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  Chapter 1: A Hectic School Event


   


  AS a mediocre noblewoman, I, Misha von Ritual, lived in the Lawlife lands ruled by my father. I had no complaints about my life, and I was close with my fiancé, Rudolph, as well. Everything seemed to be going well, or so I thought. Nothing could’ve prepared me for what was to come.


  My dear fiancé revealed that he was having an affair with my cousin, Lizzy, and that she was heavy with child. I assumed that he’d cancel our engagement, but he had the audacity to ask me to become his second wife. The shock from the proposal caused memories of my past life as a modern Japanese woman to flood back, and I staunchly refused his offer. I canceled our engagement and applied myself to the entrance exams for a magic school. Miraculously, I managed to pass.


  I met all sorts of people in the royal capital. My high-ranking spirit, a jewel slime called Gem, stuck by my side, and I also made my first friend, Ehr, a bright and energetic boy from downtown. Alice, the daughter of a duke, acted a bit haughtily, but she was kind at heart. Crown Prince Rena, perfect in every sense of the word, had to hide the fact that she was a lady. And Vil, the man I had assumed was my private instructor, was actually the head prefect and son of Grand Duke Lindenburg.


  At the debutante ball, I even ran into Vil’s younger brother, who was dressed as a woman. His name was Noah, and though he was arrogant and intimidating toward me, he acted meek and gentle in front of Vil and Prince Rena.


  I was surprised when Noah transferred to my school after the ball. My magic school days were filled with chaos and new discoveries.


  ***


  WHEN the grand duke’s son—or daughter, rather—transferred into my class, there was a huge fuss. My classmates surrounded Noah, their cheeks red and flushed, and showered him with praise. Noah didn’t seem to mind all the attention. He used his fingertips to fiddle with the tips of his long hair and acted like a cutesy girl straight out of a movie. Only Ehr and I, our desks by the window, didn’t get up to surround our new classmate.


  “Misha, isn’t the timing weird?” Ehr wondered. “Why’d she transfer into our class right now?”


  “Who knows…” I replied.


  Vil had mentioned that his “younger sister” was attending a finishing school; I suspected that Noah withdrew from there to transfer here.


  “Aren’t you gonna head over to Noah?” Ehr asked.


  “I’m not interested,” I replied. “What about you?”


  “Hrm, well…”


  It was rare to see him so indecisive.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  Ehr lowered his voice to a faint whisper. “I sort of feel like…she’s looking down on us, y’know?”


  “Well, she is treated like a princess in the grand duke’s home.”


  House Lindenburg had direct ties with the royal family. I wouldn’t be surprised if they had a lifestyle even more lavish than that of regular nobles.


  “The royal family…” Ehr muttered. “Ah, I get it now. Makes sense.”


  “You didn’t know that the two families are related?” I asked.


  “No, I knew. But using what little info I had, I guess I subconsciously assumed that she was looking down on us.”


  It seemed Ehr’s mother strongly disliked the royal family; she would always cower in fear of them.


  “The mere mention of the royal family was enough to make her ill,” Ehr explained. “She’d spend a few days in bed after hearing of them.”


  “I wonder if something happened between them…” I murmured.


  “I don’t know. But when I saw her reaction, I guess I subconsciously grew to dislike the royal family too.” According to Ehr, his mother said little and hardly spoke about herself. “I don’t even know who my father is, or where my grandparents are,” he revealed.


  “That must be difficult…”


  His past is more complex than I expected, I thought. I feared that if I pried too much, it’d affect his mental health. I chose to lend an ear whenever he wished to speak about himself, but not to pepper him with questions about his past.


  “But this sort of assumption is no good on my part,” Ehr said. “All right, I think I’ll go speak with Noah, too!”


  He stood up and raced toward Noah. I didn’t have it in me to stop my friend and tell him that there was no need to push himself. 


  When the bell rang, signaling the beginning of class, my classmates finally dispersed and returned to their seats. What’s Noah up to? When I glanced his way, I locked eyes with him.


  “If you tell anyone that I’m a man, I’ll destroy your household,” he mouthed at me.


  Weird… I don’t think I can read lips that well… Or maybe Noah’s sending his threats directly into my mind… I smiled back at him and mouthed that his secret was safe with me, but he continued to glare ominously. Please, just don’t be hostile.


  In a flash, the school day came to a close, and Professor Whipp started to write the final reminder for the day.


  “Class, do any of you know of the annual ball that will be held soon?” she asked.


  This ball was part of our education. A dance party was hosted in the auditorium as a part of our lessons to learn and acquire high society etiquette. There was even a dress code; girls were required to wear evening dresses. I frowned at the news. I’d just finished the debutante ball, and I wasn’t keen on preparing another dress.


  The Vizer School of Magic welcomed students of all social classes and backgrounds. It seemed unfair to force them to prepare expensive dresses and tailcoats. But once the students graduated, they would inevitably be thrown into society. Even if the school went the extra mile to prepare formal attire for everyone now, students would have to prepare their own outfits after graduation. Instead of tossing someone in the deep end, it was far wiser to prepare for social occasions while still in school. Plus, this school was an opportunity to find a life partner.


  Perhaps this sort of event gave some students the chance to find a potential marriage candidate.


  “Every class needs to select a student who will join the organizing committee for this ball,” Professor Whipp said.


  The organizing committee would stay after school to discuss the event, and on the day of, they would man the reception desk, distribute food, and handle a myriad of odd jobs and roles.


  “But in exchange for all this work, it’ll look wonderful on your records,” she added.


  These records served as a resumé of sorts for a student, and they often worked to the student’s advantage. When companies looked for new hires, they would use these records to determine whether a student was the right fit for the role.


  “Since you have to work on the day of the event, you won’t be able to wear fancy dresses or tailcoats, though,” the professor said. “Does anyone want to volunteer despite that?”


  I would be freed from the expense of buying another dress. This was a no-brainer for me. I raised my hand.


  “I’d like to do it!” I announced. 


  “Oh, you’re such a nice girl,” the professor replied.


  Since there were no other volunteers, I was automatically shooed into the role.


  “There’ll be a meeting tomorrow for volunteers to introduce themselves,” Professor Whipp said. “Good luck!”


  “Noted. I’ll be there!”


  Since the ball would be hosted in two weeks, we didn’t have much time to spare. The morning meeting was simple introductions, so it’d be over quickly. I was determined to do my work well so that it’d reflect positively on my records. 


  Once Professor Whipp finished classes for the day, my classmates rushed out of the room. I was busy peeling Gem off the walls when someone called out from behind.


  “Misha von Ritual,” an adorable yet thorny voice echoed. “May I have a moment?”


  “Yes?”


  I whirled around and spotted Noah, who stood there with his hands on his hips. You sure you don’t have to put on that cute act? I glanced around, but the classroom was empty.


  “You haven’t told anyone about me, have you?” Noah asked.


  “Of course not,” I replied. “I don’t want my house to fall into ruin.”


  I doubted that he’d trust my words anyway, and I suspected that I’d need some time to prove it to him. My silence over the weeks and months would serve as proof.


  “Is that flat thing your familiar?” he asked.


  “That’s right,” I replied. “Isn’t Gem cute?”


  I showed off Gem, all rolled into a cylindrical shape.


  “What a weird familiar,” he said.


  Sure, it might seem flat and flimsy, but when Gem turns spherical, it becomes a splendid jewel slime. But Gem, perhaps uninterested in what others thought about it, didn’t show its true form.


  “Where’s your familiar, Noah?” I asked.


  “I’m about to summon one,” he replied.


  “I see…”


  He was supposed to go to Professor Whipp’s research room to summon his familiar.


  “Then shouldn’t you hurry?” I asked. “Time’s ticking.”


  “Nah, she said I can head there after an hour,” Noah replied.


  I was puzzled as to why he called out to me, but it seemed he was just doing so to kill some time.


  “Why’d you transfer during this time of year?” I asked. “Were you always planning on attending magic school?”


  “Nope,” Noah answered. “Brother suggested that I transfer into magic school, and I immediately did so.”


  Noah still had a year left of finishing school, but Vil still suggested that he transfer.


  “He said that I’d have more to gain here than staying at that finishing school,” Noah went on. “Father wasn’t wholly supportive of it, but since the headmaster of the finishing school was Count Raid, he allowed me to transfer over.”


  “I see…” I replied.


  Never would I have assumed that Count Raid, who vehemently wished to become director of the magic school, was actually a headmaster of the finishing school. The count was immediately fired from his post, of course, but following the incident, quite a few students withdrew from the school. 


  Still, it must be tough for a man to enter a finishing school for women. Will he continue to hide his gender for years to come?


  “Noah…” I started.


