly didn't expect a direct frontal assault, but what a pity. Still, I didn't dislike seeing you youngsters work so hard."

With those words, Teacher Coco leveled her hand toward us.

She was going to release a spell to deliver the finishing blow—or so she intended.

However, much to her misfortune, the magic failed to ignite.

"...So that's how it is," she murmured.

We had deliberately continued our assault until our mana was completely and utterly bottomed out. By keeping us engaged, Teacher Coco had been burning through her own mana without even realizing it. Between maintaining the field around the Shrine and the cost of sustaining the Barrier surrounding us, she must have been stretched thin. 

And then there was the fact that she’d chosen to just stand there and take our final barrage. 

It was a result brought about entirely by her own curiosity. Because we had no mana left for her to react to or siphon, Teacher Coco couldn't even manage a counterattack.

"An intriguing strategy. You've truly outdone me," she admitted. "However, don't think for a second that I'm out of trump cards."

She wasn't bluffing.

To my absolute horror, Teacher Coco pulled out a sword. I had never seen her carry one—not once. It was a development that no one could have possibly predicted. 

In the next heartbeat, she moved with terrifying speed. She cut down Lilith in a single, decisive blow.

"—Lady Cynthia—!" 

Lilith cried out, her face twisted in shock as she collapsed.

Lady Luna was next. And then—the blade was buried deep in my own chest.

"...I'd expect... nothing less... Teacher Coco," I wheezed.

"Phew. My heart feels like it’s about to explode; I haven't moved like that in ages. Sorry about that."

"No... thank you..." I managed to gasp.

Then, in the very next instant, the Shrine behind her erupted, blowing apart into a thousand pieces.

Teacher Coco spun around, her eyes wide with shock.

"...Ha. Hahaha. I see. I finally see," she laughed breathlessly. "Ah... it was all a trap, wasn't it? Every last bit of it."

"Yes," I replied.
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I replied with the most radiant smile I could muster.

The teleportation process had already begun, but with this, all four spells guarding the Shrine should finally vanish.

After that... well, I’d just have to leave the rest to Weiss and the others.

We had formulated a certain plan well in advance. 

And that plan was—

"Lady Luna’s Black Ball doesn't register as mana. We’ll use that to our advantage with a time delay."

The goal was to silently set the Black Ball next to the Shrine, then launch an all-out assault with everything we had.

However, the assault itself was merely the trap.

I had transferred my own mana to Lady Luna, who then set a Magic Formula to trigger an attack after a set amount of time.

The weakness of the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction is that it only obtains mana by distinguishing between friend and foe.

Teacher Coco had clearly underestimated Lady Luna. The fact that she never even considered siphoning mana from the Black Ball was likely the cause of her defeat.

Still, there’s no doubt that Lady Luna was the one who had the hardest time.

She had to maintain and manipulate the Black Ball without being discovered, all while simultaneously mounting a full-scale attack to keep up the ruse.

And Lilith’s positioning had been nothing short of wonderful, too.

Even as she attacked, she had been carefully guiding the flow of battle to ensure the Black Ball was never spotted.

This was a Victory for all of us.

Now that the defense has been deactivated, I’m certain the others will achieve Victory.

No... if it’s Weiss, he’ll surely make it happen.

—The rest is up to you.

[Cynthia Violetta: Eliminated]

[Lilith Scarlet: Eliminated]

[Luna Candy: Eliminated]

Ten minutes later, Cecil Antwerp defeated Chloe. After confirming that the Shield covering the Shrine had vanished, she destroyed the structure.

[Coco: Eliminated]

[Chloe: Eliminated]

[Darius: Remaining]

[Milk: Remaining]
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Milk Abitus was the strongest player in the Original Story, and by far the most popular.

In most works of fiction, a character's physical beauty is usually the main draw, but when it came to Teacher, the fans loved her specifically because she was such an overwhelmingly powerful badass.

A person who perfectly combined beauty and might—that was my master.

“Weiss, you’ve grown quite strong. I never truly imagined I’d take on a disciple in this life. To be honest, when we first met, I only did it for the money. But now, I find myself grateful to my past self—grateful for the joy of forging a worthy rival with my own two hands.”

Tens of minutes had already ticked by since Coco and the others vanished via Teleportation Magic.

Malice was watching us from the sidelines, looking more than a little stunned.

And why wouldn't she be? After all, the two of us were fighting while... holding back.

It wasn’t like we were just playing around, though. This was my own ego talking, I know, but it was my way of showing her my gratitude.

“I’m the one who should be thanking you, Teacher. You actually listened to my selfish request to become your student. If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have survived half the things I've been through.”

That wasn't hyperbole, either. I’d dodged death by the skin of my teeth more times than I could count, and every single time, it was because Teacher Milk’s fundamental lessons had saved my neck.

That’s why this fight had served as a confirmation—a way to prove that the things I once found impossible were now finally within my reach.

Teacher seemed to understand that perfectly; she had been matching my movements, swinging with the exact same sword strokes.

But then, as if to signal that the warm-up was over and the real fight was beginning, she let her mana surge.

A membrane of water shimmered into existence, flowing from her body until it enveloped her completely.

This was Teacher Milk’s Absolute Defense.

Unlike an Inviolable Domain (Barrier), this technique was active at all times; she simply minimized the mana consumption by thinning the layer to its absolute limit.

The fascinating thing was that Teacher Milk actually grasped the concept of "burning" through her mana.
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Burning mana—the concept completely disregarded conventional mana principles.

If I were to use terms from my previous life, Teacher Milk probably viewed mana as gasoline.

By intentionally igniting it, she produced an explosive output of power. 

Most battles in this world were decided in a heartbeat. You almost never saw anyone slugging it out for half a day. Monsters were different from humans; the concept of stamina was foreign to them. Even the weakest mob had inexhaustible reserves. That was likely why she’d developed this technique.

That was Teacher Milk’s ultimate secret.

Because of it, she didn't actually have any sword techniques you'd call a Special Move. Sure, she had magic and specific attacks, but those were merely tools in her kit.

But in a way, she was absolutely terrifying. 

Despite already being S-class in everything—stamina, willpower, mental fortitude, mana, swordsmanship, and martial arts—she could explosively burn all of it to shatter the ceiling of her own limits.

If this weren’t a test, I probably would have insisted on fighting her alone. But things were different now. To hell with my ego. 

From here on out, I was playing to win.

"Mali—"

"Ha! My Lord, please, give me any order you wish! Haa... haa..."

I tried to call out to Malice—also known as Debi—who had been waiting right behind me. She was at my side in an instant, dropping to one knee.

...First Luna, and now her. Why does it feel like I’m surrounded by perverts lately?

Whatever. Focus.

"We're attacking together from here on. You understand?"

"Of course. I am your subordinate with an Immortal body. Please, feel free to sacrifice me however you see fit."

Malice's greatest strength was her total lack of fear regarding death. Her physique had gotten... larger (specifically the jiggling parts), which meant she took longer to resurrect, but her durability had shot up to match. She probably wouldn't get taken out in a single hit like last time.

Teacher Milk stood there, silent and still. 

Why wasn't she moving? She was the type to prioritize the first strike. No—was it that she couldn't move?

Right. It was because the Shrine's Defense Formulas had been completely dismantled. 

After Coco fell through, Chloe had followed.
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Honestly, I’d thought the whole thing was impossible.

The faculty members were elites, specifically programmed by the Noblesse development team to be the most grueling obstacles a player could ever face.

Sure, we had the advantage in numbers, and the conditions of the test favored us. Plus, there was the restriction of the Shrine she had to protect. But even taking all that into account, the idea of us winning should have been a total pipe dream.

I knew Coco’s weakness was her own hedonism, but even so, she was the Strongest. Cynthia must have pulled some serious strings to handle her. Man, that girl is scary-smart.

But Cecil was the real shocker. According to the comms, she’d taken her opponent down single-handedly. 

...Heh, I can’t wait. I’m definitely going to have a real one-on-one with her someday.

Alright, enough daydreaming.

"Malice, forget playing fair. You aim for the Shrine."

"Understood," Malice replied.

She flashed a fearless smirk, and as she moved, her massive... assets... swayed with a vengeance. 

Dammit... focus, Weiss! Don’t let her distract you!

"Done with your little strategy meeting, Weiss? ——Come at me whenever you're ready."

Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction were already active, but Teacher Milk had already devised her own unique countermeasure.

She was spiking her Mana only at the exact moment she attacked. She was likely weaving that together with her innate skills, but even so, the sheer gap in power was absurd.

Right now, she was essentially defenseless—as good as naked—and even a glancing blow would probably deal massive damage. Yet, she radiated an overwhelming confidence that suggested there wasn't a chance in hell she’d actually be hit.

But that was precisely the common weakness among the faculty. No matter who you were, the more you honed your craft, the more confidence you gained. Teacher Milk was about as far from arrogant as a person could get, but even she couldn't escape the basic logic of a master.

Malice and I quietly split up, putting distance between us to her left and right.

If we launched an attack, one of us might be dead the very next second. That made the opening gambit terrifyingly crucial.

But then, I saw something that defied belief.

A blur of stillness and motion—Teacher Milk suddenly vanished, only to reappear right in my face. There was only one way to describe it.

I didn't even register her closing the distance.

Instantaneous Movement.

The term flashed through my mind the moment I saw the shards of my Inviolable Domain (Barrier) pulverized into a million tiny pieces.

————————————————————

Tonight at 20:00, there will be an announcement regarding "I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble" on "X" and the "Status Report."

Please check it out (/・ω・)/
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"Malice!"

I roared from the bottom of my lungs.

Having spent every waking moment by her side, I knew she would catch my drift instantly. Malice charged in a straight line toward the Shrine, her intent clear: Destroy it at any cost.

"You certainly don't hesitate, Weiss."

I’d been caught off guard plenty of times in my life, but I’d never shook with this much terror until today. Still, I didn't work my ass off just to crumble here.

Shaking off the dread, I launched an immediate counteroffensive. I poured everything I had into a single strike—the kind of desperate, all-out blow I'd only ever used against a Dragon.

Normally, my Magic Eye predicted an opponent's movements by reading the flow of Mana. This time, however, the visual prediction only registered after my Glass Soul had already started ringing.

Damn it! If I don't focus more, my Gift is basically useless!

There was no time to sit around and weigh my options. I had to act right now! I swung my sword down from the upper right with every ounce of strength I possessed. The blade was imbued with Eleanor’s Corrosion; a standard Shield wouldn't be able to stop it. Not a chance.

But—

"An attack means nothing if it doesn't land. I suppose I haven't taught you that lesson yet, have I?"

Teacher Milk dodged with a speed that defied logic. It was more than just her exploding her Mana to boost her velocity; she was likely overclocking her brain's neural transmission speed as well. That was the only way to explain those inhuman reflexes.

...So that's their game. The development team behind Noblesse were sticklers for logic in all matters. Their characters weren't just "strong" for the sake of it; there was always a grounded reason for their power.

I quickly deployed an omnidirectional defense, modeled after Coco’s Shield. Even if my Magic Eye couldn't keep up with her movements, I’d be able to intercept an attack no matter which direction it came from.
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Looking back, I realized I’d never actually focused entirely on defense until now.

Just then, the chime of the Glass Soul echoed from behind me.

I’d managed to withstand the hit. Besides, Malice was supposed to be launching her attack on the Shrine right about now.

So why isn't Teacher Milk even looking that way?

I glanced back, and what I saw in that moment left me speechless.

"—Master!"

The Shrine was engulfed in a ferocious blaze.

Malice had tried to strike it, but her attack was swatted away without question. I focused my Magic Eye and Dark Eye on the structure; at this rate, I could tell it would be reduced to ash in just a few minutes.

Teacher Milk was a human being, just like the rest of us. She didn't have a spare body, and she wasn't exactly a specialist when it came to Shields.

However, by burning her own Mana and the Shrine itself, she had granted the structure an overwhelming level of defensive power.

—At the cost of her own remaining time.

"Weiss, despite how I might seem, I do believe in my comrades," Teacher Milk said. "I'll admit, Coco and Chloe are merely workplace colleagues. But Darius is different. I've fought alongside that man countless times. We've shed blood together. If I take you down here, there won't be anyone left who can defeat him. That’s why I am going to defeat you. I’m not gambling on a chance. This isn't a match—it's an exam."

To my horror, I realized Teacher Milk had no intention of making it out of this alive.

The thought hadn't even crossed my mind.

That she, a woman possessed by such overwhelming pride, had already resolved herself to die.

The faculty didn't have Survival Points. If even a single one of them remained standing at the end, it would be their Victory.

And at that exact moment, the Magic Bird’s cry pierced the air.

—[Shari Elias: Eliminated. Duke. Virilian: Eliminated.]

"The Allen of right now can't win against Darius," she continued. "Unlike me, that guy isn't... kind."

In that moment, a memory of Teacher Milk’s words from our training days flickered through my mind.

“Surge your Mana as if you're prepared to die.”

True to her own advice, Milk Abitus wreathed herself in a Fighting Spirit fueled by enough Mana to kill her, throwing everything she had into the singular goal of defeating me, her disciple.
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I was naive.

I hadn't known. I hadn't understood. I just didn't see it.

I had no idea that the teacher who was always so kind and reliable was actually such a monster.

"Allen, you're strong. You've got the drive, too," Darius said. "But you don't know what a real battlefield is like. I know your background, and my heart aches for the tragedies you've faced. But on a real battlefield, there isn't any time to be crushed by sorrow. You have no choice but to grit your teeth and just keep living. The reason Milk and I look like we're having fun is because doing that is the secret to strength—it's how we keep our sanity. That’s why Milk told you to enjoy yourself; it came from that experience."

Darius swatted down the attacks Duke unleashed head-on. He smashed through every trap Shari laid with nothing but sheer, brute force.

I used Copy to unleash every single attack in my arsenal.

I truly put everything I had into it.

And yet, he swatted it all aside.

I was almost entirely out of mana. The only reason I was still clinging to life was because those two had protected me.

"…How are we supposed to beat someone like you?" I asked.

"Heh, I don't hate that greed of yours, Allen. Getting strong isn't easy. There’s a limit to how much I can teach you by holding your hand, and there are plenty of things that just can't be put into words. But the one thing they all have in common is never giving up. I’ve tasted defeat more times than I can count. You have, too, right? No one keeps winning forever. It only looks that way from the outside."

I squeezed out every last drop of my remaining strength and charged.

Senior Eva’s power was staggeringly immense. It was thanks to her that I’d managed to defeat even someone like Senior Neil.
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I had fought with every ounce of strength I possessed, but in the end, my blade never even grazed Darius.

"See ya, Allen. Nice moves back there."

The moment I went down, a startling announcement echoed through the area. 

The glittering light of Forced Teleportation swept over me in a brilliant flash. 

When I finally opened my eyes, I found myself collapsed back at our initial starting point. And to my utter shock—exactly as the announcement had proclaimed—Weiss was sitting right there.

"To think that even you would fall..." Weiss muttered.

"...Shut it."

"My master has not lost! He fought Teacher Milk to a standstill!"

...Wait, who?

"I am Malice, the loyal subordinate of Lord Weiss!"

A woman with a killer figure and some... very revealing clothes was standing right there. Before I could even ask who on earth she was, Shari appeared and filled me in.

Apparently, this was that "Debi."

...Wait, what? Since when did she look like that?!

Weiss walked past, his head hanging in a rare show of dejection as Lady Cynthia and her group led him away. 

I’ve never seen him look like that before.

But just as Malice had claimed, Teacher Milk was indeed standing nearby. Uncharacteristically, she actually showed a faint shadow of fatigue. So, the claim that it was a draw must have been true.

I waited there for a while, watching as Darius systematically picked off the rest of the students. The sheer number of monsters must have been too much for them; they likely ran out of Mana trying to cope.

Teacher Milk stood there, gazing out at the distant battlefield. Teacher Coco looked like she was having the time of her life messing with Weiss, while Teacher Chloe remained as stoic and expressionless as ever.

The match finally came to a complete end several hours later. With Darius still standing, our defeat was officially confirmed. 

Darius eventually made his way back and addressed the assembled students.

"There are no Survival Points to be had, so the rankings will be calculated by Defeat Points. First place goes to Weiss. He took down Teacher Milk at the same time as the Shrine. Weiss was also the one who first managed to halt us teachers. You could say he's responsible for the greatest achievement of the day."


  
    Chapter 350: For the Sake of Growth (Allen)
    

  
  Chapter 350: For the Sake of Growth (Allen)

"Seriously, Weiss, you're a beast!"

"I can't believe you actually fought Teacher Milk to a draw."

"I heard he was holding his own against four teachers at once!"

A chorus of praise erupted from the other students, but Weiss looked utterly miserable as he listened to them.

I found out later that Teacher Milk had been in a desperate hurry to end their fight. Apparently, she was terrified that the rest of the students would manage to regroup with Weiss. In fact, Carta, Tura, and Olin arrived on the scene almost immediately after the draw was called. 

If the match hadn't turned into such a short, decisive brawl, Weiss probably would have survived long enough to join the final struggle against Darius. If that had happened, there was a very high possibility that we actually would have won.

Looking at the raw results, Weiss had achieved something more incredible than anyone else. He had stood his ground against the teachers without being defeated, and then went on to force a stalemate against Teacher Milk. 

Weiss is a student, just like the rest of us, yet he went toe-to-toe with an S-class Adventurer—the woman rumored to be the strongest person in the Royal Capital. It was a feat that nobody else could have pulled off.

Lady Cynthia and the others had managed to take down Teacher Coco, who was managing the shrine's defensive magic. Even Cecil had managed to face Teacher Chloe all by herself.

Everyone was so incredible.

Then there was me. I was... well, nothing special. In the end, I hadn't managed to defeat a single person. 

Darius told me not to worry, insisting that I was still moving forward.

But am I? Am I really moving forward at all?

I haven't beaten Weiss even once. I can't beat the teachers. I feel like I'm just spinning my wheels while everyone else zooms past.

Without Copy, I’m just an insignificant nobody. No, even with it, I might still be pathetic...

I couldn't sleep even after returning to the dorms, so I eventually gave up and wandered outside. I considered flying toward the city district, but for some reason, the thought of using magic felt exhausting. 

I walked slowly, letting my feet lead the way, and that's where I found him.

—Weiss Fancent.

He was drenched in sweat, swinging his sword with singular focus. He had already moved past the results of the exercise. He was looking straight ahead, pouring every ounce of his being into the training required to win.

How? Why is he so incredibly strong?

I had to know. I needed to understand.

"—Weiss."

"...Hah. Well, look who it is. Talk about a rare face. What's the matter? Did you come out here to gaze at the stars or something?"

"Fight me."

Weiss looked momentarily surprised by my request.

A heartbeat later, his mana began to surge.

――――――――――――――――――――――
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“I don’t mind, but why don’t you sign a waiver first? You know, promising not to complain even if you end up dead.”

“I don’t need... anything like that.”

I drew my Ancient Magic Sword. This wasn’t going to be a mock battle; I wanted to trade blows with Weiss for real.

Maybe it was just my imagination, but for a split second, I thought I saw the corner of his mouth twitch into a smile.

I leveled my sword, gauging the distance between us.

How was he able to fight on par with the teachers? He’s strong, sure, but the gap between us shouldn’t be that massive. And how can he just... move on like this? I have to know.

Everyone had fought their hearts out. Some were still reeling from the shock, while others were desperately trying to convince themselves that the result couldn't be helped. I was definitely in the latter camp.

“—Come at me, Allen.”

I couldn't take his provocation a second longer. I charged straight at him.

I was actually glad to see he was using his Magic Eye.

He evaded my opening strike with infuriating grace, but I immediately threw up a Shield to protect myself. Since I was using a Copy of Lady Cynthia’s ice, this thing was several times sturdier than a normal one.

“Underhanded as always, you damn copycat monkey.”

“—Yeah, maybe I am!”

After that, we threw everything we had at each other. There was no holding back.

We didn't land any fatal blows, but blades grazed skin and blood started to flow. If the teachers caught us doing this, we’d probably be expelled on the spot.

And yet, just moving my body felt... good. It meant I didn't have to think.

Eventually, Weiss’s blade came to a halt just inches from my eyes.

I'm dead. Or I would be, if this were a real battlefield.

Before Weiss could even get a word out, I did something that surprised even me: I laughed.

Weiss’s eyes went wide. Heh. I didn't know he could actually make a face like that.

“Have you finally lost your mind?”

“Maybe. I just realized I’ve been a total idiot.”

“About what?”

“Somewhere along the line, I started thinking that strength was everything. But it’s not. Combat is just a means to an end. No matter how strong you are, it’s all meaningless if you can't achieve what you’re actually aiming for. That’s why I realized it's way too early for me to be sitting around grieving.”

I don't actually want to be the world's Strongest. Somewhere along the way, I’d lost sight of who I was.

I don't have time to be depressed anymore.
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Just look forward. Do what needs to be done.

I see. So that’s how it was.

Maybe Weiss was—

"You really didn't realize that? You're as much of an idiot as ever."

"…You were the one moping around, too."

"Unlike you, I was actually thinking. I was figuring out how to secure my next Victory."

Teacher Milk is strong. Yet, she put everything she had into forcing a draw with Weiss. You could even say she prioritized securing the Victory of the match over the actual fight itself.

That kind of decisiveness is its own form of strength.

None of us Intermediate-year Students think for a second that Weiss lost.

On the contrary, rumors are swirling that he'll eventually surpass the teachers and become something truly monstrous. Probably just like Senior Eva.

"Weiss, thanks."

"…Huh?"

"Because you’re here, I can keep moving forward."

Someone much stronger than me is pushing ahead like this. In that case, there’s no way I—someone weaker—can afford to sit around feeling sorry for myself.

"Hah! If you stopped now, I’d be able to crush you with one hand before I knew it."

"Your phrasing is as charming as ever…"

"What? If you’ve got a problem, come at me with your sword."

"…Exactly what I was hoping for."

And so, we began to clash once more.

Again and again, over and over, until I finally collapsed, drenched in sweat, just as the morning sun began to rise.

Weiss called out to me as he turned to leave.

"Thanks to you, I couldn't even get my own thoughts in order."

"…There you go again, blaming me…"

"Later. You 'look-on-the-bright-side' bastard. Go on and keep being a straightforward idiot forever."

At the very end, I thought I saw the faint ghost of a smile on his face. Maybe I was just imagining things. Still, that's what it felt like.

Staring up at the blue sky, I thrust my right fist toward the heavens.

Next time, I’m definitely going to win. And I'll win against my own heart, too.

It’s fine to lose, even if it happens a thousand times. I just have to keep looking forward, no matter what.

That, right there, is where my strength lies.
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"—Coco-chaaan."

Tink. A pebble tapped against the glass.

It was a typical Sunday morning. I was in the middle of a book when I caught myself muttering, "She’s here again." I honestly couldn't tell if I was happy about it or just annoyed.

"Hey, come on, Coco-chaaan—!"

Tink. Tink. More pebbles—carefully chosen to be just small enough not to shatter the glass—struck the second-story window of my bedroom.

I climbed out of bed, took a small, shaky breath to steady myself, and threw the window open.

Naturally, that was the exact moment another pebble came flying in. It caught me right on the forehead with a pathetic smack.

"Ow..." The cry escaped my lips before I could stop it. It didn't actually hurt that much, but the indignity of it stung.

"Ah! S-Sorry!?"

The girl looking up with a mix of shock and guilt was Anna. She had moved into the house next door a few months ago. My hair has a dull, brownish-auburn tint to it, but hers was ink-black; she told me she’d come from somewhere out west. 

Her dark eyes were stylish, and her energy was... well, it was a lot. I found her relentless brightness wonderful, even if it was exhausting.

"I’m fine," I replied curtly.

Anna just beamed back at me with a carefree grin. "Hey! Let’s play!"

She shouted it at the top of her lungs, just like she did every single day. 

My heart has been a pathetic, fragile thing for as long as I can remember. Luckily, being born into a Noblesse family meant I could afford healing magic three times a week. Without it, I’d apparently have been dead years ago. Something about my heart’s ability to pump blood being "remarkably insufficient." 

Basically, intense exercise is a death sentence for me. I’m technically enrolled in the Academy, but I spend more than half my time playing truant because I’m stuck in bed. It’s not like I enjoy being a shut-in; I just get tired from simply existing.

Anna knew all this, yet she still showed up to pester me.

"I can’t play."

"Got it! See ya!"

We’d had this exact conversation dozens of times. I kept waiting for her to give up, but she never did. I watched her energetic form sprint away until she vanished from sight, then I sighed and closed the window.

I sat back down on my bed and reopened my book: The Hero's Party's Adventure Tale.

It was a collection of stories based on the real-life exploits of legendary knights and mages—heroes who crushed monsters and saved the innocent. I loved it. I’d read it so many times the pages were starting to fray.

I especially loved the mages. I spent my days yearning to be like them—to be someone who could wipe out a swarm of monsters with a single spell and protect everyone.

But for me, those stories were just fairy tales. Forget going on an adventure; my own body wouldn't even permit me to run across a room.

Great, I’m getting depressed again.

Whenever I spiraled like this, I’d find myself thinking of Anna. She was fast. She always took first place at the Academy, and she was a natural at magic. 

She was everything I wasn't.

"Must be nice..."

I closed the book, lay back, and tried to imagine the feeling of the wind on my face as I ran.

By the time I turned thirteen, my heart had toughened up a little. "Toughened up" is a relative term, of course—it just meant I could attend school more often without collapsing. I still couldn't do anything physical.

Actually, some things had gotten worse. I was strictly forbidden from being out in the direct sun for more than an hour.

Around that time, most of my classmates were starting to master basic spells. My mana capacity wasn't the issue, but the sheer strain of casting was too much for my constitution. I’d practiced a bit in secret at home, of course. It was exhilarating—firing off a spell made me feel alive.

It also left me bedridden for a week.

"I heard Coco skipped magic class again."
"Heh, big surprise. That girl literally can't do anything."
"Must be nice to have a doctor’s note to be lazy."
"And with a name like **? Talk about a joke."

The bullying wasn't direct, but the whispers followed me everywhere. In a magic-centric world, a girl who can't cast is less than nothing. I started to hate my own name. It felt like a mockery.

But Anna was always there, leaning into my space.

"Hey, Coco! Can you explain this Magical Equation to me?"

"I can, but... aren't you better at this than me?"

"Ehehe, maybe! But magic just looks prettier when you're the one teaching it."

"If you say so..."

Anna had enrolled in the same Noblesse Academy, and she acted like my personal bodyguard, standing between me and the whispers. I lived for that kindness. 

Because I was stuck at home all the time, I had nothing better to do than study theory. Magic is a craft; the more meticulous you are with the formula, the more stable the result. I was very, very good at being meticulous. It was the one thing I could take pride in.

"Coco, you really are incredible."

"How can you say that? I can't run, I can't smile properly, and I can't even use the magic I study."

"Because you're strong."

"Strong? Me?"

"Yeah. You have a core, Coco. You know who you are. I have fun when I’m with you, I smile when we talk, and you’re way smarter than anyone else!"

We’d first met at a boring local ball. I couldn't dance, obviously, so I was just sitting in a corner like a piece of furniture, watching everyone else. Anna had walked right up to me, asked about my heart, and said, "In that case, I’ll just dance for both of us!" 

She’d danced right there in front of my chair. Afterward, I’d told her all about my favorite adventure books.

"Whoa, really?! And then what happened?"

"And then..."

I couldn't cast magic, which was exactly why I knew every single Magic Formula inside and out. Anna loved listening to me geek out about the technical side of things. Even when I got shy and the conversation trailed off, she never left. She’d just wait patiently for me to start again.

"Thank you, Anna. I wish I could smile as easily as you do."

"Fufufu! Until you can, I’ll just keep smiling in your place!"

A few years later, Anna won the Student Magic Tournament. She was brilliant.

I wasn't there to see it. The crowds were too thick, the sun was too bright, and my heart was hammering so hard against my ribs I thought it would burst. I slunk home without a word to anyone.

I couldn't stop crying. She did so much for me, yet I couldn't even stand in the sun to cheer for her.

Tink.

"I got the trophy! Coco, look!"

"...It’s beautiful. You’re amazing, Anna."

I want to be like her. No, that’s not it. I just want to stay by her side.

That was the day I decided to stop being a victim of my own DNA.

"...Magic is imagination. I’m done letting the world define my limits."

Standard Healing Magic is about restoration—fixing damage after the fact. But I’d been theorizing since I was a kid: what if I didn't wait for the damage?

What if I used magic to force my heart to be strong? What if I used it to run beside her?

"I’ll do it. I have to."

My training was a literal gamble with my life. To force a heart to beat, you have to understand the flow of mana perfectly. You have to be able to stop it as easily as you start it.

"Five... four... three... two... one... Everything is going numb."

Blood and mana are linked. If the flow stops, the body dies. Simple as that. After a series of experiments that brought me to the brink of death more times than I can count, I finally perfected it: a continuous, automated spell that forced my heart into a healthy rhythm.

"Anna, look."

"Wait—what?! Coco, your mana is... it’s huge!"

I let my power surge, then vented it toward the sky. My heart was pounding—not from weakness, but from pure, magical force. I was doing it. I was alive.

"Are you okay?!"

"I’m fine. Better than fine. I’m going to keep going, Anna. So... keep watching me, okay?"

"Ehehe! I knew it! You really are the best, Coco!"

At fifteen, Anna told me she wanted to be an adventurer. She said I was the one who inspired her. 

"I'm going to see the whole world!"

And I planned to be right there with her.

At sixteen, I found myself standing across from Anna in the finals of the Magic Tournament.

"Coco, come on! How am I supposed to get through this?"

"I don't know. What do you think you should do?"

Anna was the ultimate spear. I decided I would be her ultimate Shield. We were two halves of a whole.

"...I give up! Coco, you're way too strong!"

"U-Um... sorry?"

"Don't be! But I’m telling you, I’m gonna break that Shield of yours one day!"

"Fufufu. I’ll be waiting."

I developed magic for everything. Magic to repel UV rays. Magic to regulate my breathing. Magic to boost my physical stats. 

And, above all, the ultimate Defense Magic to keep Anna safe.

We became adventurers. We ran away from home, left our noble titles behind, and started from zero. My constitution was still garbage, and I could only stay active for short bursts, but Anna never uttered a single word of complaint.

"Coco, check this out!"

"What is that? A pipe?"

In some tiny backwater village, Anna had bought a weird pipe. She claimed it helped regulate mana. I’m pretty sure she just liked the look of it, but when I tried it, it actually was quite soothing.

"This is it! I feel a power surge!"

"That is definitely your imagination, Anna. Fufufu."

Watching her was the highlight of my life. Even when she had to carry me through tropical rainforests on her back, she was always laughing. We fought monsters, saved people, and grew up together.

But then, my heart hit its absolute limit.

Maybe I’d pushed the automation too hard. One day, the strength just vanished from my limbs. Of course, it happened at the worst possible moment.

"Anna... run..."

"—Don't worry. I’ve got this."

She gave me one last, brilliant smile before charging into a swarm of monsters. She killed every last one of them. Then she collapsed.

Our two-year adventure ended there. Anna didn't wake up.

The doctors said it was a combination of mana exhaustion and severe head trauma. They told me she’d never regain consciousness.

"...I’m sorry. I’m so sorry."

I cried until I had nothing left, but my resolve didn't break. I wouldn't let her go. I would fix her.

I spent every cent of our adventuring savings on research. I scoured the world for forbidden formulas. Sorry, Anna. I’m spending our house fund, but you’ll forgive me, right?

A year passed. My research was actually working. I’d commissioned a device powered by a Magic Core to act as an external circulatory system for her mana. Theoretically, she’d wake up in a few months.

I touched her cold cheek. "Just a little longer. It’s my turn to protect you."

Then, the world screamed.

Smoke was billowing from the North Gate. The town was on fire.

"It’s war! The neighbors are invading!"
"Why here?!"
"We’re a supply route! Run! Everyone run!"

Soldiers were pouring in, slaughtering anyone who couldn't get out of the way. My family was away in the Royal Capital. So was Anna’s. I was alone in that house with a girl who couldn't move.

I saw a child in the street about to be cut down by a scout.

"Die, brat!"

I thought of Anna. If she were standing here, she wouldn't hesitate.

"Shield."

"—Wha-What the?!"

I drove the scout back, but that was just the start. Our town was officially designated as the front line. In other words, a death zone. Everyone who could walk fled toward the Royal Capital.

"Coco, you have to come with us!"

"No. I’m staying. Anna can’t be moved."

If I moved her now, the mana circulation would break. She’d die. It would take two weeks for reinforcements to arrive. There were over a thousand enemy soldiers out there. And there was only one of me.

They had mages. They had knights. They had seasoned killers. I was a girl with a heart condition.

The odds were so bad it was almost funny. But I wasn't scared. 

I will protect her.

An unbelievable barrage of Mana Cannons rained down on the town. I held my hand toward the sky and traced a formula—gently, meticulously, like I was trying to draw Anna’s smile.

"—Full Shield."

A massive, shimmering Barrier draped itself over the town. The Mana Cannons slammed into it and shattered like glass. 

Is that all you’ve got? Come on. Try to hurt her. I dare you.



"...Are you... Coco?"

"I am."

"Haha... I didn't believe the reports. To think the 'Guardian' was just one girl."

Two weeks later, the Royal Army arrived. My job was done.

"Man, the town is literally untouched."
"It’s true. The rumors of the Guardian Angel were true."
"The enemy actually gave up and went around. They couldn't get a single kill."

I hadn't slept for fourteen days. I’d been using magic to keep my body functioning in place of sleep. I hadn't eaten. I’d lost at least five kilos.

But I’d won.

"Are you the Knight Captain?"

"I am. Child, you need to get to a field hospital immediately—"

"Hire me. I want to push the front line back. I’m an adventurer."