  Are you sure you’re okay with this? I wanted to ask. But I stopped myself; those born in the royal family or powerful noble families hardly had a choice. Questioning them about their way of life was a silly thing to ask.


  “Never mind…” I muttered.


  “Stopping yourself mid-sentence only makes me more curious,” Noah pointed out.


  “You’re right. I know. I’m sorry.”


  He shrugged, exasperated, and whirled around to leave. For some reason, I couldn’t bear to see him go without offering something. Anything.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow, Noah!” I called out to his back.


  It was a simple farewell, but the boy turned back to me, astonished.


  “Huh?” he asked.


  “I was just saying goodbye,” I replied. “I’ll see you tomorrow at school is all I meant by it.”


  A befuddled frown riddled his face, and I told him that classmates often said these words of farewell.


  “Ah, I see,” he muttered.


  “Did I say something odd?”


  “Nah, it’s just that no one’s really ever said anything like that to me before.”


  His classmates and servants saw him as a member of the royal family. As such, many of them took a humble, more modest attitude with him, and he’d never experienced such a casual interaction before.


  “Do normal people say stuff like that to each other?” he asked.


  “They sure do.”


  “Hmm…”


  I expected him to roar angrily at me; how dare a commoner such as myself treat him as an equal! But to my surprise, he didn’t look at all bothered.


  “Yeah, see you tomorrow,” he said, turning his back to me.


  I waved him goodbye when Noah again glanced at me over his shoulder.


  “Starting tomorrow, Brother will return to school,” he added.


  “Really? I’m glad to hear it,” I said.


  I thanked him for telling me the good news, and Noah gave a haughty huff before he jogged away. He’s not honest, is he? Maybe he’s at that age…


  ***


  THE following day, Prince Rena arrived at the caretaker’s cabin as I was about to head off.


  “I’ve got the organizing committee meeting this morning,” I said. “Breakfast is waiting, so feel free to help yourself.”


  “Ah, thank you,” the prince replied.


  I handed her the key. “Once you lock the doors, could you leave the key under the flowerpot over there?”


  “Sounds risky. I’ll hand it to you in class.”


  “Sure, okay. That sounds good.”


  I’d tried to assign Prince Rena the same task I used to do with my fiancé in my past life. Old habits seem to carry on between lives, it seemed. 


  “Then I’ll be off, so I’ll trust you to lock the cabin,” I said.


  “Got it,” the prince replied.


  I parted ways with Her Highness and headed for school with Gem. It was still early in the morning, and no students were around. I did spot some magic knights training in the schoolyard, but that was all. The committee meeting was held in the room for prefects, next to the staff lounge. My seniors, the second- and third-year students, were already there, making me nervous. 


  A female upperclassman with glasses gently called out to me. “Are you a first-year?” she asked.


  “I am,” I replied.


  “I’m a third-year. Come, sit here.”


  “Thank you.”


  I thought I’d left my cabin early, but I was the last to arrive. As I could feel the tension in the air, the committee chair, selected by the headmaster himself, made his appearance.


  “Looks like everyone’s here,” he said.


  My eyes widened at the familiar voice. When I looked up, I locked eyes with Vil, the son of Grand Duke Lindenburg and the head prefect of this school. My heart skipped a beat. I hadn’t seen him for a mere ten days, but he felt so distant from me now. Three prefects stood behind him, and the coat he wore was special, differentiating him from the rest of the prefects. When worn over his school uniform, it resembled his personal clothes, which had previously led me to mistake him for an instructor.


  But when lined up with the second- and third-year prefects, he looked like a normal student. I was in agony inside. I treated him like a teacher, and he surely must’ve seen me as a lady with no manners. I should’ve asked for his name and a brief introduction first. How was I supposed to interact with him now?


  When Vil arrived, the entire room stood up and bowed. I hastily followed suit. He then raised a hand and encouraged everyone to take a seat. When we all did so, tea was brought out for everyone. These servers look like first-years, too… I thought. I snuck a peek at their armbands and saw the words “Junior Prefect” written in clear font. Excellent students who wished to become prefects would help their upperclassmen during their first year.


  “Now then, let us begin the committee meeting,” Vil said.


  Each person introduced themselves and mentioned their role. The chair was, of course, Vil, and I was assigned the very honorable role of Third Secretary. We were then given tasks on the day of the event. This included emceeing, supporting the orchestra, lighting, serving food, working as a receptionist, broadcasting the event, staying at headquarters, and various other roles. The upperclassmen picked first, and the relatively easier tasks were left for the underclassmen.


  By the time it was the first-years’ turn, only serving food was left, and we were all assigned that job. After learning our respective duties for the day of the event, the meeting was adjourned. The upperclassmen left first, and the first-years bowed to Vil before exiting. I did my best not to lock eyes with Vil as I bowed and hurriedly took my leave, but for whatever reason, I was called back.


  “Misha von Ritual,” he said. “I ask that you stay behind on behalf of the first-years.”


  I almost shrieked with astonishment, but I held my voice in. My fellow first-years gazed at me with pity, as if I were a calf being sold at the market, and before I knew it, the other prefects were gone as well. 


  Are we sure that an unmarried man and woman should stay in a private room alone? I sensed a presence and glanced around—my eyes fell upon a certain sturdy suit of armor. Gem had transformed into the suit and stood behind me. Perhaps that was why Vil asked me to stay behind. Only when the other students’ footsteps completely faded into the distance did he finally break the silence.


  “Have you been well?” he asked.


  “A-Are you talking to me, good sir?!” I stammered.


  “Who else would I be talking to?”


  “Q-Quite right…”


  It’d certainly been a while since we last met, but I didn’t expect him to sound so friendly. I stiffly told him that I was doing well, my words clumsy and overly formal like a sample text in a language book.


  “Er, Head Prefect Lindenburg, are you…” I started.


  “Why do you sound like a stranger? Why so overly formal?” Vil asked.


  “We’re at school. Someone might be watching us.”


  “You don’t need to worry about that. Just call me, ‘Vil,’ as you always have.”


  Don’t be so unreasonable… He was the son of the grand duke and the future heir of his house. The man was a head prefect to boot; I couldn’t be so friendly with him. Likely only his family members were given that privilege.


  “If I do and someone overhears us, they may misunderstand that we’re especially close to each other,” I said quickly.


  “Oh?” Vil quietly approached me.


  He clasped both of my shoulders and drew his beautiful face close to mine. I almost let out another scream, but I managed to keep it bottled up. His mesmerizing eyes were locked on me as he took on an ominous tone.


  “You had me teach you privately for over a month,” he said. “I didn’t think you were the type to be so cold to me after that.”


  “I’m really, truly sorry about that,” I replied. “I genuinely feel bad about what I’ve done.”


  Back then, my mind was just filled with the need to learn and do better in my studies. Hence, I’d assumed that Vil was my private instructor without even asking him.


  “But why didn’t you deny it?” I asked. “You could’ve just said that you weren’t a private instructor.”


  “Because you looked so incredibly happy,” he replied. “I couldn’t rain on your parade.”


  “Urgh… I see… I’m really, really sorry…”


  “Don’t worry about it. My time with you was—how shall I say this—it wasn’t all that bad.”


  At least it seems like I didn’t just waste his time. Phew! But that won’t bring time back. I’ve taken it away from him and forced him to teach me. As a fellow student, his free time must’ve been precious and could’ve been better used elsewhere.


  “Er, I don’t know how I can possibly repay you, to be honest…” I started.


  “What are you on about?” Vil asked.


  “I should compensate you for working for me.”


  Because I’d assumed that Vil was my private instructor, he’d taught me without any sort of payment. Every student in the school had the right to be personally instructed by someone, and I’d taken advantage of that privilege; however, Vil was a student, not a teacher.


  “I’ve been thinking that I should repay you somehow…”


  “Huh… I suppose when you put it that way, you should,” Vil said, a mischievous smirk curling on his lips. “Misha, did you know that prefects can choose a personal assistant from the underclassmen?”


  “Yes. That’s why the first-years were pouring us tea earlier, correct?”


  “That’s right.”


  These students were also called auxiliary students, and they took care of the prefects or helped with their work.


  “I’ve actually been a prefect since my first year, but I’ve never asked for an auxiliary student,” Vil revealed. He claimed that it was a pain to have someone else constantly around him. “Plus, I wasn’t keen on showing any signs of weakness to anyone,” he admitted. “Like when I felt ill and such.”


  The school had constantly told him to choose an auxiliary student, but he’d stubbornly refused until now. Vil dug around in his pockets and took out an emblem hanging from a silver chain and held it out to me.


  “If it’s you, I don’t mind you always being with me,” he said. “I’d like you to be my auxiliary student, Misha.”


  “What?!” I gasped.


  He took my hand and pressed the silver emblem into my palm. The coat he was wearing had the emblem embroidered in gold; it was right in front of my face and hard to miss. Is this possible…


  “A-And this is…” I said slowly.


  “Proof that you’re the head prefect’s auxiliary student,” Vil said.


  The insignia was the side profile of a lion, a symbol of students at the Vizer School of Magic.


  “Misha von Ritual, I designate you as Vilfried von Lindenburg’s only auxiliary student.” He slipped the silver item out of my hand and fastened it onto my cape. Only then did I snap back to my senses.
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  “Um, this is far too heavy of a— I mean, this position is far too grand for someone like me!” I cried.


  A magic circle appeared right in front of my eyes. I think it says something about obedience and guardianship in ancient text…


  “Wh-What kind of magic circle was that?!” I yelped.


  “It’s proof that you have officially and contractually become my auxiliary student,” Vil replied as casually as ever.


  “Wh-What?!”


  I didn’t even give my consent! This contract was created entirely out of my control, and the silver emblem was magically attached to my coat. I couldn’t take it off. 


  I don’t believe this! I gasped and whirled around to my familiar. Why hadn’t Gem tried to stop this? The suit of armor was fast asleep, sleeping on the job and neglecting its duties.


  My familiar was my final line of defense since Gem seemed especially attached and protective of me, but it only acted on a whim. If only you were super attached to me right now! Frankly, being the auxiliary student of the head prefect was an incredibly lofty role for someone of my status.


  “Wh-Why…have I…been assigned such an important task?” I stammered in a quavering voice.


  Vil yanked on the silver chain fastened to my coat, and I stumbled toward him. I was now mere inches away from his beautiful face and forced to stare closely into his beautiful emerald green eyes.


  “You said that you wanted to repay me, didn’t you?” he asked in a low, husky voice.


  “Urgh…” I groaned.


  It was true that I felt indebted to him, and I couldn’t refute it after he brought it up.


  “It’s not all that bad,” Vil said lightly. “In exchange for your role as my assistant, as head prefect, I’m able to protect you.”


  Ah, like serving someone in return for receiving their good graces. Though obedience or submission is a bit scary, so I’ll pretend I didn’t see that part of the contract. I concluded that there was nothing I could provide that would satisfy him anyway. I had no choice but to accept this role. I bet he’ll just have me run errands or something. But it doesn’t hurt to ask…


  “Um, specifically, what do auxiliary students do for head prefects?” I inquired. “What kind of tasks are expected of us?”


  “Oh, nothing much, really,” Vil replied. “Just stay by my side.”


  “O-Okay…”


  I could easily imagine Noah calling me a vixen who was joined at the hip with Vil. My job doesn’t sound too difficult…


  “Oh, but I’m tasked with helping Professor Whipp out after school,” I said. “I have to take care of herbs in the greenhouse.”


  “Ah, of course,” Vil replied. “Then I’ll help you out. We can finish quicker together.”


  Asking for his help?! I can’t possibly do that! I repeatedly tried to tell him that it was all right, that I could handle it by myself, but he refused to listen. Vil must’ve been the type to stop at nothing once he set his mind to something.


  “Once we’re all done with work, I can continue teaching you as before,” he said.


  “What?!” I gasped. “Isn’t that too much trouble for you?”


  “No.”


  “But what about self-study and free time?”


  “I’ve no need for that.”


  Apparently, he could memorize everything he read in one go. Vil was a bona fide genius, and I stared at him with envy.


  “It’s a good way for me to review topics as well,” he added. “I’d like for you to continue relying on me for your schoolwork.”


  “Thank you,” I replied. I lowered my head as a show of gratitude. I knew I’d have to continue relying on him for help regarding my studies.


  “Anything else you want to know?” Vil asked.


  “Well, it’s about how I should address you,” I said. “At school, is it okay if I call you ‘Vilfried?’”


  Calling him “Vil” made it sound like an overly familiar nickname. But Mr. Vil didn’t have a natural ring to it since we were both students. Truthfully, I preferred to call him “Lindenburg” since it was his last name, but I suspected that he wouldn’t like that idea. And Noah was also a Lindenburg. My middle ground was to simply call him by his full name.


  “‘Vilfried,’ huh…” he mused. “Hm, not bad.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief. Whew. Now then, I wonder if he’s been feeling better since the incident. Perhaps it was a bit too late for me to ask, but I was curious about his health.


  “Um, how are you doing health-wise now? Do you feel ill anymore?”


  “No,” Vil replied. “As you can see, I feel perfectly fine.”


  He apparently had to spend ten days in treatment to get the poison completely out of his system.


  “But not everything has been resolved,” he added.


  “Did something happen?”


  “Count Raid took his life.”


  “What?!”


  I was at a loss for words. Sure, Count Raid was practically a stranger to me, but I’d met and spoken with him once before. I was beyond shocked that someone I’d once interacted with had passed away like that.


  “It happened during day two of investigations to track down where he sourced his poison,” Vil explained.


  The count was incredibly tight-lipped and refused to state where he had obtained the million ore to poison Vil’s food. When confession magic was about to be used to force the man to speak, he was found dead the next day.


  “Million ore is incredibly rare and precious,” Vil explained. “It’s not mined within our nation. It may have been sourced from the neighboring nation of Roumoon.”


  Needless to say, certain drugs and medicines were subjected to strict import laws and inspections; it was nigh impossible for an individual to get their hands on this stuff.


  “There’re sorcery detectors at the borders, and every person entering will, without fail, undergo strict inspection and questioning,” Vil said. “If someone managed to slip through this process and smuggle in million ore, it’d be a huge problem.”


  There weren’t any reports of million ore being stolen from hospitals or pharmacies. In other words, Count Raid must’ve obtained it through an illegal source.


  “But your only clue, Count Raid, died, thereby cutting off any means to investigate the source,” I concluded.


  “Yeah,” Vil nodded.


  Looks like an international issue has been brewing while I lived in blissful ignorance.


  “With Count Raid gone, we’ve lost our only key to the case,” Vil said. “But above all, what’s even more concerning is that this poison had somehow made its way into His Majesty’s meals.”


  “You’re right!” I gasped.


  Vil had mentioned before that his uncle suffered from similar symptoms and couldn’t find a cure for his illness. Vil was the son of the grand duke, making his uncle the king of our country.


  “Was Count Raid responsible for that, too?” I asked.


  “The higher-ups of the kingdom suspect as much,” Vil said. “They’re currently looking into that as well.”


  “But why target His Majesty’s life as well?”


  “No clue.”


  Any further investigation had screeched to an abrupt halt because the count had died. Officials could only throw their hands in the air. Apparently, they’d looked into the borders as well but found no clues, and though they’d questioned the count’s friends, they were unable to grab any sort of proof.


  “The knights have stated that further investigation may be futile, implying that they should stop, but my father strongly protested against that,” Vil added. “Investigations will continue for a good while.”


  In my eyes, Grand Duke Lindenburg looked cold and detached like a stern robot, but it seemed even he showed parent-like qualities when his own son’s life was put at risk.


  “The barriers around the school have been enhanced, and any outsiders require permission from both the headmaster and director to enter,” Vil explained.


  “Which means that you’ll be safe while you’re on school premises?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Um, is that why you had Noah enroll with us? Because you thought it’d be much safer?”


  He furrowed his brow and nodded with a stern frown. “Noah will be the future queen. Maybe someone will aim for her life. I pushed her into transferring here.”


  Noah had initially wanted to attend the magic school, but it was the grand duke who forced the boy into a finishing school instead.


  “I will never put my family’s lives at risk again,” the director had said.


  When the headmaster heard the news, he felt incredibly responsible for the entire incident. The one who’d mixed in the poison was a chef, bribed by Count Raid, who’d been working at the restaurant for many years. The chef had worked at the restaurant for decades and earned a level of trust. No one had suspected them, but once news broke out about this debacle, Grand Duke Lindenburg had purchased a large batch of enchanted silverware that would notify others if poison had been mixed in.


  The new silverware had already been implemented by the restaurant that Vil frequented, and a week later, the rest of the school, the dorms, and the cafeteria would follow suit.


  “Very impressive…” I said. “The director really can act quickly.”


  “It’s part of the job,” Vil replied. “I expect nothing less.”


  Looks like we don’t have to worry about poison from here on out.


  “I know I’ve been in your care for a while in regard to meals,” Vil said. “You don’t have to cook food for me anymore.”


  “All right,” I said. “But I’d still love it if you joined me for a meal every now and then.”


  Vil looked at me with surprise.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I…didn’t think that you’d say that to me,” he admitted.


  “But I really enjoyed eating with you.”