"What? What are you talking about?"

I couldn't rest. If the enemy stayed this close, I couldn't guarantee Anna’s safety. I needed to push them back until they were no longer a threat. I didn't need to kill them. I just needed to be an immovable wall.

"Our attacks aren't doing anything!"
"It’s her! Gardienne—the Guardian Angel!"
"Why is she wearing a doctor's coat?!"
"It’s a taunt! They say not a single speck of dust has touched her since the war started!"

I pushed the front line all the way back to the border. They gave me a nickname. "Guardian Angel." What a joke. I wasn't an angel. I was just a girl who wanted her friend back.

A few months after the surrender, Anna finally opened her eyes.

"...Coco? Wait, why am I at home?"

"Anna! Anna!!"

I sobbed as I clung to her. She just smiled and stroked my hair, as if she were the one comforting me.

"It’s okay, Coco. It’s okay."

Anna recovered, but she was weak. Magic was beyond her now. There was a good chance she’d never cast another spell.

"I’m so sorry, Anna."

"Don't be. You saved me. And when I close my eyes, I can still see all our adventures. That’s enough for me."

"...Thank you."

But a few months later, Anna died anyway.

It wasn't her heart, or the war. It was an accident. A monster that was supposed to be dead woke up at a dismantling yard and lunged at a child. Anna didn't even have magic, but she threw herself in the way.

They said she was eaten alive. They said her screams were the most terrifying thing the witnesses had ever heard.

"...Anna, I'm so sorry."

I knelt at her grave and apologized until my throat was raw. If I hadn't saved her, she wouldn't have suffered like that. If I hadn't told her those stories, she wouldn't have tried to be a hero. It was all my fault.

I stayed by that grave for days, crying, until finally, I reached out and shut off my automatic heart-support magic.

The pain was immediate. My chest seized. My lungs burned. The sun felt like it was melting my skin. I realized my body was even more broken than I’d thought. 

Good. If I can die feeling even a fraction of what she felt, that’s enough.

Then, it started to rain. A torrential downpour.

"...Anna?"

For some reason, the rain felt like her tears. It felt like she was yelling at me.

I... restarted the magic. My heart began to thump with artificial strength. My breathing stabilized.

Dying here was just another way of running away. Anna had saved so many people. She’d saved that child at the very end.

I had this power. I shouldn't be using it to hide. I should be using it to protect.

I won't run. I’ll fight. I’ll protect everyone.

◇

"A request for a Defense Magic instructor at Noblesse Magic Academy, huh?"

Years had passed. I’d spent that time publishing papers and equations on defense magic, sending them to every nation. I figured if everyone’s shields were strong enough, war would become obsolete.

Then I got the letter. I’d heard about the Calamity—how a massive attack had been thwarted with zero casualties. I wanted to meet the person responsible.

"I'm Coco. Please keep my family name a secret."

The students were a talented bunch. If I could mold them, they’d go on to save thousands. But then, I saw the magic of one particular student, and my heart—the real one—skipped a beat.

Weiss Fancent.

I knew the rumors. The "wicked genius," the "bad boy." But I didn't care about any of that. I only cared about his Inviolable Domain.

It was a formula that defied every law of magic I knew. If that could be taught, if it could be applied to others... Anna would still be alive.

"Hey, Weiss-kun. Won't you show me that magic?"

"Fine. But in exchange, you have to teach me your defense."

"Fufufu. Deal."

At first, I thought he was just a brat who wanted to be the strongest. I was wrong.

"...I have to win. That’s all."

He was lying. I could see it in his eyes. He didn't want to win; he wanted to protect. He was just like me. He’d lost something, or was terrified of losing something, and he was desperate for a Shield. He knew that "later" is usually too late.

Fufufu. I see. You’re one of us.

"You have to be more meticulous with the formula, Weiss-kun. Unlike an attack, you have to treat a shield like you’re touching a lady. My, is your face turning red?"

"It is not!"

He’s still a kid in the ways that count. I’m still working on deciphering his Inviolable Domain. It’ll take time, but one day, I’ll make sure everyone can use it. No one else should have to lose someone to a monster.

"Teacher Coco."

"What is it, Weiss-kun?"

"About the other day... thank you."

Cecil had warned me that another Calamity might be coming. It sounded insane, but if Weiss was involved, I took it seriously. I’d been on standby in the city when the Mana Cannons fired from the stratosphere. 

I’d looked up at the sky and thought of her.

"—Anna, it’s all thanks to you."

Without her, I never would have reached this level. Without her, those people would be dead. Without her, I wouldn't even exist. And because of Weiss, even more people are going to be saved.

"Don't worry about it. Same here."

"Same here?"

"Fufufu. Just a little secret between adults. You can call on me anytime, Weiss-kun. It’s okay for boys to lean on adults once in a while."

"...Yes, ma'am."

Sometimes, I watch the students from the roof. I watch them run and shout and fire off spells without a single worry about their hearts.

Anna, there are so many kids here just like you. Watch over us, okay? I’m going to create a magic that can protect the whole world. I’m going to be someone you can be proud of.
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Our battle against the instructors had been nothing short of grueling.

There was Darius’s insane stamina and raw strength, Chloe’s magic and sharp intellect, and Coco’s absolute, overwhelming protection. And then, there was Teacher Milk’s ironclad will—the sheer determination of a woman who simply refused to lose.

In the end, we were defeated, but strangely enough, I didn't feel depressed about it.

The old me would’ve probably spent hours moping around, pathetically overanalyzing every little reason why we failed.

Wait, no. I wasn't exactly hanging my head in shame, but I was definitely obsessing over how I could’ve actually won.

While I was lost in those thoughts and swinging my sword, that protagonist bastard, Allen, decided to challenge me to a duel for some godforsaken reason.

That was when it finally clicked.

"Weiss, I’m going to work even harder!"

How many times has this guy lost to me now? And yet, here he is, always looking forward and getting stronger.

In other words, losing is just a part of life. Everyone goes through it. It’s impossible to keep winning forever.

I was certain of it now. One day, I would even surpass Teacher Milk.

So, I can’t just keep moping around like a loser. Right, you protagonist bastard?

"Uuugh... It’s my fault Master lost... hic... sniffle..."

Suddenly, I heard a pathetic sobbing sound. Or since it was coming from her, should I call it a "whimper"?

I was back in my own room. Having just finished my daily shower, I looked over to see Debi—no, Malice—wrapped in a cocoon of blankets on my bed, weeping her eyes out.
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“Our momentous first battle together, and I went and defiled it... Oh, Master, I am so sorry!”

I was keeping her in her Malice form as much as possible, just like I had when I first used Subjugation on Debi. It was more efficient since her Mana consumption was negligible that way. Of course, without the Blessing of Healing and Impulse of Destruction, her combat prowess was significantly lower.

Still, it was a bit of a pain now that she could actually understand human speech.

In the first place, I probably would’ve been taken down right at the start if Malice hadn’t been there. I felt nothing but gratitude; I didn't have the slightest intention of blaming her.

...Good grief.

“If you hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have even been able to force Teacher Milk into a draw,” I said. “...So, thanks.”

I took a quick, restless look around the room to make sure no one was watching before whispering the words as quietly as I could.

The moment the words left my mouth, Malice sent her blankets flying and lunged at me, throwing her arms around me.

Wait, she’s... she’s surprisingly bouncy. She used to rub against me back when she was Debi, too, but now that she’s in her Malice form, I really don't know where I’m supposed to look.

“Such kindness! Oh, Master, I will follow you for the rest of my life!”

“O-oh. Right.”

“U-um... could I have some headpats? You know, like you always do...?”

────────────────
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I definitely used to pet her back when she was Debi. That was mostly because Olynn told me that since she retained her reasoning even after Subjugation, I really ought to dote on her properly.

That being said, the current Malice is, well... how do I put this? She’s just too much "woman."

I don't know if that's the right way to describe it, but she’s definitely showing way too much skin.

No one said a word when I had Debi tagging along, but walking around campus with Malice has the rumor mill spinning like crazy. I keep hearing whispers about how I’ve "started keeping a woman" or how "it turns out he goes for the sexy ones."

"Master..."

Good grief, don't look at me with those watery eyes...

"...You did a good job."

The moment I started petting her, Malice began writhing in pure bliss, her tail bouncing up and down with excitement.

"What incredible happiness...! Malice loves you, Master!"

"I see..."

"I see. So you were busy with this sort of 'pleasure play' while I wasn't looking—Weiss."

I spun around in a panic, only to find Cynthia Violetta standing there, practically radiating a localized blizzard. Lilith stood right beside her, wearing her usual sunny smile.

"Good morning, Lord Weiss! Good morning to you too, Malice!"

While my brain went into overdrive trying to manufacture a plausible excuse, Malice decided to go on the offensive and lunged at Cynthia.

"Lady Cynthia!"

Malice is tall, but she dropped to her knees and started nuzzling her face right into Cynthia’s softness.

Lilith just kept smiling, while Cynthia looked a bit bewildered. Debi had always been attached to her, and it seemed that hadn't changed even in this form. Cynthia tentatively reached out to pet her, as if her hand were moving against her better judgment.

"...Malice, you really shouldn't touch Weiss so much."

"Understood!"

Well played, Malice. That's my Subjugation for you—she completely diffused the tension.

"However, Weiss... this is a separate matter entirely."

"Yes, ma'am."

Still no good, huh?
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The high-stakes exams were finally behind us, but Noblesse Magic Academy showed no signs of cooling down. 

If anything, the place was rowdier than ever.

Students from every year—lowerclassmen, intermediate-year students, and upperclassmen alike—had swarmed the hallways, busy hand-crafting signs for their various attractions.

"Weiss-sama, would you like me to refresh your towel?"

"Yeah, thanks."

Lilith gently pressed a warm towel against my cheek. 

My body felt like a block of ice after everything I’d just been through. Deep within the Darkness, Malice was currently snoozing away. Rest up, Malice. Sleep well until the day we meet again.

"It looks like the Noblesse Cultural Festival is going to be a real hit again this year," Lilith chirped.

"I guess. Honestly, it’s just a giant pain in the neck."

"But if anyone can take first place again, it’s you, Weiss-sama!"

Lilith’s energetic shout only earned a heavy sigh from me. 

Back when we were lowerclassmen, our class had run a Maid Cafe. Against my will, I’d been railroaded into the leader position. I hadn't possessed an ounce of motivation, yet somehow we’d topped the sales charts. It was a success so massive it had basically become a school legend.

And now, to my eternal chagrin, they’d asked me to lead the charge once more.

I hadn't really understood the appeal of the Maid Cafe back then, and I certainly didn't have the drive for it now. However, the rules had changed. Apparently, starting this year, the top-selling classes would be awarded points. 

I was currently ranked B-class. If I could snag first place here, I’d be bumped up to B-class+, which meant much better treatment—and more importantly, more opportunities to challenge the upperclassmen.

That was the only reason I’d swallowed my pride and reluctantly accepted the job.

Just as I was ruminating on my fate, I spotted Cecil in the hallway.

"Oh, Fansent... or should I say, 'Leader'?" she asked. "...Well? What do you think?"

She was doing her best to maintain a stoic poker face, but I could see a faint flush creeping across her cheeks. Having spent so much time facing off against her in the Battle Universe, I’d become an expert at reading her tiny tells.

This year, we’d pivoted away from maids in favor of a "fantasy races" cosplay theme. Cecil had attached a pair of incredibly detailed prosthetic ears to her head. 

Two white, fuzzy ears were currently standing at attention atop her hair.
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"It looks good on you; it really does. But with a face like Cecil’s, I think blue eyes would be a better fit. As for the outfit, let's go with white shorts. I’m planning to have a Magic Staff sent over from the west."

As soon as the words left my mouth, the guys surrounding us started making a scene.

"That’s our Weiss! He’s the real deal!"

"Yeah, this is gonna be legendary."

"Blue eyes, huh? Man, I never would've thought of that."

Seriously, what is so impressive about this?

Just then, Carta made her appearance. She was sporting a pair of cat ears and had a tail pinned to her backside. A Beastman. It was a choice that suited her perfectly, given her love for the forest.

"W-Weiss-kun... um, what do you think?"

"It’s excellent. The tail is a particularly nice touch. However, looking timid doesn't suit a Beastman. Raise your right hand, drop your left a bit, and give me a 'Nyaa'."

"Huh? O-Okay... N-Nyaa."

Immediately, I heard the pained groans of the guys behind me as they practically doubled over.

"T-The sheer destructive power... it’s off the charts!"

"Incredible... I can't take much more of this..."

"It’s Weiss. Of course it is. If he’s the one calling the shots, we’re in good hands."

Good grief, this is becoming a real pain of a role.

"Carta, when you say 'Nyaa,' try tilting your head slightly. It'll look much better on you."

"I-I see! I'll do my best!"
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“If there’s one thing you need to understand, it’s the ‘gap.’ In other words: the element of surprise. Think about it. What if a girl who’s usually calm and collected wore something a bit flashy? Or what if someone who always looks terrifying put on something adorable? The best part of cosplay is the ability to become someone entirely different from your everyday self. You have to lean into that.”

I was in our usual classroom, currently drilling the fundamentals of cosplay into my classmates’ thick skulls. These guys were total amateurs; they didn't understand a thing.

Not that I’m actually an expert or anything, I admitted to myself. I was only doing this because I needed the points. It was a means to an end.

“Hey, doesn’t Weiss seem weirdly knowledgeable about this?” one whispered. “I had my suspicions during that whole Maid Cafe incident, too...”

“For real,” another agreed. “He’s got to be a secret cosplay fanatic—”

The Straight-forward Guy, Allen, and Meat-on-the-Bone Duke were busy gossiping. 

“Hey. You two.”

““Y-Yes, sir!?”” they yelped in unison.

“If Shari were to cosplay, what would be the best fit? Answer me, Allen.”

Allen shifted his gaze toward Shari, looking a bit bashful. “E-Er... maybe a Dwarf or something...?”

“Your reasoning?”

“W-Well, because she’s so strong—Ow!?”

“That is not something you say to a maiden!” Shari barked, delivering a swift correction.

I let out a long, weary sigh. 

“Shari smiles a lot. You have to lean into that trait,” I explained. “But if you just leave it as is, it’s amateur hour. It has no soul. Now, imagine her as a Fallen Angel. Suddenly, that everyday smile of hers takes on a profound, mysterious meaning, and those black wings would really make the look pop.”

A collective roar of awe rose from the crowd. “Ooooh!”

“Meat-on-the-Bone, look at Tura. What would suit her?”

“O-Oh! Right!” Duke scrambled to answer. “Let’s see... She’s got that whole ‘powerful’ vibe going on, so maybe a Goblin or—Gah!”

“Don’t you dare say those things to a girl!”

“Hahaha! I don’t mind at all!” Tura laughed off the insult.

I let out another sigh. “Olynn, grab those ears sitting over there.”

“These? You want the bunny ones?” Olynn asked.

“Yeah, the bunny ones are fine.”

Olynn handed me the rabbit ears, and I walked over to Tura to secure them on her head. 

The classroom erupted. “Ooooooh!”

“Tura has an incredible figure, and she’s a genuine beauty. That’s exactly why we intentionally pivot toward making her look ‘cute.’ You get what I’m saying, right?”

““““YES!””””

The men's cheers were unnervingly well-synchronized.

“So, Lord Weiss likes rabbits... I-I see! I understand now!” Tura exclaimed.

Well, I don’t hate that level of dedication to the craft, I thought. Though, was it just my imagination, or did she look surprisingly happy about this?
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Preparations for the school festival and our cosplay cafe were officially underway.

Of course, the guys were going to be dressed as knights and heroes. Naturally, I made sure to voice my opinions to ensure everyone’s outfit matched their specific "vibe."

"Check out this Hero’s Sword! Pretty sweet, right, Allen?"

"It definitely suits you—"

"Hey, Sasami. You’re fine just being shirtless."

"Eh? Wh-why?! You’re the one who said it’s better to do something different from our usual looks!"

"There are certain tropes to uphold, Sasami. Think about it. Now, Allen—you hold the sword."

"Eh? Oh... okay."

Good grief. These guys don't have the slightest clue which traditions are okay to break and which ones are sacred.

We had cleared the desks out of the classroom and were busy puttering away at handmade decorations. Looking at us now, we seemed no different from any other group of students.

No, that wasn't quite right.

We really are just students, aren't we? Maybe I’m the one overthinking this, treating it as something more special than it is. For these guys, this is just normal life.

Unlike back when we were lowerclassmen, there were even some boys and girls flirting and getting along. For me, this event was just a stepping stone—a means to an end. But for them, I suppose it was a big deal.

...Whatever.

"Luna."

"Y-yes!?"

A petite, black-haired girl was standing stiffly by the curtains. While she seemed to have opened up to Cynthia and Lilith quite a bit, she still kept her distance from the rest of the class.

It was thanks to her that I’d been able to outmaneuver Coco. I really wanted her to carry herself with more confidence, but I suppose a personality doesn't change that easily.