  “I see… Thank you…”


  No longer were there wrinkles between his brows. He flashed a kind smile that made him look more his age. Huh… I didn’t know he could smile so naturally. It’s a side of him that I’ve never seen before. I knew best to turn a blind eye to my rapid heartbeat, and when silence settled in the air, the bell rang. Classes would start in fifteen minutes.


  “Looks like we were talking longer than I thought,” Vil remarked.


  “So it seems,” I replied. “Please excuse me.”


  I bowed and tried to leave the classroom when Vil grabbed my arm.


  “Is something the matter?” I asked.


  “I’ll walk you to class,” he offered.


  “Pardon?”


  For a moment, I struggled to process his words. A question mark appeared above my head.


  “Er, did you just offer to take me to class?”


  “I did.”


  “Oh, I’ll be fine. I feel bad, and I don’t want to take up more of your time.”


  “I’m doing it because I want to. Don’t worry about it.”


  Even when I tried to politely turn down his offer, he refused to listen. I ultimately gave in and had him escort me. Right as we finished talking, Gem woke up and stretched; it then turned back to its normal form and flattened before rolling itself up. It’s telling me to carry it around, huh…


  “Let’s go,” Vil said.


  “Okay,” I replied.


  With Gem tucked under my arm, I followed Vil out of the room. As we stepped into the halls, we walked past many students. Everyone looked at us, surprised, as though they didn’t expect me to walk with Vil. I now understand what “piercing gazes” really means… These stares hurt…


  A majority of them were perplexed. They didn’t understand why a first-year was walking alongside the head prefect, but a lot of upperclassmen seemed angry with disbelief that I was with him. After all, I wasn’t just walking with him—the most eye-catching thing of all was the silver chain that dangled around my chest, proof that I was the auxiliary student of the head prefect. It twinkled in the light, much to my dismay.


  Vil seemed cool and composed. Perhaps he was used to the attention. But I wasn’t. I felt compelled to run away and disappear for good. The first-years’ classrooms seemed so close, yet so far away, and only when I finally arrived there did Vil let me off.


  “See you after class,” he said as he walked away.


  All of my classmates turned to me with gazes full of pity and sympathy. Only Alice was able to break the awkward silence.


  “Morning, Misha,” she said.


  “M-Morning,” I stammered.


  “That gentleman is the head prefect, isn’t he?”


  “Mhm…”


  “What did you do this time?”


  My classmates were watching me compassionately under the assumption that I’d done something to earn the head prefect’s ire. No use keeping it a secret anyway.


  “I’ve been selected as the auxiliary student of the head prefect,” I admitted.


  “Really?! His auxiliary student?!” Alice gasped.


  Her loud cry attracted the attention of others. Someone must’ve noticed the silver accessory that decorated my chest.


  “Look! Look at the symbol!” someone said. “It proves that she’s the head prefect’s auxiliary student!”


  My classmates crowded me as they peppered me with questions, hoping to pry some juicy details out of my hands.


  “Move!” a sharp voice snapped.


  Everyone scattered and made way for Noah, who proudly parted the crowd and stood in front of me. He drew his face close to mine and whispered so faintly that only I could hear him.


  “You didn’t seduce my brother and pry that role out of his hands, did you?” Noah hissed.


  I wanted to point out that it was very unladylike of him to insinuate anything like that, but I wasn’t keen on getting yelled at. To be fair, he’s always been a bit rough with words, so I guess it’s too late for me to mention it.


  “No, no, no!” I whispered back. “Of course not! I was simply appointed by the head prefect himself.”


  “Really?” Noah asked.


  “I’m not lying.”


  I rubbed my hands together and tried to earn his favor, hoping that I wouldn’t enrage him further.


  “Why did Brother elect a vixen like you?” he spat.


  Noah loved his brother dearly, and I wasn’t keen on spilling the beans about my deal with Vil. Hmm, what can I say… Oh, wait, I think I’ve found the perfect excuse!


  “U-Um, I think I’m a shield of sorts,” I whispered.


  “A shield?” Noah asked.


  “You know, to protect him if anything happens.”


  “Oh…”


  Noah was there when Vil was attacked by Count Raid. The younger brother had seen me protect Vil, so that excuse seemed convincing enough.


  “Makes sense,” Noah muttered. “I get it now.”


  “That’s right!” I replied. “I’ll protect him, so don’t worry.”


  “Got it.” Noah looked visibly relieved. After a pause, he grabbed my hands and flashed a bright smile. “Misha, I entrust my brother in your hands!” he squealed like a schoolgirl.


  That act of cuteness sent shivers down my spine; after all, I knew what Noah was actually like. But to the rest of the class, it was a heartwarming scene deserving of applause. Why did this happen? I don’t get it. Only when I was finally freed from Noah could I sit down.


  “Hey, Misha, I heard the news,” Ehr said. “You’re the head prefect’s auxiliary student, huh? Awesome!”


  “Er, well… I stumbled upon it, I guess,” I stammered.


  Professor Whipp entered the class, and I decided to fill her in on the details later. Today, we’d learn about the history of magic, and class continued until lunch. Admittedly, this class wasn’t the most interesting to me, and a wave of drowsiness washed over my body as though the professor had sprinkled sleeping powder within the classroom. I heard steady snoozes behind me—Ehr was likely in dreamland.


  Our history teacher continued without scolding those who fell asleep. A third of the class was snoozing away comfortably. I suspected that while we weren’t expressly scolded, this sort of behavior would end up on our records, and I did my best to stay awake. I woke Ehr up as well. Prince Rena, to no one’s surprise, sat straight and tall throughout the entire lesson.


  Alice passionately listened to the lecture as well, and even Noah diligently paid close attention with great posture. I’m so impressed… I was so sleepy that I rubbed some minty droplets on my eyelids in a desperate attempt to stay awake. A droplet fell into my eye, and I almost writhed on the floor with agony; though it did help me stay awake, tears wouldn’t stop streaming from my eyes. I want to yell in pain from the rooftops! Kids, don’t try this at home!


  I struggled through the morning lectures, and at long last, I was on my lunch break. Ehr and I went to the courtyard and had lunch.


  “I can’t stand history lectures,” Ehr admitted. “I get so sleepy…”


  “Yeah, that was tough,” I agreed.


  “Thanks to your minty concoction, I was able to stay awake.”


  “Glad it helped you out.”


  I’d given Ehr some of my secret weapon, and it must’ve done its trick. Both of our eyes were red from the burning sensation.


  “But I can’t recommend this tactic to everyone,” I said.


  “Yeah, we need a better method,” Ehr agreed.


  “Maybe I should wear Gem on my head when it’s ice-cold.”


  “I can have Lizard bite me awake.”


  An adorable lizard poked its head out of Ehr’s chest pocket. This was Lizard, Ehr’s familiar, and I felt like it had grown since the last time I saw it. The red line that decorated its body had grown larger as well—I suspected that it might be of the fire element. Ehr and I decided to come up with a plan to stay awake later, and we helped ourselves to lunch. Between bites, I told him how I became Vil’s auxiliary student.


  “So about becoming the head prefect’s auxiliary student…” I started.


  “I’ve never even seen Vilfried von Lindenburg at school before,” Ehr pointed out. “How’d you meet him?”


  “At Professor Whipp’s Garden Plant.”


  Apparently, a student had thrown a first-year student’s textbook near the Garden Plant and walked away. Vil had picked it up and searched nearby for its owner.


  “And when I saw him carrying the textbook around, I mistook him for the private instructor that Professor Whipp sent for me,” I explained.


  “I-I can’t believe you can make such a bold mistake…” Ehr muttered.


  “In my defense, I was desperate to keep up with my studies.”


  Vil then took pity on me and acted like a private instructor purely for my sake.


  “He took pity on me and kept his identity hidden…”


  “I think I get it,” Ehr replied. “Maybe he felt a little bad for you, but I think he was happy that someone genuinely came to him for help. Nobles tend to focus too much on honor and stuff, and maybe no one saw him for who he truly was.”


  Only Vil would know the truth behind his feelings. After I explained what had occurred, Ehr sympathized.


  “But it sounds like you made him meals in exchange for getting taught,” he pointed out. “Sounds fair to me. I don’t think you have to be so concerned about repaying debts and stuff.”


  “That’s not what I’m worried about, though,” I admitted.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You can’t be a student here forever. Your time and years at this school are incredibly important. It can’t be bought with money.”


  In my past life, I never joined any clubs at school and went straight home. My parents both worked, so I had to head back home and cook meals or clean. I wanted to do club activities and stuff, but I couldn’t. During school reunions, classmates often got together and reminisced about the good old days in their clubs, and I was extremely envious. But I’d long graduated by then, and no matter how hard I wished, I couldn’t have another shot at my youth.