By the way, her cosplay was chosen based entirely on my own arbitrary whims and biases: she was going as a nun. A picture of modesty on the outside, but on the inside...

"Haa, haa... Weiss-kun is so cute... I can't take it..."

She’s a total closet pervert. Still, it’s a classic trope, so it works.

Incidentally, I was currently wearing a pair of cat ears at Cynthia’s insistence. It was just a temporary test, but apparently, the "gap" between my usual self and the ears was effective.

I didn't really get it. I mean, it’s not like I wasn't already adorable to begin with.

Anyway, more importantly—

"Carta, Cecil."

"What’s up?"

"Yes, Weiss?"

"Assign some work to Luna, would you? I want to be really meticulous with the lighting this time. I'm planning to use her Black Ball magic for it, so make sure to factor that into your designs."

"Eh!? You’re using the Black Ball!?"

"Only inside the classroom. We could make the lighting by hand, but if possible, I’d like to rely on her. Is that okay, Luna?"

"...Of course. I understand," she said with a small nod.

I still had a mountain of things I wanted to talk to her about, but I could leave things in the hands of those two for now.

Meanwhile, Cynthia and Lilith were taking the lead on the classroom renovation plans. Olynn, as expected, was being forced into crossdressing. He just stood there with a look on his face that said, How did my life come to this?

Everything was progressing smoothly. Since we still had regular classes to attend, I expected this scene to repeat itself every day after school for a while.

I stepped out of the classroom and took a deep breath. I had a challenge I needed to face—something absolutely essential if I wanted to guarantee our cosplay cafe took first place.

Is there any sentence more terrifying than the one I’m about to say?

But this was the centerpiece. If this succeeded, victory was as good as mine.

Noblesse Magic Academy has a faculty room, obviously. That said, the teachers do more than just give lectures; they handle arena maintenance, prepare special magic exams, and conduct performance tests. Because of that, it wasn't unusual to find someone testing out magic down in the training grounds.

I used my Dark Eye to pinpoint Teacher Milk’s location and headed toward the basement.

Down there, Teacher Milk was blasting a practice dummy with magic. Streams of fire and water spiraled from her hands without mixing, forming a swirling vortex that surged toward the target.

It hit with the force of a massive explosion.

Incredible...

It was a steam explosion. Even if she didn't understand the complex physics behind it, she grasped the essence of the phenomenon intuitively. That raw sense for magic was exactly why Teacher Milk was called the Strongest.

I had managed a draw against her once, but that was only because I’d forced her to divert her attention to the shrine while I pushed for a short-term decisive battle. I wanted to have a real, serious match with her someday.

And I was certain she felt the same way.

"Do you need something, Weiss?"

She’d noticed me despite the fact that I was supposed to be masking my presence. As expected of a pro.

At her voice, my heart started thumping. It was beating five times—no, ten times faster than usual.

"H-h-h-h-hello there."

"What’s with you? You’re shaking."

"...It's just your imagination."

Calm down. I’ve survived countless life-or-death situations. I can do this.

...Right? Weiss, you can handle this, can't you? Come on, answer me!

"What are you hiding?"

She’d already noticed I was holding something behind my back. I took another deep breath and—whip!—I pulled it out.

To ensure the cosplay cafe’s absolute victory, I needed a star attraction. Everything else we had was great, but the best way to win was to provide the one thing people would talk about for years to come.

"Teacher Milk! Would you please wear this dress for the school festival?!"

I presented her with a vibrant pink dress. It was a magnificent piece of craftsmanship, a favorite of the Royal Family itself. It was a gown of the highest pedigree, obtained only through the extensive connections of House Fanscent.

The usually tomboyish Teacher Milk appearing in a formal dress? Every single person at Noblesse Magic Academy would be dying to see that. Heck, there were probably guys who would trade their ability to use magic for the rest of their lives just for a glimpse.

However, I didn't expect her to agree easily. I was prepared to challenge her to some kind of contest to win her compliance. And I would win, no matter—

"I don't mind."

"...Eh? Y-you don't?"

"Participating in school events is part of a teacher's duty, after all."

O-oh! I see! Teacher Milk is a professional to the core.

Well, that worked out. This victory was guaranteed. There was no way we could lose now.

...Or so I thought, until I saw what was happening behind her.

Eva was standing there, holding what looked like a maid outfit. She gave me a pointed smile. Behind her, Eleanor, Sierra, and even Priscilla were all clutching maid uniforms of their own.

No way... You’ve got to be kidding me. Are they doing a Maid Cafe?!

This wasn't in the Original Story. 

I see. My presence has altered the timeline.

At this rate, we’re going to lose! No, I can't give up yet. There has to be a way, some kind of move I can make—!

"Teacher Milk! Would it be alright if we changed your outfit for the second half of the event?!"

"Fine by me."

Alright. I am definitely winning this. I’m taking that number one spot!

Still... Eva in a maid outfit, huh? 

I wonder if I can sneak away from my own cafe for a bit?


  
    360: Bouncy Maids
    

  
  360: Bouncy Maids

“Senior Weiss! How is it? What do you think?!”

I was currently racking my brain, trying to figure out what to do for Teacher Milk’s outfit in the second half of our event. To clear my head, I decided to exercise my School Festival Representative Privilege and take a stroll through the Lowerclassmen Building.

It looked like the lowerclassmen were putting on a play. For some reason, Belk was decked out in a full-blown Goblin costume. Normally, being forced into a getup like that would be a total mood-killer, but he looked inexplicably thrilled.

“A Goblin, huh?” I noted.

“Close, but no cigar! I’m the Goblin King, Senior!”

............

I see. Looking closer, he was indeed wearing a tiny crown on his head. The Goblin King—the sovereign species that rules over all goblin-kind. I mean, sure, they’re strong as far as monsters go, but is it really something to be that happy about?

“Belk, let’s get to group practice!”

“Yeah! We can’t start without the Goblin King!”

“Hurry up, hurry up!”

“Sorry, I’ve got practice! Please excuse me!” Belk shouted as he went sprinting back to his classmates.

A moment later, they all started shouting and swinging their clubs around in a display that looked remarkably like a traditional Haka. It was… an indescribable sight, to say the least, but they seemed to be bonding over it.

Apparently, over forty percent of the lowerclassmen have already been expelled. That’s a significantly higher casualty rate than our year had at this stage. Still, it’s nice to see the survivors enjoying themselves with smiles on their faces.

“Senior Weiss, you’re here.”

Meryl appeared before me. She was apparently playing a human rather than a monster; she was dressed in a magician’s robe. I see, she hasn’t changed a bit.

“A magician, right?”

“Eh? I’m a priestess, you know?”

............

Right. It wasn’t like I’d come here to play a game of ‘Guess the Cosplay.’ I was just looking for a spark of inspiration to get my own imagination going.

Then, for some reason, Meryl started fidgeting nervously.

“What is it?” I asked.

“U-Um… is there any way I could get priority for a Cheki with Senior Cynthia…?”

The word ‘Cheki’ caught me off guard. Typical Noblesse. Even a one-year gap was enough to make me feel the weight of a generation gap. Is this what getting old feels like?

Our Cosplay Cafe was indeed going to allow photography. While the specific costumes for Cynthia and Lilith had been decided, we hadn’t made the details public yet. Nevertheless, it seemed like our event was already the talk of the town.

But even so, would it be enough to topple the upperclassmen’s Maid Cafe?

While I was lost in thought, Meryl looked increasingly anxious.

“I’ll let her know,” I said. “If I use my Representative Privilege, I can make it happen somehow.”

“Yay! Thank you so much! I can’t wait!”

Meryl was still holding the top rank among the lowerclassmen, refusing to surrender that seat to Belk. Like me, she must be constantly honing her skills. Noblesse is a school of the candy and the Whip, after all. She had earned her reward.

However, I’d heard that she once went to Cynthia for advice. Apparently, her heart had nearly broken after being forced to personally expel her own classmates. I suppose I can understand the feeling. But if she had remained half-hearted about it, the ones she defeated would have only felt more resentful. It looked like she’d recovered since then, though.

I took a peek into a few more classrooms, but nothing really gave me that "aha!" moment of inspiration. Next stop: the Upperclassmen Building.

“...Phew.”

I didn't have much reason to visit the upperclassmen’s wing under normal circumstances. The hallways didn't look much different, but I could practically feel the Mana radiating through the walls.

Suddenly, Priscilla appeared before me, dressed in a maid outfit. It looked like she was in the middle of a costume fitting. I’d heard she was still busy and hadn't been at the Academy much lately, but things must have settled down enough for her to participate in the festival.

“If it isn’t Weiss-san. Is something the matter?”

Her Slave Crest had completely vanished, and she wore a natural, easy smile. Also, that maid outfit suited her remarkably well. Well, I suppose that makes sense. Just like Lilith, she’s the real deal. She’s even wearing a linen cap; seeing her in that classic style perfectly matches my interpretation of the role.

“Just here for an inspection of Senior Priscilla and the others,” I replied.

“Fufufu, what’s this? You weren’t nearly this polite before, were you? When we fought previously, you didn’t even bother with an honorific.”

“We’re not in a match right now, so I’ll show proper respect. To you, and of course, to Senior Neil.”

“I think he would be very happy to hear those words himself. Unfortunately, he’s a bit busy at the moment.”

Following the signal of her eyes, I peered into the classroom. Neil was standing in the center, talking. He’d always been popular with the students, but I’d heard his charisma and magnetic pull had only increased lately.

“He looks like he’s having fun,” Priscilla whispered. “From where I’m standing, he looks very happy.”

To my eyes, however, Priscilla looked even happier as she watched him. I caught the glint of an engagement ring on her finger.

Hmph. Well, it’s none of my business. Still, if her heart is stable, it’ll be easier to get her help if something goes sideways.

However, Eva was nowhere to be found. Instead, I found something truly unbelievable.

“B-Big sister!? I-It’s too tight!”

“It’ll fit, it’ll fit! This is how we win, Eleanor! We’re going to give Vai a run for his money, act like we own the place, and then make him do whatever we say!”

Sierra was currently trying to force Eleanor into a maid outfit. It looked like she was trying to pull it over a shirt, but Eleanor’s… tayun… were simply too bouncy and voluminous to fit into the fabric. Incidentally, because of the height difference, Sierra was actually standing on a chair just to reach.

Of course, no one dared to point that out.

I excused myself from Priscilla and quietly approached the pair. When Eleanor noticed me, her cheeks turned a bright, embarrassed red.
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“Oh, Vai. Scouting the enemy, are we?”

“Something like that. It’s been a while, Senior.”

“W-Weiss-kun?! H-Hey, Sis, stop for a second!”

“If I stop now, all our efforts go down the drain! Just a little more, just a little more! Here we go, Eleanor!”

“Wh-wha—wait, hold on!”

For reasons known only to her, Sierra began forcefully wrenching the maid uniform upward. Eleanor’s ample assets were hoisted up along with the fabric, and then—

“N-ahhh! Sis, not there... Th-that's no good!”

“Wh-why won't it go past here?! H-How come?!”

“Iahn! Sis, I'm telling you, it’s no use—!”

The Noblesse Magic Academy uniforms were made of thick, crisp material with sharp collars. However, Eleanor had already shed her outer layer. She was down to just a white shirt. Was it just my imagination? For some reason, certain parts of her bountiful figure seemed to be swelling even further.

As they did, the octave of Eleanor’s voice climbed higher and higher. Then, suddenly, the shirt buttons reached their limit and burst open.

“S-Sis, this is bad!”

“We’re almost there! Just endure it! Endurance is the key to everything!”

Just a little more... 

Just as I thought I was about to hear the voice of God Himself, my vision was suddenly plunged into darkness.

“Now, now. This is still strictly off-limits for little children.”

I recognized that voice. I felt something soft brush against my back for just a fleeting moment. When my vision finally returned, I saw Eleanor collapsed on the floor in an utterly bewitching state, half-tangled in the maid uniform. 

Sierra wiped the sweat from her forehead with a look of pure satisfaction.

“Perfect! Vai, look! This is the ultimate peak of moe! ...Huh? Eleanor? What’s wrong? Why are you writhing like that?”

I have so many things I want to say, and I actually feel bad for her, but... Eleanor collapsed in a maid outfit isn't a bad look at all.

I turned around. The person who had covered my eyes was, as I suspected, Eva Avery. She wasn't in a maid outfit yet; she was still in her school uniform, though she’d styled it in a rather disheveled, provocative way.

“Hello, Senior.”

“Hehehe, you really are diligent, aren't you? Do you want to take the top spot at the School Festival that badly?”

“That’s the plan. I wanted to check in on the class I consider my strongest rival.”

“Oh, what a commendable attitude. Unfortunately, mine is a custom order, so it’s going to be a while before it arrives. Besides, I have a secret plan.”

“A secret plan? What would that be?”

“I’m not telling. Right, Senior Sierra?”

For context, Sierra had already finished her credits but was still idling around the school instead of graduating. Apparently, Eleanor was stuck keeping her company. Despite their quirks, even Eva seemed to respect the two of them as her seniors.

Hearing Eva's praise, Sierra preened, looking quite pleased with herself. Eleanor, meanwhile, was still writhing on the floor.

“If that’s how it is, then it’s a contest, Vai! If we win, you have to do exactly what I say!”

“S-Sis, wait, that’s...”

A contest, huh? No... this might actually be an opportunity. There is still a lot I can gain from the Witch Sisters. 

Even if the odds were stacked against me, I couldn't afford to run away.

“Fine. But in exchange, if I win, you have to do whatever I say.”

“You’re on! If you win, I’ll let you squeeze Eleanor’s voluptuous breasts as much as you want!”

“Sis, s-stop it!”

The sheer jiggle of it all... Honestly, it’s incredible.

“Hehehe, if it’s breasts you want to squeeze, you’re welcome to try mine anytime,” Eva added with a smirk.

As if anyone would actually touch them after a dare from the strongest upperclassman in the school. Even with permission, the sheer terror of it would be enough to kill a man.

“I’ll wait until after I win. I won’t be squeezing any breasts, though.”

“Vai, I will defend my breasts to the death!” Sierra declared.

“Sis, you don’t even have—”

“Tayunoa! That word is forbidden!”

Good grief, they’re as close as ever.

After that, I finished my inspection of the other classes and headed back to the Intermediate-year Students' Building. However, the hallway was buzzing with a strange energy. Suddenly, Lilith came sprinting toward me.

“Lord Weiss! Is it true that you bet on breasts?! That if you win, it’s all-you-can-squeeze, and if you lose, it’s all-you-can-be-squeezed?!”

As expected of Noblesse. The speed at which rumors mutate into something outrageous is truly terrifying.
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“Is it true?! If we win, is it really all-you-can-squeeze?!”

“Wait, if we lose, does that mean we’re the ones getting squeezed?”

“How does that work for the guys and girls? Is the Academy even allowed to let that happen?”

No matter how hard I tried to deny it, I couldn’t suppress the sheer momentum of that one phrase. It was a ‘power word’ in the worst possible way.

I had nearly been turned into a human popsicle by Cynthia earlier, but now that the misunderstanding was cleared up, I was back to focusing on the production of our Cosplay Cafe. 

Noblesse Magic Academy placed a high premium on student initiative. From what I remembered of my past, when we did things like this, we usually built everything from the ground up.

Shari, who was surprisingly handy, was also quite the artist; she was currently busy painting signs alongside Allen and Duke. As for me, I was occupied with a pile of costumes we’d ordered from various countries, scrutinizing each one for the cafe.

Cecil was slated to be an Elf and Carta was down for the Beastman Race, but there were still plenty of roles left to be filled.

“Vai-kun, what should we do with these ears?”

I was busy organizing supplies in the prep room when Luna, who was helping me, tilted her head and held up a pair of dog ears.

“Try them on for a second,” I suggested.

“Eh? O-okay.”

She’s petite and has a face like a hamster. Yeah, this definitely works.

While I was at it, I realized there was something I hadn’t properly communicated to her yet.

“H-how do I look, Vai-kun?”

“I think they look great. Also... thanks.”

“Eh? F-for what?”

“Malice being able to speak is thanks to the special training you did. Plus, Cynthia told me that the Black Ball was the biggest factor in taking down Teacher Coco. I wanted to give you my thanks for that.”

I wasn't entirely sure if the original Weiss had actually harbored feelings for her. It was possible he just felt a sense of empathy because she was also being bullied. Regardless, the Luna standing before me was a serious, kind-hearted person.

In a sense, his eyes hadn't been mistaken.

To her, the old me and the current me were one and the same. I couldn’t blame her if she thought I’d just had a sudden change of heart, but she had listened to my goals and accepted them. Because she believed in me, I felt even more like I couldn't afford to lose.

Luna stared straight into my eyes. 

What is she thinking...?

“Hehe, you really have changed, Vai-kun.”

“What?”

“I’ve been observing you ever since the entrance ceremony, but it’s like you’re a different person now. The Vai-kun I first met would never have said such kind things to me.”

Kind? Was I being kind? I thought I was just acting like a normal human being. Though, granted, I recall reading that the original Weiss wasn't exactly ‘human.’

More importantly, the way she said she had been “observing” me rather than just “watching” was a bit unsettling.

Looking at her now, she seemed so refined and graceful. There was even a certain air of maturity about her—

“Vai-kun.”

Luna stepped toward me, radiating a suddenly bewitching atmosphere.

“—I really do love you. Love-love-love-love-love-love-love-love!”

Without warning, she lunged at me for a hug. I sidestepped her instantly, and a look of profound sadness washed over her face.

Ah, she’s still a total creep. Thank god. I was starting to get worried.
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Preparations for the School Festival were humming along without a hitch.

While we didn’t have any major exams on the horizon, the sheer amount of classroom time had increased to compensate. Now that we were intermediate-year students, we were spending a lot more time studying the core principles of magic.

Cecil still hasn’t clued me in on her progress, but I have a pretty good feeling she’s further along than anyone else.

Before long, I was sure other standout talents would start emerging too. Actually, that progression was exactly what made the Noblesse Oblige game so engaging in the first place.

Magic is, in a sense, fairly one-dimensional. 

You shoot fire, or you shoot water. 

But there’s a way to take it to the next level. Luna’s Black Ball and Olynn’s Perfect Tame are perfect examples of that.

And then there was one more person who had developed their Gift much faster than I ever could have imagined. To be honest, they were the last person I expected.

“Weiss... what exactly is the meaning of this?”

We were training together late one night. Lately, Cynthia had been practicing a way to weave ice and healing magic together. 

It was a total game-changer. 

By cladding her body in ice, she could drastically increase her defensive power. But it didn’t stop there; she was also constantly boosting her natural recovery. To put it in perspective, it was like taking Priscilla or Neil and making them even sturdier.

Man, she might actually be the most formidable opponent I know.

And then...

“This combination of magic has triggered an explosive evolution,” I noted. “A half-baked attack won’t even leave a scratch on you anymore.”

“Is that so? I’m... so happy.”

“Me too. With this, you’ll get even stronger—”

“No, that’s not it. I’m happy because... I’ll finally be able to fight by your side.”

Cynthia always puts me first. I truly appreciated that about her.

“Cynthia.”

“Weiss...”

I stepped closer and gripped her shoulders. 

And then...

“It’s decided. You’re going to be the Ice Princess.”

“...Eh?”

I never could have imagined she’d be able to literally shroud herself in ice. With this, we can win. We can achieve a level of cosplay that transcends mere costumes!

In other words, this is another successful alteration of the Original Story. As expected of Cynthia, my fiancé.

Wait... why is she glaring at me?

“Is something wrong, Cynthia?”

“It is nothing.”

The female heart is a complete mystery to me... Wait, why is it suddenly getting so cold around my feet—?
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There were less than seven days left until the School Festival.

Preparations for our Cosplay Cafe were reaching their climax, and we had successfully settled on Cynthia’s outfit: she was going to be the Ice Princess. We planned for her to put on an "ice performance" during specific time slots throughout the event.

When I had excitedly suggested the idea to her, she’d snapped at me. "Is this really the time or the place for that mood?!" she’d yelled. I still didn't quite get why she was so mad.

"Lord Weiss, I’m so looking forward to it! Let's make sure you don't end up getting groped as much as the customers want!" Lilith chirped.

"Right..." 

No matter how many times I corrected her, for some reason, Lilith refused to stop using that specific phrasing. I’m starting to suspect this is some kind of inescapable destiny forced upon us by Noblesse Oblige.

Still, as long as we won the festival competition, it wouldn't be a problem. Wait... if we win, does that mean it actually becomes 'all-you-can-grope'? Dammit, those intrusive thoughts are even starting to bubble up in my own brain...

"Goblin King, ATTACK!"

I happened to glance out into the hallway just in time to see Belk swinging a club at Meryl. He was immediately rebuffed by a single, crushing blow to the head from Meryl, who was currently dressed in her Priest cosplay.

"Weiss, do you have a moment?"

The person who called out to me was Allen. For the record, he was slated to play the Hero, complete with a golden crown on his head. I was the one who had made that casting call, and surprisingly, no one had complained. 

Despite his commoner roots, Allen had already earned the respect of the masses. It irritates me more than a little, but if we want to win the cafe competition, I have to play my best cards. Still, what the hell does he want?

"Changed your mind about being the Hero?" I asked.

"No, that's not it. It’s... about the Demon Race."

With that one sentence, the atmosphere shifted. We moved from the window and headed up to the rooftop. It was rare for him to bring that topic up himself.

Did he catch wind of something?

"What’s up? Did you get some new intel?" I prompted.

Naturally, I already knew the "future." However, because of my constant interference with the timeline, their actions had become almost entirely unpredictable. Events like the Great Full Moon were rare outliers; for the most part, we were stuck playing catch-up.

This was likely because "Noblesse Oblige" wasn't just about the Demon Race—it was a global-scale system that threw "events" at Allen constantly. Our current life at the Academy was just one of those events. While fighting the Demon King was the main plot, it wasn't always the immediate focus. 

Though, I definitely need to kill the guy if I want a complete Clear of this world.

"Sorry, I don't actually have anything concrete," Allen admitted. "I’ve been looking into things with Shari and Duke whenever we have a spare moment, but..."

"Hah! Then what are you even trying to say?"

"I’m thinking of setting a trap."

"...A trap?"

"Yes. Remember that thing they were after before? Of course, I’ll probably need to ask a lot of people for help. Even so, I want to stop them."

In the West, it seemed the Pseudo-Demon types had already been resurrected multiple times. I’d heard that even some famous figures were among their ranks. Their lifespans were incredibly short, likely because we had successfully thwarted their original plans, but new criminals were being born one after another like a horde of Zombies.

The number of victims wasn't small. Right now, most people still viewed it as "a fire on the opposite shore"—someone else’s problem—but that wouldn't last forever. Allen understood that better than anyone.

So he's setting a snare, huh?

It wasn't that I hadn't considered the idea myself. But this was a massive "alteration" to the plot. Allen wasn't supposed to be making proactive moves against the Demon Race at this stage. Normally, he’d be barely keeping his head above water, struggling desperately just to survive at Noblesse Magic Academy.

Is he actually starting to have some leeway? Or has his entire mindset changed?

"Do you even realize what you’re suggesting?" I asked. "If you’re setting a trap, you’re going to need bait. Which means putting people in danger."

If he put out the call, Duke and Shari would move. And since he was talking to me, he was clearly counting on Cynthia, Lilith, and a whole lot of others. Up until now, we’d miraculously avoided any deaths or major injuries. But the Demon Race we were facing now weren't the ones I remembered from the game. I had no idea what they were planning.

Setting a trap in this state of uncertainty... that’s not like him at all.

"I know," Allen said, his voice steady. "But I can't just stand by and watch things get worse."

"That’s a pretty grand speech for a mere student. Even if you don't do anything, plenty of powerful people are already working on it. Are you trying to say you’re better than them?"

"I’m not being that arrogant. It’s just... Weiss, I trust you."

"...Excuse me?"

"I don't mind being a pawn. I don't mind being your hands and feet. But I have a goal. I want to save people."

God, he can spout that crap without a shred of shame. 

Personally, I didn't care if people I didn't know screamed or died. I wouldn't care if the whole country collapsed. However, the Pseudo-Demons were a loose thread that bothered me. I didn't know what the Demon Race was up to, but I suspected they were priming the world for something big. 

Even if I did nothing, there was a high probability Allen would eventually defeat the Demon King. But the body count along the way would be astronomical.

"...Hmph. And if someone dies because of this?"

"I won't let them die. But I'm not here to talk about pretty ideals. This is my resolve."

Hah. You absolute Protagonist Guy—you damn idealist.

"Fine. I’ll bite. I’ll go along with your plan once the School Festival is over. But I’m not deciding the strategy, and neither are you. I’m running this by Cecil. If she says it's a no-go, we don't move."

He was under the mistaken impression that I had some kind of charisma or genius intellect. In reality, I just happened to know the future.

"Of course. I’ll ask Cecil-san myself as well. Let’s give it our best... though I know you hate hearing that. But Weiss? Thank you."

God, I hate protagonists. It's irritating how he acts like he can see right through me.

Still, I suppose a protagonist who takes the initiative to change the world isn't half bad. And I’m actually looking forward to seeing how the demons react. I’m going to smoke out every single one of their movements and goals.

Then, for some reason, Allen started vigorously scrubbing his hand with a handkerchief. I was wondering what the hell he was doing until he suddenly held that hand out to me.

"What?" I asked.

"I figured we should probably shake on it. For now."

"............"

I turned and walked away.

"Where are you going, Weiss?! Hey, Weiss! Wait up!"

Yeah, I definitely made the wrong choice.

Still... that crown on your head? It's frustrating, but it actually looked like the real thing to me.

Protagonist Guy.



Afterword

Sorry to keep you waiting for the update! Currently, my posting schedule is irregular, but my work and mental state are very stable. I’m hoping to build up a backlog of chapters.

I’d be happy if you could stick with me a little longer! (/・ω・)/

[Important Announcement]

I’ve started a new series!
The title is: The Case Where a Mysterious Master Swordsman is Peerless in a Corner of the Stream

It’s turning into a really fun project, so please check it out if you have the time!
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『Important Notice』

Volume 2 of I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble is now on sale! It’s available in both print and digital versions, so I’d be incredibly grateful if you could pick up a copy on Amazon or at your local bookstore! ('ω')ノ

As for when the serialization will resume, the date isn’t set yet, but it’s definitely in the works, so please bear with me just a little longer.

To celebrate the release, I’m making "Eva's Summer Vacation"—a short story previously exclusive to my supporters—available to everyone.

It’s a two-part story, so I’ll be posting the second half tomorrow.

Thanks for all your support! ('ω')ノ

――――――――――

I, Eva Avery, am not the type to let my time slip away.

I despise boredom, I adore sloth, and more than anything, I crave the novel and the new.
Whether it’s people, food, or a juicy incident—if it's fresh, I want it.

I rarely stay in one place for long. Even Noblesse Magic Academy was meant to be nothing more than a pit stop on my journey.
At least, it was—until Weiss appeared.

Now, the break known as Summer Vacation (Estarm) has officially begun.
I’ve never been fond of my hometown. It holds far too many memories—a tangled, messy mix of things I love and things I absolutely loathe.

I was killing time in Traba Town when I happened upon a particularly intriguing rumor.

"Hmm. Is that really true?" I asked.
"Y-ye-he-heeeeeees!"

I popped a strawberry into my mouth, my heel ground firmly into the cheek of a man sprawled across the dirt.
Around us, his associates lay in various states of ruin, bloodied and broken. Every one of them had a massive bounty on their heads; they were notorious thugs the Military Police couldn't even dream of catching. They were the kind of rats with sharp enough noses to flee the city the moment they heard Weiss Fancent was coming.

But I had appeared without warning.
I’d simply been sitting there in their hideout as if I belonged, humming a little tune and elegantly torturing the guards while waiting for something interesting to happen.

"So, which town was it again?"
"Y-Youth! It's Youth! Please, just spare my life!"
"Hmm. Youth, huh? Come to think of it, I haven't visited that one yet."

I actually hold the qualifications of an Adventurer—S-class Rank, just like Milk Abitus.
I only have the license for one reason: so I can dispose of as many villains as I want without being charged with a crime.
The word "justice" doesn't exist in my dictionary. I'm driven by nothing but pure, sincere curiosity.

I felt a smile tugging at my lips.
What a fascinating story. I had been looking for a way to kill time, and I’d just been handed a distraction a whole rank above the usual. I was in a wonderful mood.

"Hehe. Maybe I'll go check it out."
"Y-yes! Of course! I'll get a ship ready for you! Today, tomorrow—whenever you want!"
"I'm not interested in ships," I replied. "I'm not a fan of getting seasick."
"Th-then how about a carriage?! It'll take longer, but the land route—gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!"

I happily drove my heel through the man's cheek.
I was feeling quite cheerful. I channeled a tiny bit of Mana into the strike—though I made sure to hold back more than usual, given my good mood.

"Thanks for the info. See ya."
"My cheek! My teeeeeeeeth!"

I didn't bother collecting the bounties. I can get whatever I want without money, after all. I didn't report them to the authorities, either. Most people I set my sights on end up turning themselves in anyway. They know that unless they're locked away atoning for their sins, they’ll never know when I might decide to make them my "playmate" again.

"—Alright, time to go."

I don't carry conventional weapons, but I do own a single Magic Staff. It’s a specialized tool for long-distance travel, specifically for moving between nations. Even for someone like me, using Flight Magic is a massive drain on the mind. Honestly, I don't even think Carta realizes just how much talent she actually has to do it so effortlessly; it makes me feel a bit inadequate.

"Vroom!"

I straddled my exquisitely crafted broom, and a soft breeze began to swirl around me. A moment later, I soared into the sky, accelerating to a tremendous speed.

A Gifted, huh? Hehe... this sounds like fun.

"Hmm, is that true?" I had asked him.
"Y-yes! Seriously! There's some insanely strong Gifted in Youth! And this guy... he doesn't use magic, he uses a Gift!"
"A Gift? What kind?"
"They say he makes it so you can't even move..."

Sounds delightful.

It didn't take long for me to reach Youth.
As I descended toward a central fountain, the surrounding crowd erupted into a hushed frenzy. There are many nobles in this district; they understand exactly how rare Flight Magic is.

I didn't give them a second thought. To me, their mockery, their admiration, and even their misfortunes are all equally meaningless.

"What a beautiful place. I suppose I'll start by looking for some bad people."

I've learned that villains are always the best-informed.
With that thought, I vanished into the shadows of the night.
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『Important Notice』

I’m happy to announce that Volume 2 of I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble is now on sale! It’s available in both print and digital formats, so I’d be incredibly grateful if you could pick up a copy at Amazon or your local bookstore ('ω')ノ

As for the continuation of the web serialization, the date is still undecided, but I am planning to resume soon, so please bear with me just a little longer.

Also, the manga adaptation is set to begin on September 5th! 

Since it will be a web serialization, everyone will be able to read it. I’ll provide more details as they come, so please look forward to it!

Now, please enjoy Eva Avery's Summer Vacation ②.



Youth Town. A safe, secure paradise famous for its beaches and beloved by the nobility. 

But I knew better. The world of Noblesse doesn't just "do" safe and secure. In the Original Story, this world was riddled with branching paths and hidden darkness. Even here, amidst the stunning scenery of Youth Town, there was a "back route."

And let me tell you—it was supposed to be a high-difficulty nightmare.

"Oh dear, it looks like I’ve won again."

I was well aware that this world, as beautiful as it seemed, was rotting at the core. There’s no such thing as a truly peaceful country or a perfectly safe town. Beneath the surface, there are always plenty of corrupt bastards making life miserable for everyone else.

Naturally, a place like Youth Town was a hotbed for gambling. By day, families enjoyed the sun, sand, and surf. By night, the adults indulged in high-stakes bets. On the surface, it all looked clean—no fighting, no foul play.

But when massive sums of money are on the line, the rules change. Even in "safe" Youth Town, they weren't about to let a sucker walk away with their gold.

"Another win for me."

I suppose I should mention: I’m a genius. And I don’t just mean in a fight. In this world, I am the Strongest in every sense of the word. If I had dedicated my life to music, I’d probably be a legendary composer for the ages. If I had pursued medicine, I’d likely be a saint who saved the world. 

So, when it came to a gambling den full of rigged games and cheats, they never stood a chance. I don’t miss even the slightest fray in a plan.

"Oh, whatever shall I do? I've gone and won again."

I kept rolling the dice. Five dice, every single one of them a six, over and over again. From the house's perspective, this was an impossibility. But I wasn't using some cheap trick to counter their cheating. I was simply reading the minute shifts in the dice’s center of gravity and the subtle vibrations of the table to hit the jackpot every time.

At this rate, I’m going to bankrupt the entire establishment, I thought. Which is probably why they’re looking at me like they want to murder me.

The dark side of Youth Town finally reached a verdict.

"Eva-sama, might we have a moment of your time?" a man in a sharp black suit asked, approaching me. "There is a daily limit on cash withdrawals. If you could come with us for a moment, we can process the transaction and serve you a drink."

"Of course. I don't mind at all."

I was in a fantastic mood as I followed him. I didn't know exactly what they had planned for me, but more than anything, I was hoping for a challenge. I wanted a struggle, a difficulty, a hardship. 

Of course, that never actually happens to me. But a girl can dream, can't she? I kept telling myself: Maybe this time...

"—So, do you know anything about a 'Gifted' person?"

Several tens of minutes later, the floor was littered with men. These were no slouches; they were sturdy, muscular types, experts in both magic and swordsmanship. Now, they were just furniture. I sat perched on the back of one of them, crossing my legs comfortably.

"...A-Are you... are you really Eva Avery?" the man beneath me groaned.

"Oh, I'm honored that my name has reached such a blissful little town. It’s quite flattering."

"...Yeah. Look, if I tell you what you want, will you let me go?"