  “I’d unwittingly taken away Vilfried’s free time by assuming that he was my instructor,” I explained. “And I really feel bad for doing that.”


  Vil claimed that he didn’t mind since he didn’t need to prepare for the next class, but school wasn’t just about studying. It was also about having fun and playing, such as chatting with friends, staying up late to play games, and reading books. These activities were also a part of the universal school experience. These memories would turn into priceless treasures when one became an adult.


  “That’s why I feel bad,” I said.


  “I see…” Ehr replied. “I guess it’s not all that simple.”


  “Exactly.”


  He crossed his arms and tilted his head.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “It’s just… When I talk with you, you sometimes sound like an adult,” he said. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, you know? You can take a step back and calmly analyze situations.”


  “What? Hahaha, no way! You’re praising me a bit too much!”


  Of course, I couldn’t tell him that I reincarnated into this world and had a second shot at life. But it’d be nice if I could tell him the truth one day… Maybe…


  “I get it now, but don’t push yourself too hard,” Ehr warned.


  “I won’t,” I reassured him.


  I didn’t want to waste my youth in this life; I was more than happy to put myself first this time. 


  ***


  ONCE we had eaten lunch, we headed back to class. The silver lion charm stood out on my cape, so I handed it to Gem for safekeeping. I’d recently learned that Gem had internal storage, and I could trust it with all my items.


  I opened up my textbook to study when the girl who sat in front of me during this morning’s meeting approached my seat.


  “Uh, Miss Ritual, was it? Can we talk a little about the organizing committee?” she asked.


  “Sure,” I replied. 


  I was brought to the staircase leading to the reference room; almost no one approached this place. The other first-year members of the organizing committee had already assembled.


  “Are we having the meeting here?” I asked.


  “Yeah. This is more of a private meeting of sorts,” the girl explained.


  “I see…”


  Everyone’s so diligent… I soon learned that they acted with good reason.


  “Students who can stand out during this ball will earn benefits from the school,” the girl explained.


  “Benefits?” I asked. “What kind?”


  “You don’t know?” a boy sitting on the upper steps of the staircase chimed in. “They’re special points you can score, though they’re not outwardly stated as such.”


  I’d never heard the term before.


  “Are they different from what’s reflected in our records?” I asked.


  “That’s beneficial when you’re out hunting for jobs,” the boy explained. “Benefits are boons you can obtain to lead a more fulfilling school life.”


  “A more…fulfilling school life?”


  Apparently, someone kept tabs on these so-called benefits, though no one was sure who. Rumors stated that a fairy roamed the premises and reported each student’s actions to the headmaster, but the truth was a mystery.


  “When you have enough benefits, you gain access to special restaurants, libraries, and rooms for self-study sessions,” the boy added.


  And that wasn’t all. The student who amassed the most benefits over the course of their first year was nominated to become a prefect in their second year.


  “Wait, but I heard that the head prefect has been prefect since his first year here,” I said.


  Everyone’s eyes flashed with recognition and awe.


  “Lindenburg’s legendary!” one student cried.


  “He gained a ton of benefits during his first year!” another gushed. “In a mere three months after he entered this school, he became a prefect!”


  “There’s no precedent for something awesome like that!” a third shouted. “He’s special!”


  “I-I see…” I muttered.


  I inched back, overwhelmed by everyone’s passion. They continued to feed me information about Vil’s legendary feats. He was the first student since the founding of this school to ever summon a dragon as his familiar. His grades were also top class, trumping the best students of the past, and he even developed five new spells.


  “All of the underclassmen knew that these impressive feats must’ve earned him a ton of benefits,” a student said.


  I knew that Vil was very smart, but his excellence and genius were beyond what I’d imagined. I clapped my hands with awe at the news of his accomplishments.


  “Um, I heard that you became his auxiliary student,” a girl with braided pigtails said. “Are the rumors true, Ritual?”


  “Oh yeah, I heard that, too!” a boy piped up. “The rumors are that it’s a first-year. Are you the one, Ritual?”


  “Um… Yeah. I am,” I replied.


  “What’s the badge?”


  “A silver decoration with the side profile of a lion.”


  I was overwhelmed by all the students chattering at me. Gem was safekeeping my cape with the proof, and my familiar was currently glued to the walls, refusing to chase after me. I couldn’t show the room that insignia, but it seemed that the silver accessory was called a “badge.” Vil hadn’t even taught me what I’d received.


  “I heard that even the prefects can’t get too close to him…” a student mused.


  “How did you become his auxiliary student?” another asked.


  “I thought you could become closer to him if you scored more benefits…” a third added.


  How? Uh, how should I know? But I felt like these students wouldn’t take that for an answer, and I simply claimed that Vil told me to keep it a secret.


  “Ugh… I’m so jealous…” a student murmured.


  “Lucky!” another whined.


  Uh, I feel like we’re going off on a tangent. Lunch will end soon, so we should get down to business. 


  We all reintroduced ourselves to get back on topic. Just this morning, each student had introduced themselves, but there were so many people that we could only state our name, grade, and class. The students of Class 1 introduced themselves first.


  “Heya, I’m Jurgen von Egner. My element’s water. I’m good at memorization, and I like to use levitation magic to soar through the sky! Nice to meet ya!”


  He spoke like the second or third-eldest son of a decent family. An heir would’ve been more formal and polite with his speech. Next up was me, from Class 2.


  “I’m Misha von Ritual. My element is snow. I’m good at making potions. As for hobbies… I guess I like cooking.”


  Everyone was surprised that I didn’t have one of the basic elements. Potions was a class that second-years took, so some expressed their awe at my introduction.


  “No wonder you were selected as the head prefect’s auxiliary student,” someone said. “You’re a head above your peers.”


  “That’s not true,” I insisted. “I was toward the bottom in grades during the entrance exam.”


  “Then why were you selected?” all the quizzical gazes seemed to imply. And frankly, I had the same question myself. 


  For Class 3, the girl with braided pigtails from earlier spoke up.


  “I’m Lia Kountche of Class 3. My element is fire. I’m good at hiding my presence, and I like reading.”


  She wasn’t a noble, but her father was a magic doctor, and her family was incredibly wealthy.


  “I’m Albina von Noidheim of Class 4. My element is wind. I’m good at summoning magic, and I like knitting. Pleased to meet you.”


  Albina’s brunette hair was beautiful, and her almond-shaped eyes were striking. She was a beautiful, mature girl, the complete opposite of Noah. Last up was Class 5.


  “Fabe von Lugberg. I don’t plan on getting chummy with you guys.”


  The boy with glasses, who hadn’t said a word until now, gave a snappy introduction that made everyone frown. I feared that we’d end this meeting on a negative note and tried to lend him a hand.


  “Um, could you at least tell us what you’re good at?” I asked gently.


  “Why should I?” he snapped.


  “When we’re in trouble, we might be able to help each other out.”


  The boy reluctantly parted his lips. “I can speak with magical creatures.”


  “What?! That’s amazing! I’m so envious!”


  Fabe said nothing. He turned away angrily. Cheeky kid… But kids his age tended to have a rebellious phase. 


  After a bit of discussion, we agreed that Albina should be the leader of the first-years. Lia suggested that I take the role, but combined with my gardening work assigned by Professor Whipp and the auxiliary student work for Vil, I had too much on my plate. I turned down the offer.


  “Then, can we start talking about our goal?” Albina suggested. “We want to earn as many benefits as possible. To do so, we must accomplish unprecedented feats.”


  We were assigned to serve food at the ball. How could we stand out and add a unique flair? Albina had an idea of her own.


  “Why don’t we order the snack ourselves?” she suggested.


  Normally, the school would prepare and arrange snacks using the chefs on its premises.


  “Er, will the school allow us to do something like that?” I asked, just to be safe. “The idea seems pretty spontaneous…”


  “They will,” Albina replied. “So long as we’ve got a proper plan, the school will let us do as we please.”


  It seemed past students had done something similar before and prepared delectable treats for the ball.


  “Let’s think of a unique menu and suggest ideas by tomorrow afternoon,” Albina said.


  Looks like I’ve got an unexpected additional assignment…


  ***


  SNACKS for a dance party, huh… I thought with a groan. Though I was born into a noble family, I’d never attended any formal occasions where snacks and hors d’oeuvres were served. In my past life, I’d attended company anniversary parties and weddings, but there weren’t any dishes from those events that could satisfy the noble palates of students who lived in opulence.


  I could only come up with the classics: canapés, pinchos, tacos, and frittis. But a normal menu couldn’t possibly score high benefits. Surely, one had to come up with an innovative, interesting menu that was worthy of attention. No, Misha, snap out of it! Focus on class.