"Certainly. Though, I’ll still be taking my winnings. I went through all that effort, after all, and it was quite fun."

"...Fine. The Gifted you're looking for is at the Underground Arena. He showed up out of nowhere and hasn't lost a single match since."

"Hmm. And when is the next session?"

"Today. I... I can take you there myself, if you want."

"I like a man who catches on quickly. Thank you."

"Then, I have a request—"

"Yes, yes. 'Please don't kill us,' right? I’ve got it. Honestly, you villains all use the same script."

"...I'll make the arrangements immediately."

After I had the men cash out my massive winnings, I instructed them to remit the funds—partly to my home country and partly to a certain organization. Every now and then, I like to perform a random act of goodwill. Only when the mood strikes me, of course.

The secret arena was tucked away beneath the heart of Youth Town. It was a place where the most dangerous fighters—the ones who could never show their faces in the sun—gathered to spill blood. It was an anything-goes battle of swords and magic. No counts, no breaks. You either surrendered or you died. Those were the only rules.

I left the tedious registration paperwork to the thugs and signed up. My name? Eva Avery, obviously. I saw no point in using a pseudonym. 

When my name was announced, the arena exploded into a frenzy of excitement. The denizens of the underworld have incredibly sharp instincts. Even if they had never seen me in person, there wasn't a soul alive who hadn't heard the name Eva Avery.

At first, there was skepticism. But then, one of the arena’s top-tier fighters was carried out in critical condition after I hit him exactly once. He surrendered immediately, and the atmosphere turned electric.

"Wooooooo! It’s her! It’s really Eva!"

"Holy crap, we need to get out of here!"

"I’m putting everything I have on Eva!"

"Are you insane?!"

Joy, terror, frantic escapes, and morbid curiosity—the crowd was a mess of conflicting emotions. I, however, remained completely unfazed. I tore through the first and second rounds in mere seconds. My eyes were on the prize: the Gifted. 

Since the reigning champion only appeared in the final match, I didn't have to wait long. After a lackluster fourth round, I finally reached the end.

"Contestant Gravity!"

The figure that stepped out to face me was a small boy. He looked to be about the same age as Weiss, though he was a bit shorter.

"...Are you the Gifted?" I asked.

"I am," he said, his voice trembling but firm. "And I... I won't lose."

I didn't know his story at the time. In the Original Story, he was a special talent—a hidden boss of a side event. He was a boy fighting to protect his sister, a tragic figure that Allen would eventually have to confront because he couldn't overlook the crimes the boy was forced to commit. He was a heartbreaking character, much like Billford Tucker—a classic "sad story" cooked up by the developers.

"Your name?"

"Graph. That's what they call me."

"I see."

『No rules. Match start!』

Graph didn't hold back. He activated his Gift with everything he had. A Black Lump manifested directly above my head—a sphere of localized gravity with a density harder than iron—and came crashing down. 

Normally, Graph held back because he didn't want to be a murderer. But the moment he looked at me, he realized he couldn't afford that luxury. The poor boy was absolutely terrified of me.

I caught the sphere with my right hand. 

And then, I couldn't help but smile. 

Interesting. This is so interesting! I don’t understand the structure. I don’t recognize the Magic Formula.

I didn't counter-attack. Instead, I just watched. I observed his Gift, his magic, over and over. I see. I see it now.

I analyzed the Magic Formula of his Gravity Magic and decoded the entire structure. Satisfied, I let out a little giggle. Fufufu.

Ah, it seems there are still things in this world I have yet to learn.

I was right, of course. In the world of Noblesse, there's a specific mechanic called a Gift that differs from standard magic. It’s a hidden setting, something the world at large doesn't even recognize yet.

And then, to everyone’s shock, I raised my right hand.

"Okay, I surrender!"

"...Why?" Graph asked, blinking in confusion. "Why didn't you attack?"

"Well, I happen to like cute boys. Besides, I don't sense any malice in your Mana."

I turned to leave the arena floor, but as expected, the house wasn't going to let that slide. Sure, surrendering was legal under the rules, but nearly everyone had bet their life savings on me. The crowd was ready to riot.

I had insta-killed every opponent until now, but those were one-on-one matches. Now, I was surrounded. The thugs couldn't forgive me for being "naive" enough to play with my food and then forfeit.

But I was in a great mood. I was humming to myself, and the very instant a guard tried to grab my shoulder, I put my newly acquired Gift to use. I manifested a Black Lump above the head of every single person in the room.

And then, I slammed them down—specifically targeting only the villains.

The Underground Arena never held another match after that day.



"Eva-san... are you really leaving?"

"I am. And listen, young man, you mustn't do such naughty things anymore."

"But... I needed the money..."

"Why were you here in the first place?"

"...I was sold. My sister is still back in our country. When I suddenly awakened to this Gift... I had to work to pay back the debt."

"Hmm. A common enough tale. Who sold you?"

I live my life guided by curiosity. If I feel something or think something, I say it. And then I act on it.

"It was—" 

"I see. Well, I’ll crush them on my way out of town. I’ll also arrange a ship for you, so just go home. I’ll make sure no one follows you."

"Why...? Why would you go that far for me?"

"Who knows? I just felt like it."

There was no deep logic behind my actions. It was just whim and interest. I’m the type of person who could hear that Graph died a few days later and just respond with a bored "Hmm." My helping him now wasn't "kindness"—it was just a thing that was happening.

"Goodbye then. I managed to get a wonderful souvenir out of this."

"Uh... yeah. Goodbye, Eva-san."

Within a single day, I purged every last villain in Youth Town who had been trying to exploit Graph. 

While on the ship back to his country, Graph realized that his Gift had completely vanished. But he didn't mind. He was finally free. And once he was reunited with his sister, a massive sum of money arrived from an anonymous sender...

"Now then, I wonder if there’s anything else interesting around here?"

I climbed onto my Magic Staff and soared into the sky, disappearing toward the horizon. 

Unpredictable, insatiable curiosity—that is Eva Avery.


  
    The Lazy, Despicable Noble: Manga Adaptation Now Live! Plus a Support-Exclusive Special Side Story: "Weiss and Teacher Milk’s Midnight Snack"
    

  
  The Lazy, Despicable Noble: Manga Adaptation Now Live! Plus a Support-Exclusive Special Side Story: "Weiss and Teacher Milk’s Midnight Snack"

The manga adaptation has officially launched!

The art is being handled by Oda Douma-sensei 😚.

You can read it on Niconico and Kadokomi, so please go check it out. I’ve posted the link to the official X account in my Status Report, so you can head over from there!

Additionally, I’m releasing a special, support-exclusive short story. In terms of the timeline, this takes place shortly after the events with Tucker.



Just before Summer Vacation (Estarm) came to an end, Teacher Milk returned from her hometown.

I was beyond happy to see her, but since it was so soon after Tucker’s death, my feelings were... complicated.

The Flash (Time Lapse) was his memento, but I had essentially snatched it away by force after seeing it. Is using this really a way to honor his memory? Or am I just the same piece of trash I’ve always been?

"—You’re hesitating."

We were sparring for the first time in ages, and Teacher Milk saw right through me under the moonlight. As far as I was concerned, my swordplay and magic hadn't changed a bit. But...

"…What makes you say that?" I asked.

"Physical condition, state of mind, the past, the future—all of it is carried within your blade and your magic. —The 'you' from before was stronger."

I didn't know how to respond. For some reason, I always ended up dropping my guard and acting like my true self whenever I was around Teacher Milk. 

I’d spent the last few days unable to keep any food down. And because of that—

Gurgle.

"—Guh. ……Ah, wait, no, that was—!?"

"We’re going," she interrupted.

"Eh? Going where!?"

"There’s only one place to go when you’re hungry in the middle of the night."

"……One place?"

Pyururururu, pyururururu.

I couldn't believe it. Teacher Milk and I spent several hours traveling on horseback until we reached a certain town. Seriously, was there a town like this in the Original Story?

……And what’s with that stall?

"That’s the one. Follow me."

"Ye-yes, ma'am."

The character Weiss Fancent was a high-ranking noble. Normally, someone of my status wouldn't be caught dead at a street stall, but Teacher Milk didn't care about any of that. In a way, her bluntness was comfortable.

The stall was… well, it was completely Allen.

I pushed aside the fabric that looked like a noren curtain to find a somber-looking middle-aged man draining the water from thin noodles with a practiced flick of his wrist. A pot of soup simmered and bubbled nearby.

"Hm—oh, if it isn't Milk."

"You’re still alive, I see."

"Heh, likewise. —Wait, don’t tell me you finally had a kid?"

"He’s my employer, a noble lord. Watch your mouth."

"……Se-seriously?"

I told him there was no need for formalities. The man looked like a veteran warrior who had survived a hundred battlefields, but he seemed personable enough.

"Two bowls. Make 'em good."

"Coming right up!"

The smell was incredible. It was just like that Allen—the kind of food that tastes best in the dead of night. The kind of meal where you get a rush of sinful satisfaction by slurping the noodles and gulping down the broth. To think this existed in Noblesse, too.

"Weiss, are you troubled by something?"

"……Perhaps I am."

She had me completely figured out. But I had no intention of talking about Tucker. I wasn't ready to put those feelings into words yet. Teacher Milk seemed to sense my reluctance, because she didn't push.

Instead, she said, "People die."

"Eh?"

She spoke while looking straight ahead. The man behind the counter was moving busily.

"When I was a knight, people died almost every day. New recruits, veterans, old soldiers, commoners, mages—death is the great equalizer. It comes for everyone."

"…………"

It felt as though she was seeing through my very soul. I listened in silence as she continued.

"After so many days of that, I stopped asking for people’s names. Do you know why?"

"Because… you didn't want to know them?"

Teacher Milk’s eyes looked sadder than I had ever seen them.

"The past, the future, what that person wanted to achieve… the more I heard, the deeper they stayed in my heart. Ignorance is easy. It’s easier to handle if you don't know who the person dying next to you really is. But one day, I changed my mind. I had to, because someone precious to me died."

"……Someone precious……"

In the Original Story, Teacher Milk never spoke of her past. She probably never wanted to. But here she was, opening up… for my sake.

"After the war ended, I fulfilled that person's final wish. And I realized then… 'Ah, this was for the best.' —Weiss, I don’t know what’s weighing on your mind. But the dead don’t talk. Whatever you feel is the only truth that matters. Treasure those feelings."

The words hit me like a physical blow to the head. 

I had been agonizing over whether I had the right to use Time Lapse. Weiss Fancent was trash, but I feared my actions were worse—that I was effectively spitting on the dead by taking his power.

But that wasn't it. In the end, I was the one who had to decide. What I did with that power was up to me. And at the very end, Tucker had said it himself.

『—Thank you, Weiss Fancent.』

……Sorry, Tucker. I might be a piece of trash. But I’m going to use your Flash. 

—You’ll forgive me, right?

"Here ya go! Two bowls, meat and veggies piled high!"

Right on cue, two bowls of thin noodles submerged in delicious-looking soup were slammed down in front of us, the toppings stacked into a mountain. The scent alone made my mouth water.

"Once your stomach is full, you won’t have the energy to overthink things. If you’re troubled, eat. Then fight. That’s the best way to live."

"Heh. Milk, you haven't changed a bit."

"Shut up. Stop talking and get back to your prep work."

"Yes, yes, boss."

The rapport between the two of them reminded me of how Zebis talked. I steeled my resolve, cut through my lingering hesitation, and began to vigorously slurp the noodles.

The flavor was rich, fatty, and heavy.

—It was delicious.

As expected of the world of Noblesse.

After we finished, I went alone to retrieve our horses. Even though I was technically the one with the higher status, I figured I should at least do that much.



"Hey, Milk. I’m still alive, you know."

"Who said I was talking about you? I was referring to someone else entirely."

"Heh, keep telling yourself that. Even though you’re the one who helped me set up this stall. I still miss the days when you, me, and Zebis were running around the battlefield together. Well—even if I lost my legs, my spirit hasn't broken yet."

The man smoothly slid his legs out from behind the counter. Both were prosthetics—scars from the war. 

From a distance, Weiss called out to Milk. As she stood up to leave, she spared a final word for the man.

"See you around. Your cooking has actually improved a bit."

"Heh, thanks. I guess I have your taste-testing to thank for the fact that this place is so popular now. Give my regards to Zebis."

"Yeah. I’ll tell him… Former Leader."

The man watched the retreating backs of Milk and Weiss. He remembered what Milk had told him once.

『He is an incredible talent. A true genius. Even if you gathered the talent of myself—no, the entire Kingdom Knight Order—we still wouldn't be able to surpass him.』

"……So that kid is Weiss. Well, she wasn't exaggerating. That Mana was something else. —Good luck, kid."

The man was the former "Demon" Knight Captain. He was the one who had mentored Milk Abitus and Zebis Alldin back when they were just green recruits during the war at Biltova in the east. 

Of course, Milk Abitus had stopped using polite language with him after only two days. Her reason? It was "a pain."

"That fledgling Milk has grown up to be just like me. Good grief… I guess living a long life is worth it after all."

The very next day, Weiss Fancent began his training with the Flash (Time Lapse).



Check out the manga adaptation here!
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The Story So Far...

With the Noblesse School Festival looming, the intermediate-year students led by Weiss aimed to snag the top spot in sales with their Cosplay Cafe. Their most formidable rivals? The upperclassmen led by Eva. 

According to intelligence gathered beforehand, the seniors were planning a Maid Cafe. A bizarre wager had been struck: if Weiss’s group lost, they’d be subjected to a "jiggle-fest," but if they won, they’d get to do the "jiggling" themselves. 

How will it all end?! The curtains are finally rising!



The School Festival had finally begun.

Just like every year, Magic Birds circled the campus, their cries signaling the start of the festivities. Even though this didn’t directly affect our academic points, I was fired up. I had to beat the upperclassmen in sales.

Our opponents were Sierra, Eleanor, Priscilla, Neil, and Eva.

...Good grief, just seeing those names listed together is enough to give me the shakes.

No, stay strong. Don't let them smell your weakness. This wasn't a battle of martial arts; it was a battle of wits—a cosplay showdown.

I had the student executive committee badge pinned to my chest, the same one I’d worn as a lowerclassman. It wasn't like I wanted the job, but I’d been told, "You're the only man for the task!" and somehow got roped in. I don’t even know that much about cosplay... Seriously.

By the way, the Noblesse School Festival is closed to the general public. Because of that, the hallways were packed exclusively with students. One particular classroom—ours—already had a massive line snaking down the corridor for our Cosplay Cafe.

"W-Weiss-kun!"

It was the mana-obsessed girl, Carta, running toward me.

Boing. Boing. Boing. Boing. Boing.

She was dressed as a Beastman, complete with cat ears and a long tail. But the most incredible—and distracting—thing was the way her "assets" were practically bursting out of her top. For a girl as shy as Carta to go this far... she must have really steeled her resolve.

Not bad, Carta. Not bad at all.

"I’ve witnessed your determination, Carta. I hear you loud and—"

"M-My cleavage! The fabric ripped! W-w-w-what am I going to do?!"

Wait, no. She wasn't showing off her resolve; she was just in a total panic. 

She was definitely showing off a bit too much, though. A "feast for the eyes" (or a "wardrobe malfunction," depending on who you asked) right at the opening...

"Whoa, look at Carta! I can't believe she's putting herself on the line like that!"

"Senior Carta is seriously adorable..."

"Those rumors about the 'all-you-can-rub' bet must be true. I've gotta see who wins this!"

Regardless of the accident, Carta had successfully jump-started our sales. As expected of our heavy hitter. 

Oh, right.

"Lilith."

"—Here!"

The moment I whispered her name, Lilith appeared out of thin air, dressed as a kunoichi. 

The theme for our cosplay this time was "Interpretation Consistency." We wanted everyone who saw us to nod and think, Yes, that’s exactly right.

The surrounding students let out a collective "Ooooh!" when they saw her. She was wearing a miniskirt with black tights and a black mask covering the lower half of her face. Overall, the outfit was relatively modest, but that only made it more tempt—no, never mind.

"Patch Carta up, will you?"

"Leave it to me!" Lilith chirped.

She pulled out a sewing kit she had hidden in her cleavage and began stitching Carta’s outfit back together with lightning speed. It was a god-tier display of craftsmanship that drew gasps from the crowd—though I did hear a few voices that sounded borderline disappointed that the "view" was being covered.

Once Carta thanked her, Lilith vanished back into the shadows.

I made sure the students were lining up properly and then stepped inside the cafe in my capacity as an executive committee member.

"Welcome back."

Cecil, the elf, greeted me with her ears twitching. She was wearing short-shorts with knee-high socks. It was a look she’d normally never be caught dead in, complete with a perfect "absolute territory" reveal. She had even ditched her usual polite speech for a more casual, familiar tone to create an exquisite sense of "friendly distance." It was flawless.

"The look suits you, Cecil."

"Do you think so? I think the other girls are much cuter."

She gestured toward Shari, who was cosplaying as a Fallen Angel with black wings and her own set of knee-highs. Actually, that really does suit her.

Next to her stood Cynthia, dressed as the Ice Princess. She was actually radiating a faint, chilly mist, and her translucent white outfit was incredibly striking. 

Beside her was Tura in a bunny girl outfit and fishnets. The curve of her thighs was... substantial, to say the least.

And then there was Olynn in a maid outfit.

...I’m just going to pretend I didn't see that.

"Vai-kun’s butler suit... so cool, so cool, so cool, so cool..."

A voice drifted from behind me. I didn't even have to turn around to know who it was. Luna, the Yandere Liquid Metal Slime. She was dressed in Gothic Lolita fashion, her skirt puffed out by a fluffy pannier.

Thanks to everyone’s efforts, the flow of customers was non-stop. Surely, we had this in the bag.

Still, I couldn't afford to be careless.

"Hey, Duke! Have you seen the drinks that were here?"

"Oh, Allen! I was thirsty, so I drank 'em!"

In the back, Allen and Sasami were working hard on the drink orders. I stood there long enough to watch Shari deliver a "Fallen Angel Open-Palm Strike" to Sasami for his comment, and then I headed over to the upperclassmen’s building for reconnaissance.

Judging by their experience with last year’s Maid Cafe, I didn’t think I’d need to worry about the logistics. Noblesse students have a high level of adaptability, after all. I wasn't quite ready to declare victory, but I felt a solid sense of confidence.

However, the moment I stepped into the upperclassmen’s building, I felt an overwhelming pressure.

There are way too many people here...

I crept forward tentatively, only to find a staggering crowd. The line actually stretched from the third floor all the way down to the first.

In the middle of the chaos, I spotted Belk and Meryl. They were dressed as a Goblin and a Saint, respectively. Wait, did they ditch their posts?

"Belk!"

"Oh, Senior Weiss! That butler suit looks amazing on you! What do you think of my Goblin look?"

"I don't care! More importantly, what’s with this line? What’s going on?"

I’d confirmed they were doing a Maid Cafe, but this was insane. I knew people would want to be served by the upperclassmen, but enough to wait in a line this long?

"It’s the Maid Cafe, sir. Senior Eva, Senior Priscilla, Senior Sierra, and Senior Eleanor are doing the hosting. Apparently, they’ll even sit right next to you! Plus, Senior Neil is incredibly popular," Meryl explained matter-of-factly.

S-Sit next to you?! Isn't that a violation of the Adult Entertainment Business Act? Is that even allowed? Wait, this is Noblesse. Damn it... I’m thinking with my old world's common sense again. 

And now that I thought about it, Neil was popular with the underclassmen. His old "villain face" was gone, replaced by a "reformed good guy" persona that had his popularity ratings hitting the ceiling. On top of that, he was a fabulously wealthy high-ranking noble dedicated to the abolition of slavery.

"You should line up too, Senior Weiss!" Belk whispered seductively.

To have those famous, powerful women sitting right beside you while they serve you... 

I’m so jeal—no! Stay focused! I am Weiss Fancent. I cannot give in to such worldly temptations.

"Sorry, but I have work to do."

I shook my head, trying to keep my eyes on the prize. Victory was the only option. I had to deploy our secret weapon—Teacher Milk—immediately. I’d already secured her promise to wear a maid outfit.

I hurried down the hall toward the staff room, but then Coco crossed my path. She was wearing a disheveled, miniskirt-style maid uniform. It was... well, it was that specific "supermarket clerk smoking behind the building" fetish.

"Boy. Why the rush?"

"W-Why are you wearing that...?"

"Hmm? Eva told me that if I stood in the classroom wearing this, she’d teach me some secret magic."

Sasuga, Eva. She knew exactly how to play on Coco’s obsession with magic. Those upperclassmen were playing for keeps. They weren't holding anything back.

"...Do you know where Teacher Milk is?"

"Ah, she’s in the courtyard."

I have to hurry. I have to hurry or we’re—

I stopped dead. I watched as a hulking, muscular Darius, dressed in a frilly maid outfit, climbed the stairs toward the upperclassmen's cafe.

My spirit finally broke.



Afterword

It’s been a while! I hope you’re all doing well. I apologize for the irregular updates.

Currently, I’m working hard on Volume 3 of the light novel. I expect to get it to you sometime next year, so please bear with me just a little longer.

In other news, I’ve been enjoying my daily life, like attending the Kadokawa thank-you party. Even as I tell myself I need to update more, my desire to become a full-time author led me to start some new projects. I’ve entered them into the Kakuyomu Contest 10, so I’d be honored if you took a look!

The flu is going around lately, so please stay safe (I actually caught it myself recently).

Please follow and give these titles a 3-star rating!


	
They said 'You're useless' to me, who was stopping the frontline all by myself? Fine. I'll live however I want and go on a journey to find a cute wife. ~This time I'll become a hero in the enemy country and turn my fangs against my homeland~



	
Late-Blooming Genius Old Man Adventurer: How I Became Called the World's Best Great Sage with the Weakest 'Life Magic'
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The school festival—and our wager for "all-you-can-rub jiggling"—was finally over, and my ordinary daily life had returned.

Much to my surprise, the sales ended in a dead heat.

I’d been braced for a total loss given the Upperclassmen’s relentless barrage of "secret weapons," but I’d underestimated the sheer power of the main cast of Noblesse Oblige. 

The Cosplay Cafe had been a massive hit.

My class and Sierra’s class shared the victory. Consequently, we agreed that both sides would get to make one request that the other must fulfill. 

Honestly, I would’ve been fine with just calling the whole thing off, but I figured I should follow through for the sake of propriety.

Sierra had told me, "I’ll let you know once I’ve decided what I want," so now I was just waiting for the hammer to drop.

On a separate note, I was preparing to move forward with a plan Allen and I had discussed.

The idea was to use the Artifact Recall of Memories to set a trap and lure out the Demon Race. That was the same item I'd had Cecil win at the auction and then defended from an ambush.

Of course, the plan was riddled with holes. We were nobles, so manipulating information was the easy part—the real question was where to spring the trap.

We’d debated it endlessly without reaching a conclusion until I caught wind of an incredibly useful rumor. Apparently, someone connected to the Demon Race had appeared at a soirée. 

The lead actually came from Neil.

"I don't have the specifics," he’d said, "but money is the only language they speak in politics. If you let them catch the scent of profit, they'll likely take the bait."

And so, we set out to find this person. 

The stage was already set; our mission was to attend a certain soirée and find our "star." We were still students first and foremost, so our time was limited. In the end, it was decided that the two of us who’d been exempted from exams due to our top-tier grades would go.

The first was me. And the second was—

Outside the gates of Noblesse Magic Academy, the autumn air was biting, but I stood my ground and waited.

The person who eventually appeared was the genius Battle Universe player, a girl with glasses and glossy black hair: Cecil Antwerp.

"I'm so sorry I'm late," she panted. "It took me longer to get ready than I expected."

"Don't worry about it."

I took the heavy-looking garment bag from her hand. She offered a soft "Thank you" in return. 

As we walked toward the carriage, Cecil shot me a worried glance. "Was Lady Cynthia really okay with this? And Lilith?"

"I think so," I replied. "For now, anyway."

I only added "for now" because I'm genuinely living moment-to-moment here. Last night was... intense, in more ways than one. Lilith was also... well, "intense" doesn't even cover it. It was so overwhelming I'm trying to scrub the memory from my brain.

We climbed into the carriage and began the journey to the Royal Capital first. From there, we'd be hopping between ships; it would be a while before we reached our destination.

If we found our target, we’d have to pose as allies. At this point, "Weiss Fancent"—a.k.a. me—was famous for repelling the Calamity, but I figured I could work around that. I'll just lean into my shitty reputation to get close and sniff out the Demon Race's movements. 

Because of their grades, Allen and Lady Cynthia were set to arrive later. That part definitely rubbed me the wrong way.

"Fansent... are you sure you're okay with me being your partner?" Cecil asked.

"What's there to be anxious about?"

"...I'm not like the others. I don't have a massive pool of mana. I mean, I'm confident I can hold my own in a fight, but..."

"Don't sweat it. I'm the muscle here. Just treat me like one of your game pieces."

As someone who spent way too much time playing the original story, I knew there was no better partner than her. Plus, I was actually excited. I'd finally get to see that genius brain of hers in action up close. Talk about a job perk.

"...Please don't talk like that. I'm here because I trust you, Fansent."

"Right. Sorry."

"Hehe. Actually, I think that's one of your better qualities."

What's that supposed to mean? Before I could ask, Cecil started rummaging through her bag.

Rustle, rustle.

Oh, is it time? Ha! As expected of Cecil. It was way too early for breakfast when we left, and it's a long haul to the Capital. That means... the sandwich!

Back when we first met, she was munching on one while crushing people at Battle Universe. If it’s a Melomelon-wich, this trip is officially a win. Come on, show me the goods!

"...What is that?" I deadpanned.

"Isn't it incredible? It has a built-in Magic Magnet so the pieces don't slide around when the carriage shakes. I've been dying for a chance to use this!"

With a beaming smile, Cecil held up a folding game board. When she flipped it over, I saw the pieces held firmly in place by magnets.

She's looking at it like a kid with a new toy. Honestly, in moments like this, she really does just feel like a brat. Also... my Melomelon-wich...

"I'm so glad I'm with you, Fansent. We can play as much as we want!"

"I mean, sure, we've got time to kill, but..."

"One match? Just to start?" She looked at me with those sparkling, expectant eyes.

Seriously? Does she even realize the stakes? If anyone finds out we're trying to bait the Demon Race, we're dead meat. Well, I guess you could call it having nerves of steel.

"Fine. But I'm winning this time."

"Yes! I'm so excited. I look forward to a good game."

"Yeah, me too."

And so, the opening salvo was fired.

"I resign."

I was the one who spoke first.

"You've definitely gotten stronger!" Cecil chirped. "Oh, should we eat breakfast now?"

"Wait, Cecil, is this...?"

"A Melomelon-wich. I figured you hadn't eaten yet, Fansent."

"...You really are a genius."

The Melomelon-wich was, without a doubt, the greatest thing I'd ever tasted.

"I resign."

By the way, I lost the next game, too.

――――――――――――――――――――

It has been a while. I am Kaisei Kikuchi.

I am working hard on the production of the third volume of the I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble light novel, but it has been delayed due to poor health and other factors. I believe I will be able to share various pieces of information soon, so I would be happy if those who are waiting could look forward to it.

Now, the festival has ended, and next will be the journey with Cecil. For the time being, the story might focus mostly on Weiss and Cecil.

Also, I have started a new serialization. 

The title is: I Reincarnated as the Sloth of the Seven Deadly Sins Who Will Eventually Perish, but While I Was Struggling to Avoid My Doom, the Other Six (Evil Beautiful Girls) Swore Lifelong Loyalty to Me. Wait, Their Love Is Too Heavy!?

https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16818093094765597393

Please follow and give it ☆☆☆!
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After several carriage transfers, I finally arrived back at the Royal Capital of Ostrava.

Every time I set foot in this city, my heart starts racing. Can you blame me? This is the massive centerpiece of a game I used to worship. Honestly, it would be a bigger lie to say I wasn't excited.

“……”

But someone was even more hyped than me: Cecil Antwerp.

The reason was blindingly obvious—we’d just passed a Battle Universe specialty shop. She had the look of a kid staring through the window of a toy store, her eyes practically gleaming with greed.

“We can stop by on the way back if you want,” I offered.

“Stop by where?”

“You know exactly where.”

“I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”

She has such a terrifyingly strong sense of responsibility. She was clearly trying her hardest to put up a cool front, but I could see her cheek twitching. 

I tried to arrange a carriage to the port with heavy steps, but the news was grim.

“Sorry, pal. We’re all booked up. Everything’s out on the road right now, though I might be able to find you something by tomorrow morning.”

Apparently, there was some kind of festival happening at the port, and the preparations had everyone running ragged. That left us with half a day suddenly carved out of our schedule. We still needed to find an inn, but since we were already here…

“Shall we go, Cecil?”

“Go where?”

“There’s only one place. The Battle Universe specialty shop.”

“...But this isn’t a game. We’re on a mission.”

From Cecil’s perspective—always focused on the end goal—the mission had already begun. She had a point, sure. But taking a breather is important too. Even Teacher Milk used to say that.

“I’m the one who wants to go. Just come with me.”

“...Understood.”

Seriously, she has such a self-sacrificing personality.

Though, for someone who claimed she didn’t want to go, she was definitely walking faster than me.

Inside the shop, boxes were piled high in towering stacks. Even though this was the Royal Capital, it wasn't like my old world; the shops here were ancient. Some boxes were caked in dust, others were battered and bruised.

And yet, Cecil looked at every single one with the kind of delicate care you’d use to handle a newborn baby. She looked so happy, and… well, she really is beautiful when she’s like this.

“Thank you for your incredible patronage!!” the clerk shouted, sounding like he’d just won the lottery.

She’d bought so much it was ridiculous. I know she’s having them mailed back to Noblesse, but does she even have room for all this? I have a feeling she’s the type who wouldn’t mind sleeping at her desk if it meant more space for her collection.

“Thank you, Fansent.”

“For what?”

“You knew I wanted to go, didn't you?”

“Not really. We just don't get many chances to sightsee in the Capital.”

“For someone claiming to be a tourist, you didn't buy a single thing.”

“I like the view. It’s called window shopping.”

“...What is that?”

Right. The term doesn't translate here.

After wandering aimlessly and doing some more sightseeing, we headed off to find an inn. That was when the real trouble started.

“What do you mean, you’re full?!”

“I-I’m terribly sorry, sir! With the Port Festival starting, we’re packed to capacity…”

This was an upscale inn for the wealthy, yet every room was taken. Apparently, some high-ranking noble had arrived with a massive entourage of servants in tow.

“Even one room is fine,” I pressed. “You really can’t find anything?”

“It’s simply impossible…”

Wait, why is this guy shaking? Is my face really that scary? Or is it just the ill repute of Weiss Fancent preceding me?

“If you head to the west side, perhaps…”

“Huh?”

“I-I’M SO SORRYYYYY!”

In the end, we were rejected everywhere and ended up back on the street. It turns out most of the inns in this area are part of the same chain, and they were all at capacity. Now what?

“Hey, why did you ask if even one room was okay?” Cecil asked.

“...Because I can sleep anywhere. You, on the other hand, shouldn't have to rough it.”

Cecil is a true noble. I’m basically a fraud, but I can at least manage that much consideration. To my surprise, she actually smiled. Did I say something funny?

“Anyway, we need a plan. We could always kill time in a twenty-four-hour diner until morning, but—”

“What about the inns in the west?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Why?”

“Listen…”

The west side of the Capital is where the Adventurer’s Guild is located. To put it bluntly, it’s full of cheap flophouses for commoners. Putting Cecil in a place like that is—

“I don’t mind,” she said, her voice firm and dignified. She looked me straight in the eye, as she always did. “I’m more worried about you being sleep-deprived.”

The ships in this world are basically wooden buckets that bounce on the waves. Tomorrow night’s sleep is going to be miserable. Cecil’s logic was sound, but still…

“Come on, let’s go.”

“Wait, hey! What are you doing?!”

“If I don’t drag you, you’ll just keep making excuses.”

She grabbed my upper arm and pulled me along with unusual force. An adventurer’s inn, huh? Well, if anyone causes trouble, I’ll just have to crush them.

We eventually arrived at a budget inn adjacent to the Adventurer’s Guild. It was undeniably shabby, but it had a certain… atmosphere. It felt exactly like the Original Story.

However…

“You only have one room left?” I asked.

“It’s festival season, kid. We’re making a killing. People are flooding in from other countries. You probably won't find another vacancy in the whole city.”

“Fine. Then, for her—”

“We will take the room for the two of us,” Cecil interrupted, stepping forward. “Do I sign here?”

“H-Hey, Cecil—”

“It’s fine.”

Before I could get a word in, she’d already signed the ledger and paid the silver upfront.

The first floor was a tavern, rowdy with the typical atmosphere of boisterous adventurers. Our room was on the second. When I hesitated at the foot of the stairs, Cecil tugged on my arm again.

“I’ll stay down here in the tavern…”

“I know you didn't sleep at all last night.”

My heart skipped a beat. I’d spent the whole night mapping out our route and double-checking our plans. I hadn't realized I was showing it. Wait… when she said ‘sleep-deprived,’ was she actually talking about me?

We entered the room. As I’d feared, there was only one bed.

“I’ll take the floor—”

“If we sleep back-to-back, it’s not a problem. I’m a very still sleeper.”

Now, how the hell am I supposed to handle this?



Two days ago. Noblesse Magic Academy.

In Cecil’s private room, Carta was pumping her fist in the air.

“You have to go for it, Cecil!”

“G-Go for what?!”

“I know the truth! You like Weiss-kun, don’t you?”