  Today’s afternoon lesson was on levitation. We were out in the courtyard to practice. We weren’t just trying to make things float; we were trying to make ourselves soar through the air. Professor Ein, a younger lady, was in charge of this class—that was a breath of fresh air since most of the mages were burly. She taught us about the dangers of levitation magic in the freezing weather.


  After the lecture, she demonstrated the spell.


  “Float and drift, Levitate!” she chanted.


  In a flash, she flew high into the air, above the school building.


  “A-Awesome!” I gasped.


  I stared at her, stunned by her power, and she descended in front of the class like a bolt of lightning.


  “This is levitation magic,” she explained. “And if you want to soar through the sky, you need the proper items.”


  The most famous were brooms, but there were also boards resembling skateboards and a tool that resembled a pair of wings. Numerous items aided one’s travels through the sky.


  “Once we have a grip on levitation, we’ll move on to practicing soaring through the air,” Professor Ein said. “You’d better have the proper tools by then.”


  Oh yeah, I think this was one of the necessities. Since they were sold in the student store, I was allowed to purchase one at a later date, and I’d forgotten all about it. Another expense… No, no, I should focus on class. 


  After about an hour and a half of lectures, it was our turn to try out the spell.


  “Break up into pairs and keep watch over your partner,” the professor called. “If you sense any danger, be sure to tell me immediately.”


  As I wondered who to form a pair with, someone gripped my hand—Prince Rena.


  “Misha, let’s team up,” she suggested.


  But a bunch of other classmates were behind her, each claiming that they wished to be her partner. The prince smiled and happily requested that no one fight.


  “Uh, me? Are you sure?” I asked.


  “I’m asking because I want to be with you,” Prince Rena replied.


  I had no choice but to accept. The prince and I formed a pair and began our practice.


  “Do you want to go first?” she asked.


  “I’d like to go second,” I replied. “Truth be told, I’m not that good with this spell.”


  During the entrance exams, my spell had failed to reach Professor Whipp. Ever since, I’d never attempted the levitation charm.


  “All right, I’ll go first,” Prince Rena said. She touched her bracelet embedded with an emerald and recited the incantation. “Float and drift, Levitate!”


  A magic circle appeared beneath her feet, and at once, she floated about a meter in the air.


  “Wow! You’re amazing!” I cried.


  The other students could lift fifty centimeters at most, proof that Prince Rena was above and beyond her peers. Even the professor noticed this feat and showered Her Highness with praise.


  “Take a look at that!” Professor Ein said. “If you can fly this high, you can be a delivery person for airmail!”


  As the rest of the class showered the prince with applause, Her Highness smiled and waved back. I can’t believe she can act so casually while using the spell. I’m beyond impressed. 


  After she made her descent, it was my turn. I nervously gripped my wand and concentrated as I chanted the same spell.


  “Float and drift, Levitate!”


  I braced myself, hoping that I wouldn’t launch into the sky, but I remained on the ground.


  “Huh?!” I yelped. “Oh dear, did I mess up?”


  The prince crouched down and peered at my feet. “No… You’re floating ever so slightly.”


  “Wait, I am?!”


  “Yeah. Maybe just high enough to slip a piece of paper under you.”


  “You’re kidding?!”


  The professor took notice. “Honestly, you’re skilled in a different sense if you can manage to float so low to the ground.”


  “Uh, is this useful in any way?” I asked gingerly.


  “Not at all!”


  I slumped my shoulders with disappointment. 


  Once classes were over, Prince Rena and I returned to the classroom. On the way, she brought up something I completely didn’t expect.


  “You seemed distracted during class,” she said. “Is something on your mind?”


  “Huh?!” I yelped. “How’d you know?!”


  “Your brows were furrowed the entire time.”


  I didn’t notice… That’s probably not the right way to listen to lectures.


  “One must be careful during practical lessons,” she said. “Being distracted will be a costly and dangerous mistake.”


  “Um, is that why you wanted to form a pair with me?” I asked. “Were you worried?”


  “I was. But I also just wanted to team up with you.”


  “O-Oh. Er, thank you.”


  As usual, she’s good at charming others…


  “So? What’s on your mind?” she asked.


  “Well, I was assigned the role of server at the ball,” I revealed. “The rest of the first-years in the committee want to gain more benefits, so they suggested that we come up with an innovative menu for the snacks.”


  “Ah, I get it now…” Her Highness said, implying that she knew about the benefits.


  “I wonder where everyone picks up all these rumors…” I said.


  “Well, there’re social functions where people dream of getting into Vizer. If you show up there, you’ll naturally hear a rumor or two.”


  “Huh, I had no idea…”


  Apparently, there was a networking event hosted by Vizer alumni every month. That was where information was exchanged.


  “If I show up there, maybe I’d be able to obtain some information about finger foods that are often served at banquets and such,” I mused.


  “You don’t have to go through all that trouble,” Prince Rena replied. “If it’s ideas you want, I can help you.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Of course.”


  Surely, she knew of the snacks and treats that royals and high society preferred.


  “I like cheese gougères,” she said.


  “U-Uh, that sounds like a new spell…” I muttered.


  “It’s a savory pastry of choux dough mixed with cheese.”


  “Is there cream cheese inside?”


  “Nope, it’s hollow. You’re meant to enjoy the cheesy flavor within the dough.”


  “Interesting…”


  I always assumed choux pastries had filling, but if the prince liked them, I had no doubt that they must be tasty.


  “Chicken galantine is good, too,” she added.


  “G-Gallantly?” I asked. “Sorry, what is that?”


  “Chicken forcemeat mixed with vegetables and wrapped in ham.”


  “What the?! That sounds delectable and extravagant!”


  I guess all royals are eating high-class, elegant meals every day.


  “If it’s all right with you, I can ask the head chef of the restaurant we dined at before and have some dishes prepared for us to try together,” Prince Rena said.


  “Thank you. I really appreciate that,” I replied. “But Professor Whipp entrusted me with work, and the head prefect made me his auxiliary student. I’ve got a lot to do after class.”


  “That so…? You’re always treating me to a fabulous breakfast, so I thought that this was the perfect opportunity to return the favor.”


  She looked down, and I hastily told her I was open during my days off.


  “All right,” she said. “Then I’ll have the head chef deliver these dishes to your cabin.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked.


  “Of course.”


  Maybe if I try out some snacks that royalty likes, I’ll be able to come up with some good ideas. Thanks to Her Highness, I might be able to suggest a decent menu.


  “Misha, have you decided on your flight tool?” she asked.


  “Nope, not yet.”


  Her chamberlain, an alumnus of the school, had already prepared a tool for her.


  “What kind of tool is it?” I asked.


  “A boat,” Prince Rena replied.


  “A-A boat?!”


  Every year, there were quite a few incidents of wizards and witches riding brooms and boards falling from the sky and getting into accidents.


  “A boat’s got a control device, and if I lose control of mana, it switches to landing mode and automatically lands safely for me,” Prince Rena explained.


  “That’s amazing…” I murmured. “I didn’t think that there was a tool like that.”


  I recalled rumors that the royal family possessed quite a few massive boats. Perhaps the chamberlain carefully selected this tool with the prince’s safety being the utmost priority.


  “I much prefer a board to quickly soar through the sky,” Prince Rena admitted.


  “But I think a boat is lovely as well.”


  “You think so? Then I guess I’ll use it.”


  Since Professor Ein told us to have a tool prepared soon, I knew I’d have to drop by the student store to pick something up.


  ***


  AFTER school, Gem and I returned home. I tossed my grimoire into my cabin and headed for the greenhouse. Gem must not have felt like working today; it waved at me and saw me off. Surely, my familiar was allowed to have some vacation days too.


  “Oh?” I muttered as I spotted a figure up ahead.


  I strained my eyes and saw Vil standing by the greenhouse wearing an apron. He had his hands on his hips with an army of hedgehogs behind him, his face stern.


  “You’re late, Misha!” he barked.


  “I-I’m terribly sorry,” I stammered.


  “Where were you off to, dawdling and wasting time?!”


  How could I tell him? How could I tell him that after homeroom, I spotted a snowberry tree and went to check if the berries were ripe enough? These fruits were similar to brambleberries, and the colder it was, the sweeter they became. When fully ripe, they were a delectable and prized fruit within snowy regions. Snowberries were likely fully ripe back in my hometown, but the royal capital wasn’t nearly as cold; the berries were still not ready yet. I planned on heading to Professor Whipp at a later date to ask if I could eat them once they were fully ripe.


  Vil marched toward me and reached out. I winced, fearing that he might grab me by the scruff of my neck, but all he did was grab a leaf that was on my uniform. “Snowberry leaves,” he muttered. “These trees are a bit away from your normal route home.”


  “U-Ummm…” I stammered.


  “Did someone call you out?”


  “What?! No, no, nothing like that!”


  My delay must’ve caused him quite a bit of worry. As he turned to me with concern, I had no choice but to tell the truth.


  “Who is it? Who summoned you?” he demanded.


  “You’ve got it all wrong! Really!” I cried. “I spotted the snowberry tree on my way home. It’s my favorite fruit, so I went to see if the berries were ripe.”


  “You…like snowberries?” He glanced at me awkwardly. “Aren’t they just sour, unpleasant fruit?”


  “Not at all! They’re really sweet and—” I trailed off. The royal capital didn’t really get too cold, meaning that the true potential of snowberries could never be drawn out. When I told Vil about how the fruits turned sweeter in the frost and cold, he nodded.


  “I see…” he said. “When I was a kid, I was enticed by those delicious-looking snowberries, so much so that I climbed a tree to grab one. It took so much work, but the berry was so sour that I couldn’t even swallow it. I remember that very well.”


  “Ah, fair enough…”


  “I’d love to eat sweet and delicious snowberries one day.”


  I wished I could have them sent over from Lawlife, but the fight to harvest these berries was tough.


  “See, when the berries turn ripe, the birds come out,” I explained. “They love to eat them too.” The birds loved to peck and enjoy the sweetness of the fruits. “The trees in the forest belong to nature, so I can give up on those, but once those trees are plucked clean, the birds start attacking the trees in our garden. They’ll stop at nothing to eat our fruit.”


  Many of us eagerly counted down the days until the berries turned ripe, and we even had dogs at the ready to chase away any birds, but they still managed to steal our food away.


  “The birds in snowy regions are intelligent,” I said. “They come out in the dead of night when everyone’s asleep and greedily eat their fill. I’ve crumbled to the ground countless times when I woke up to see a snowberry tree licked clean!”


  The birds in this world could see well even in the dark. We used nets to protect our trees, but they tore them to shreds with their beaks, and all repellents had failed. We even tried to dangle snakes, their enemies, from the trees, but these cunning birds quickly realized that the snakes were fakes.


  “Just once, I threatened them,” I said. “I told them that I’d cook them up and serve them for Christmas celebrations. And for that year, our berries weren’t all eaten.”


  But by the next year, the birds realized that I was bluffing. They began their feasting spree again. I’d let my guard down, thinking that my berries were safe, only to be tricked by them again. Never had I been so frustrated. When I finished telling Vil my story, I noticed that his shoulders were trembling.


  “Is something wrong?” I asked.


  That was the trigger. He clutched his stomach and burst into jovial laughter.


  “You look so serious, but you’re just fighting over berries with birds!” he said between laughs.


  I mean, I guess it’s unladylike for me to do…


  “I’d think your magic could help ripen those snowberries in a flash,” Vil suggested.


  “How so?”


  “Your element. It’s snow, isn’t it?”


  “You’re right!”


  Maybe my snow magic can help those berries turn sweeter.


  “But my magic is really weak,” I admitted.


  “Is it? How weak?” Vil asked.


  “Well…” I grabbed the wand hanging from my belt and recited my spell. “Quietly snow, Yuki.”


  A large magic circle appeared above my head, and snow began to lightly fall above us. It was far from a blizzard, but this was the best that I could do.


  “This is as strong as I can go,” I said.


  “I see…”


  Vil placed his hands over mine as I still gripped my wand and chanted under his breath. The magic circle above my head took on a stronger glow.


  “What the?!” I gasped.


  Large chunks of snow began to fall from the sky. In moments, a thick layer of white covered our surroundings. Never had I seen so much snowfall in such a short amount of time. I failed to understand what had just occurred.


  “Th-That scared me!” I cried. “What happened?!”


  “Mana resonance,” Vil replied.


  “Mana what now?”


  Mana resonance was a move that guided the target to use mana just like the user.


  “Judging from the quality of your spells, it looks like you just don’t know how to use your mana yet,” he explained. “I just created a trigger that allows you to use your true power.”


  “Then the snow we just saw… Is that my true power?” I asked.


  “Yeah. But that’s just a fraction of what you can do. You’re actually capable of even more powerful snow spells.”


  For years, my cousin Lizzy had relentlessly mocked me for how useless my snow magic was, but it seemed I was capable of much more.


  “Did you originally learn magic from a private instructor?” he asked.


  “No, from my parents,” I replied.


  “What are their innate elements?”


  “My father is water, and my mother is wind.”


  “I see…”


  When a magic user was born into a family, they generally learned how to cast spells from their parents or an instructor. That was when the magic user would learn how to wield their mana.


  “The Four Basic Elements and unique affinities are extremely similar but have some minute differences,” Vil said. “And because of that, you’re unable to draw out even a third of your actual power.”


  “Wait, so if I learn how to properly wield my mana, will my normal spells become much stronger too?”


  “Yeah. I’m sure of it.”


  I told him of my embarrassing failure in levitation class today. I’d barely lifted off the ground, and Vil concluded that my clumsy mana control was the cause of my failure.


  “Shall we test out levitation magic with resonance?” he suggested.


  “Yes, please!” I replied. I held Vil’s hands and chanted the spell. “Float and drift, Levitate!”


  When the magic circle appeared, Vil and I floated high in the air.


  “Huh?! What! No way!” I shouted.


  Mere hours ago, I’d only been able to get a centimeter off the ground, but I was now floating higher and higher. I reached the top of the greenhouse, but I could still fly higher than that if I wished.


  “Wow! I’m flying!” I cried.


  “You might be able to make it to the clouds if you so desire,” Vil said.


  “But I’m afraid of going that high, and it’ll be too cold for me up there.”


  “You’ve got a point there.”


  I just had to check one more time and make sure that this wasn’t Vil’s power. But he firmly reassured me that he simply drew out my true potential. When we descended upon the ground, I could hardly believe it.


  “Something the matter?” he asked.


  “I’m just…beyond shocked,” I murmured.


  I’d secretly dreamed of using cool and flashy spells like the main character of a fantasy story, and I was a touch disappointed when I first realized that I wasn’t all that powerful. At most, I could summon a light flurry of snow, and my grades were rather low as well. Admittedly, I was saddened by how weak I was.


  But I kept telling myself that knowledge was power as well, especially when it came to magic. In my past life, magic was an imaginary idea, and the fact that I could wield spells at all was relatively impressive. I kept trying to cheer myself up.


  “Then if I work hard and learn magic, I’ll be able to wield spells like a normal person,” I concluded.


  “Absolutely,” Vil replied.


  Wait, if he knows how to manipulate unique affinities, maybe he doesn’t have one of the Four Basic Elements either. I’m not sure if he’ll tell me, but it doesn’t hurt to ask.


  “Can I ask what your element is, Vilfried?” I inquired.


  “Holy,” he replied.


  “Isn’t that an incredibly rare element?”


  This unique affinity made the user suited to become a clergyman. Historically, cardinals and archbishops had the holy element. It was best suited for healers, and one had to attend the sacred school to learn healing spells.


  “Why didn’t you attend the sacred school and walk the path of a clergyman?” I asked.


  “It looked incredibly boring,” Vil replied. “And a clergyman has to be adept at tricks and cunning. I’m not suited for stuff like that, so I decided to go down a different path.”


  “I had no idea…”


  While the holy element could be good for healing, purification, and other support spells, there were also powerful attacks like Holy Spear and Divine Wrath. Vil suits cool attack spells much better…


  “Speaking of, your dragon, Sacred, is a holy dragon, isn’t it?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” Vil replied. “I believe Sacred was lured by my unique affinity and answered my summons.”


  “I see.”


  Not all familiars were drawn by the summoner’s element, but those that were could be incredibly powerful creatures.


  “Misha, do you know about your familiar’s element?” 


  “No…”


  Jewel slimes could hold the fire, ice, storm, lightning, earth, dark, and light elements. Gem could use spells of various elements, but I wasn’t sure what it was most compatible with. I glanced at my familiar, who was glued to the door, relaxing.


  “I don’t think it’s of the snow element, though,” I said.


  “Agreed, it’s not,” Vil replied.


  He offered to teach me how to wield my mana properly, and I lowered my head with gratitude. I then quickly got to work. My work had to end before the sun set, as some herbs would lose their effects if harvested in the darkness.


  “Vilfried, since you’re wearing an apron, are you perhaps going to help me out at the greenhouse?” I asked.


  “That’s the plan,” he replied. “What should I do?”


  “Well…”


  I felt guilty for making the head prefect, the idol of everyone in the school, listen to my orders and work with plants, but what else could I do?