Cecil’s head began to jerk from side to side in a stiff, robotic denial. “I-I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately,” Carta continued. “I know Lady Cynthia is his fiancé, and I don’t think that’s going to change. But Weiss-kun is the one who gets to decide in the end. So, I think it’s okay for you to try your best. Of course, I’m going to try too…”

“I-I don’t particularly think Fansent has a nice voice, or a good personality, or that he’s incredibly attentive despite his bluntness! I don’t think any of that at all!”

Carta just nodded with a knowing grin. “Right, right. I totally get it,” she said, her chest swaying as she giggled.

After Carta left, Cecil spent a long time gazing at the stars through her window.

“...My feelings, huh?”

Whether to tell him or keep it hidden—Cecil spent the rest of the night muttering to herself in the dark.
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『Important Notice』

I am thrilled to announce that the third volume of I Reincarnated as a Lazy and Evil Noble goes on sale tomorrow!

I’ve put a lot of work into additions and revisions for this release, so I would be incredibly grateful if you could pre-order or pick up a copy.

As it stands, the first week’s sales are the deciding factor for whether or not we can continue the series.

This series hasn’t had a reprint yet, so the situation regarding a potential Volume 4 is... actually quite dire!

I humbly, sincerely ask for your support...!

I’ll be posting more about this in a Status Report later on.

In the meantime, I’m releasing a new Support Limited SS for you all.

This one is: 024 Weiss and Teacher Milk's Midnight Snack. (2739 characters)

Timeline-wise, you can think of it as a bit of a behind-the-scenes look at the Time Lapse special training!

Thank you all so much.

Pre-order here ↓
https://amazon.co.jp/dp/4041161576

――――――――――

Shortly before Summer Vacation (Estarm) came to an end, Teacher Milk returned from her hometown.

I was so happy I could hardly contain myself, but since this was right after Tucker’s death, my feelings were... complicated, to say the least.

Time Lapse was his memento, but the way I’d acquired it felt less like an inheritance and more like I’d just stared him down and snatched it away.

Would using this really serve as a tribute to him?

Or am I exactly what I think I am—just a piece of trash?

"—You’re hesitating."

Teacher Milk saw right through me on the night of our first spar in a while.

As far as I was concerned, nothing had changed in my swordplay or my magic.

And yet—.

"...What makes you say that?" I asked.

"Your physical condition, your heart, your past, your future... it all flows into your blade and your mana. —The 'you' from before was stronger."

I didn't know how to talk back to that.

Whenever I was around Teacher Milk, for some reason, all my pretenses stripped away and I became my true self.

I hadn't been able to keep food down for days. And because of that—

"—Gurgle. ...Ah, er, wait, that was!?"

"Let's go."

"Huh? Go where!?"

"There’s only one thing to do when you’re hungry in the middle of the night."

"...One thing?"

Pyururururu, pyururururu—.

The next thing I knew, I was riding double on a horse with Teacher Milk. We traveled for several hours until we reached a certain town.

Wait, was a place like this even mentioned in the Original Story?

...And what's with that stall?

"That’s the one. Follow me."

"Y-Yes, ma'am."

As Weiss Fancent, I occupied a pretty high rung on the social ladder.

But Teacher Milk didn't give a damn about status. She treated me like anyone else.

In a weird way, it was comfortable.

By the way, the stall was... well, how should I put it? It was a total Allen.

When I pushed through the curtain-like fabric, I found a somber-looking middle-aged guy draining the water from some thin noodles.

A pot of soup was simmering and bubbling away nearby.

"Nn—? Oh, if it isn't Milk."

"I see you’re still breathing."

"Hah! Right back atcha. —Wait, don’t tell me you finally went and had a kid?"

"He's my employer, a noble. Watch your mouth."

"...S-Seriously?"

I told them that acting normal was fine. The guy looked like some legendary veteran warrior, but he was actually pretty friendly.

"Two bowls. Make 'em good."

"Coming right up!"

God, it smelled amazing. It was exactly like that Allen—the kind that tastes like heaven when you eat it late at night. The kind where you feel a sense of absolute sin as you slurp the noodles and guzzle down the broth.

To think something like this existed in Noblesse, too.

"Weiss. Are you troubled by something?"

"...I might be."

She had me completely figured out.

But I wasn't going to talk about Tucker.

I wasn't ready to put those feelings into words yet.

Whether she sensed that or not, Teacher Milk didn't push.

Instead—.

"People die."

"Eh?"

Teacher Milk spoke suddenly while looking straight ahead.

The man behind the counter was moving busily.

"When I was in the Knights, people died every single day. Green recruits, veterans, old-timers, commoners, mages—death doesn't care who you are. It comes for everyone."

"............"

It felt like she was looking right through my soul.

I stayed quiet and let her talk.

"Living through those days, I eventually stopped asking for names. Do you know why?"

"Because... you didn't want to know them?"

Teacher Milk’s eyes looked sadder than I’d ever seen them.

"Their pasts, their futures, the things they wanted to achieve... the more I heard, the more those things weighed on my heart. Ignorance is easy. It's better not to know who the person dying next to you really is. But one day, I changed my mind. Because someone precious to me died."

"...Someone precious..."

In the Original Story, Teacher Milk never talked about her past. Or rather, she probably just didn't want to.

And yet, for my sake...

"After the war ended, I fulfilled that guy's final wish for him. And that’s when I realized: Ah, this was probably for the best. —Weiss, I don't know what’s weighing on you. But the dead don't talk. Your own feelings are all that matter. Treasure those feelings."

It felt like a physical blow to the head.

I had been agonizing over whether it was right for me to use Time Lapse.

Weiss Fancent is trash. But I was worried that my actions were worse than that—that I was effectively spitting on the dead—.

But that wasn't it. In the end, I'm the one who decides what it means.

And what I do with that power is up to me, too.

Besides, Tucker said it himself at the very end.

『—Thank you, Weiss Fancent.』

...Sorry, Tucker.

I might be trash. So just let me use your Flash.

—You'll forgive me, right?

"Here you go! Two bowls, meat and veggies—extra helpings!"

Right on cue, a bowl of thin noodles was slammed down into the delicious-looking soup, piled high with toppings.

The aroma alone was enough to make my stomach growl.

"Once your stomach is full, you’ll stop overthinking things. When you're worried, eat. And then fight. That’s the best way."

"Hah! Milk, you haven't changed a bit."

"Shut up. Stop talking and get back to your prep work."

"Yes, yes, boss."

The rapport between the two of them reminded me of my conversations with Zebis.

I steeled my resolve, cut away my doubts, and started slurping the noodles with everything I had.

The flavor was rich, bold, and heavy.

—Delicious.

As expected of Noblesse.

After we finished, I went off alone to fetch the horses we’d tied up.

Even if I was technically the one with the higher status, I figured I should at least do that much.

――――

――

―

"Hey, Milk. I'm standing right here, aren't I?"

"Who said you were the 'precious person'? I was talking about someone else entirely."

"Hah! You can say that now. Even though you're the one who helped me set up this stall. Man, it takes me back... remember how we used to run across the battlefield with Zebis? Well—even if I lost my legs, my spirit didn't break."

The man slid his legs out from the side of the stall.

They were both prosthetics—souvenirs from the war.

Just then, Weiss called out to Milk from a distance.

As Milk stood up to leave, she threw one last comment over her shoulder.

"See ya. Your skills have improved a little."

"Hah, thanks. It's only popular now because I had you checking the taste. Give my regards to Zebis."

"Yeah. I'll tell him... Leader."

The man watched the retreating backs of Milk and Weiss.

He remembered what Milk had told him.

『He is an incredible talent. A true genius. Even if you gathered the talent of every single person in the Kingdom Knight Order, let alone my own, you still wouldn't be able to surpass him.』

"...So that kid is Weiss. Well, she wasn't lying. That was some incredible mana. —Keep at it, kid."

This man was the former—Ogre Knight Captain. He was the one who had trained Milk Abitus and Zebis Alldin back when they were just fresh recruits during the war at Biltova in the east.

That being said, Milk Abitus had stopped using polite speech with him after only two days. Her reason? It was a hassle.

"That little fledgling Milk... she started taking after me before I even noticed. Good grief, I guess there are some perks to living a long life."

The very next day, Weiss Fancent began his training with Time Lapse.
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The room was about eight tatami mats wide and surprisingly spartan.

Between the plain lamp and the bed that screamed "budget" at a single glance, it was far from luxurious. It was technically a double room, but the bed looked like it could barely fit a single person.

"I’ll take the floor—"

"This mission carries everyone's expectations," Cecil interrupted. "I don't want to hear 'I was sleep-deprived' as an excuse later. Sleep properly. It's fine. I trust you, Fansent."

Cecil was shockingly composed. As if to highlight how much I was overthinking things, she took off her coat and hung it on the wall with her usual tone and expression.

...Right. I mean, yeah. We’re comrades, regardless of gender. We’re here to make contact with someone involved with the Demon Race; I’m let my mind wander way too much.

"...Yeah, you're right."

I should just get to sleep early. We’d probably be taking the first ship in the morning anyway, and I was tired enough that drowsiness would likely hit me the moment I closed my eyes.

The bath, though... I couldn't exactly skip that.

I assumed there was at least a shower, but did it even have a lock? I wasn't worried about myself, but I was worried for Cecil.

"I'm going to go wash off the sweat first. Sorry, but could you keep an eye on the luggage?"

"Yeah. Scream if anything happens."

"Fufu, I'll do just that."

Despite my lingering anxiety, she disappeared into the bathroom.

She was a student of Noblesse Magic Academy, after all. These days, she didn't just have the brains; she had the Physical Ability to back it up. Treating her like a helpless damsel was probably insulting.

Still, she really is strong.

In the end, I still hadn't managed to beat Cecil in Battle Universe even once.

I wasn't originally the competitive type, but maybe Teacher Milk’s influence was rubbing off on me. I’d become annoyingly sensitive to the word "defeat."

I’d even lost to the faculty members. Was I really okay staying this way?

Crap, I’m spiraling into negativity again.

That was it. I’d use this trip to figure out Cecil’s habits.

Maybe I could find a hint in her daily life that would help me win at Battle Universe. It was the same as walking, running, or the way someone swung a sword. People always have certain inclinations that defy pure logic.

Even someone as perfect as Cecil shouldn't be able to make the absolute best move every single time. There had to be a second-best option—a gap in her armor.

I would find it.

Thinking about it like that, the purpose of this trip suddenly felt a lot more vital.

"—Kyaaaaaah!"

A woman's scream pierced the air.

Wait, that voice—

"Cecil!?"

I bolted off the bed and rushed toward the sound.

I skidded to a halt in front of a wooden board with "Shower" carved into it in Otherworld Language.

I couldn't exactly just barge in—no, I had to!

"What's wrong, Cecil?! What happened!?"

A monster? No, that was impossible. This was technically an adventurer's inn. There was no way one would just—

The door flew open.

Cecil, wrapped in nothing but a single towel, lunged at me and clung to my chest.

...Huh?

Good lord, her skin is so white—wait, what am I—?!

"Bug! B-b-b-b-bug!?"

"...A bug?"

I peered past the door into the cheap-looking shower.

Water was spraying everywhere, and there, clinging to the wall, was a black Monster Insect.

These things showed up everywhere. Even in the most pristine noble estates. They were a type of insect, but unlike the "pests" from my old world, these looked more like stag beetles. Of course, to the people of this world, they were viewed with the same level of disgust.

Even the incredibly powerful Lilith couldn't stand them. I remembered Zebis always having to deal with them back then. Come to think of it, I wonder if Zebis is doing okay?

"Fansent, please..."

"On it."

Focus! Now is not the time to be wondering about my old buddies.

I gathered mana at the tip of my finger. I fired a spell straight at the Monster Insect. It was a direct hit, and the creature dissolved into mana fragments.

"It's over."

"...Ugh, thank goodness."

So even Cecil had things she was afraid of.

Maybe if I sneak a Monster Insect into the next Battle Universe match... No, I'd rather die than stoop that low.

"You're going to catch a cold. Well, I'll head back—"

"Stay here, please. I just need to wash off and dry myself."

"Huh? No, well, at least let me wait outside."

Just then, I heard voices from the hallway. Probably other adventurers. Cecil grabbed me and yanked me inside.

We were suddenly alone in the tiny changing room. It had been a closed space before, but now we were at a distance where I could hear her every breath.

"...Put some clothes on."

I turned my back to her. Cecil gave a quiet, apologetic "Okay" and reached for her clothes.

If Senior Cynthia saw this, she’d probably keep me frozen in a block of ice until mid-summer.

"Fansent, thank you for saving me."

"...Don't mention it. You're always the one saving me. This much is nothing."

"No. I'm always the one being saved by you. I've just been trying to repay that debt this whole time."

"...Whatever you say. Just let me know when you're decent. We're leaving."

Suddenly, Cecil tapped me on the back. When I asked if it was okay to look, she whispered, "Yes."

I turned around. "...Why are you staring at me?"

"I—"

Cecil was looking at me more directly than I had ever seen before. And then, her lips moved.

"I love you. Fansent, ever since we first met, I've thought of nothing but you. I know you're engaged to Lady Cynthia. Even so... I love you."
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“I love you. Fansent, ever since the day we first met, I’ve always held you in my heart. I know you’re already engaged to Lady Cynthia. Even so... I still love you.”

I couldn't even begin to hide my agitation at Cecil’s sudden confession.

Wait, what? Where did that come from?! I mean, sure, I didn't think she hated me or anything, but... love? Like, romantic, ‘I-want-to-be-with-you’ love?

Is this a prank? A joke? No, Cecil isn’t the kind of girl who’d play with someone’s feelings like that.

Just as I was scrambling to find the right words to say, Cecil turned her back to me, clearly trying to hide her face.

“I know I’m putting you in a difficult spot. I know it’s the absolute worst timing to say something like this. But I had to tell you. I’m not asking for an answer. I just... I wanted you to know.”

She told me she needed to dry her hair and practically shoved me out of the room. 

I eventually headed back inside once I figured the coast was clear, but her words were stuck on a loop in my brain.

The God of War of Nobless, Cecil Antwerp...

Actually, there was something I’d never even told Cynthia.

In the original Nobless Oblige game, Cecil was my absolute favorite character. 

She was brilliant, noble, and fiercely independent—she never fawned over anyone. I’d always loved that "lone wolf" vibe she had, despite being a girl. 

Of course, this world wasn't a game to me anymore; it was my reality. But still... how should I put it? Well, honestly, even I don't really know what to make of my own feelings right now.

A short while later, Cecil opened the door. 

I was still agonizing over what I should say to her, but her expression had already returned to her usual, terrifyingly calm baseline.

“The shower is free now.”

“Oh... right. I guess I’ll go in, then.”

“Fansent, I just wanted to get it off my chest, so please don't let it bother you. I’m sorry for saying something so strange.”

I started to head toward the shower, intending to let the subject drop. But at the last second, I stopped and called out her name.

“Cecil.”

“What is it?”

“Hearing that... it made me happy. I’m not being polite, and I’m not joking. I mean it from the bottom of my heart. But... I have Cynthia.”

“...I see. I know. But it’s because you’re that kind of man that I love you.”

Good grief. If she keeps talking like that, I’m never going to get these idle thoughts out of my head.

Still, I suppose I should be grateful. It meant she trusted me that much. She trusted the man once known as Weiss Fancent.

◇ ◇ ◇ ◇

The next day, we finished our reservations for the ship and were killing time until our departure. 

Cecil had disappeared shortly after we arrived, asking if she could do a little last-minute shopping.

I swear, if she comes back with another copy of Battle Universe...

I had a portable set with me, and the one we currently used was more than enough for a boat trip. 

However, when she finally returned, I was floored.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Fansent.”

“...Cecil? What happened to your hair?”

“I read in a book once that in some cultures, women cut their hair after a heartbreak. I never really understood the point of it back then. But now... I think I’ve found my own interpretation of the custom.”

“............”

“I figured I’d give you a chance to fall for me all over again. Maybe this look will do the trick?”

She was right—her hair, which used to be much longer, had been trimmed to a neat, uniform length that just brushed her shoulders. It fluttered lightly in the breeze. 

With her neck now exposed, she looked somehow more mature, carrying an air of clean, decisive resolution. 

Lately, thanks to our hellish training at Nobless Academy, her physical abilities had been improving by leaps and bounds. She used to keep her hair tied up most of the time, but this short style really suited her.

“I haven't given up yet, you know.”

Right before we stepped onto the gangplank, Cecil gave me a beaming, full-faced smile.

I didn't know she was capable of making a face like that.

I let out a faint smile of my own and boarded the ship. 

The sea breeze was a bit sticky, but for some reason, even that felt pleasant. 

I’m really living inside the world of Nobless Oblige. It was moments like this that made me truly feel it.

However, a few hours later...

“...I lost again.”

“Yes. Thank you for the game.”

We were back to our usual routine, engrossed in a match of Battle Universe. 

Cecil seemed even more cheerful than usual—vibrant, even.

“If you told me you loved me, I might consider going a little easier on you, though.”

“...No thanks. I’ll win by fair means.”

“Fufufu, well, I wish you the best of luck with that.”

Yeah... she had also become just a little bit mischievous