  “Then could you collect sixty healing herbs?” I asked. “They’ll be used for tomorrow’s lessons.”


  “Got it,” Vil replied.


  He left the greenhouse with his army of hedgehogs in tow. Admittedly, it was an adorable sight. Vil ordered the animals to pick the healing herbs, and the hedgehogs gave energetic squeaks before they got to work. All the while, I took a pair of tweezers to pluck slugs off my precious herbs.


  The greenhouse was generally sealed, so I had no idea where the slugs came from, but they loved medicinal herbs. Professor Whipp had told me that they had eaten their fill before and stored mana, turning into monsters that wreaked havoc. The mere thought of monstrous slugs sent shivers up my spine. My role was to remove them, stuff them into a bottle, and hand them to the professor for disposal. I asked what she did with them, and she claimed that she tossed them into the incinerator, a device often used for experiments. I felt bad for forcing her to take lives for the sake of the herbs.


  As I let out a sigh and continued with my duties, I heard loud chewing beside me. I turned toward the noise and spotted a hedgehog voraciously chowing down on a slug, eagerly taking bites. The animal then stared longingly at my bottle of slugs.


  “D-Do you want to eat them?” I asked.


  The hedgehog eagerly squeaked back, and I took out a slug to feed it to the animal. It hungrily ate the slug like an old man eating a piece of dried squid as a treat, and I watched with fascination. Slugs were riddled with parasites. If a human had the displeasure of eating one, their digestive system, meninges, and optic nerves would be destroyed, ultimately leading to death. Slugs were incredibly dangerous to us.


  It didn’t matter how delicious it looked in the hedgehog’s hands; we were never allowed to put those slimy creatures into our mouths. In any case, the army of hedgehogs helped me out and polished off all the pests. Luckily, I wouldn’t have to make Professor Whipp commit slugicide today.


  “Is this enough, Misha?” Vil asked as he offered me the basket filled with healing herbs.


  “Yes, thank you,” I replied. “You really have been a huge help.”


  He nodded back as though he were only doing what was expected of him. Thanks to everyone’s help, work ended quickly today.


  “Now then, do you have any plans for the rest of your day?” I asked.


  “Why don’t we eat?” Vil suggested.


  He gave me a stack of papers. At first, I thought it was a notebook or something, but the binding was wooden, and it looked to be rather hefty.


  “What is this?”


  “A magic scroll,” Vil explained. “It allows you to enter Ruhig, the restaurant on the highest floor.”


  I flipped through the pages and noticed that they were teleportation spells. The school provided this for me, free of charge. Ruhig was a restaurant closed off to regular students, and outside of school hours, a select few were allowed to dine there as they wished. The restaurant served delicious meals for free; students could enjoy eating without paying a dime.


  “Wait, am I allowed to use these because I became your auxiliary student?” I asked.


  “That’s my guess,” Vil replied. “I became a prefect during my first year, but never selected an auxiliary student. Since I chose you, I think you got a lot of benefits from that.”


  He added that normally, becoming an auxiliary student didn’t entitle a student to this many benefits that allowed them to use the restaurant.


  “Th-This must be the blessing of benefits!” I cried.


  “This is just the beginning,” Vil replied. “If you’re running low, you’ll get new scrolls, so feel free to use these as you wish.”


  There were a few restrictions. I couldn’t hand this scroll over to anyone, and I couldn’t sell it either. I was allowed only a plus one, and I couldn’t bring the same friend over consecutively.


  “Let’s use my scroll today,” Vil said.


  He tore his scroll, and in a flash, the scenery changed. We descended into a marble hall.


  “H-Huh? Where…am I?” I murmured.


  The last time I came here with Prince Rena, I walked on a red carpet. During my last visit, I noticed that the walls were lined with portraits of past headmasters, and the furniture looked rather lavish as well. But this time around, there were no paintings around, and the space was simple and sparsely decorated.


  “Are there several restaurants on the highest floor of the school building?” I asked.


  “No, this is the only one,” Vil replied.


  “I see… It’s rather different from the room that I saw last time when I came here with Prince Rena. I’m a bit surprised.”


  Vil explained that when news spread that his food had been poisoned here, any expensive vases and flower vases that could potentially be a place to store poison were removed.


  “What about paintings?” I asked. “Is it because someone can hide poison in the back of the frame or something?”


  “No,” Vil replied. “Truth be told, all of the paintings here were painted using ground-up million ore.”


  “Seriously?!”


  The chef—the culprit—made sure to briefly touch a painting each time before preparing Vil’s meal. This contaminated the food as it was made with poisoned hands, and it didn’t raise any suspicions.


  “But wouldn’t it be suspicious if a chef left their post and made frequent trips to view the paintings?” I wondered.


  “The arrested chef had been working here for decades, but still only had an assistant who helped with prep work,” Vil explained. “During the busy hours, they were allowed to slip out and run errands without raising any eyebrows.”


  “Wait, that chef worked for decades and hadn’t been promoted to like…a head chef or someone in charge of cooking?”


  “Nope. And it sounds like that chef was pretty upset about that.”


  Cooks in noble households were considered fully fledged chefs only after about a decade; however, some were never allowed to cook a meal by themselves and ended their careers as prep cooks.


  “It must be a tough industry to be in…” I murmured.


  “One’s social status is usually considered for promotions, so I don’t think it was solely due to the chef’s lack of skill,” Vil added.


  Even in the cooking industry, if one wished to work with nobles, their social status was extremely important. The arrested chef was apparently a commoner, and perhaps that humble birth prevented any sort of promotion.


  “Even if one has the skills to back them up, newbies can receive promotions solely because of their birth. I can see how that turns into bitterness and hatred that morph into murder.”


  I wonder whether the arrested chef assumed Grand Duke Lindenburg had implemented this system. And, by extension, this led the chef to bear a grudge against Vil… Not like I could ever comprehend or understand why one would commit this sort of crime… 


  Following this incident, the restaurant’s interior was completely changed, and the headmaster and director fired all the cooking staff and replaced them.


  “And there were mentions of the dishes being replaced with a special kind of silverware that reacts to poison,” I muttered.


  “Yeah,” Vil replied. “I do feel like food tastes better on porcelain or ceramic plates, but there’s nothing I can do about it.”


  We walked down the hall for a while and reached a set of double doors. Two servers stood there and opened the doors for us. There were even servers waiting for us inside, and they respectfully welcomed us with a bow. Before, only the bare minimum of staff were around, but perhaps as a means to prevent any poisoning, there were now more staff members to keep each other in check.


  We still had a private room, but the interior had transformed into a chic, primarily white room. Until now, a set menu was decided for the day, but that system was abolished as well following the poisoning incident. A new menu took its place, and students were allowed to choose whatever they desired. There were at least six varieties on the menu.


  “You should choose a different dish from mine, Misha,” Vil warned. “Just to be safe.”


  “O-Okay,” I stammered.


  I was a bit shocked that he could say something so distrusting in a room full of servers, and I was internally terrified as I ordered a seafood course. Vil chose the vegetable course.


  For the appetizer, I got the sole terrine. It was smooth and delightful. I felt compelled to ask just how many times the chef strained this mixture to get such a silky-smooth consistency. Next up was crawfish bisque. Crawfish are known to taste muddy, but the bisque was so elegant and lovely. How in the world did the chef make it taste so amazing?! I have to know!


  As a palate cleanser, I got some bites of sorbet, and finally came the main course: smoked cod stewed with a cream sauce. The fish was fluffy and flaky, and the faint notes of saltiness were delightful. The cream sauce was rich and delectable. It paired well with freshly baked bread, and I was almost tempted to ask for an extra basketful of rolls. I even polished off the sugar tart for dessert.


  I was famished, and I enjoyed every bite, but Vil left about half of his meal.


  “Are you not hungry?” I asked worriedly.


  “I usually only eat about this much these days,” he replied.


  When he was receiving treatment to extract all the poison from his body, he was only allowed to drink soup and eat porridge; hence, it took a while for him to get used to solid foods again so that he could eat voraciously like before. He was slowly growing accustomed to normal meals, and though he could stomach vegetables now, he still couldn’t eat any meat or fish.


  “And this silverware just doesn’t whet my appetite,” Vil muttered. “It feels like the food absorbs the flavor of silver somehow.”


  “Does it?” I wondered. “I didn’t really taste anything like that.”


  “Maybe it’s just me… Or maybe my palate became more sensitive.”


  I mean, if it affects the flavor, as you say, it’s probably not best to continue using silverware, but if poisoning is an issue… I can see how the school would refuse to change back. While I was admittedly worried, it was far too complex for me, and I probably couldn’t stick my nose into this situation.


  “Um, if there’s anything I can do, please let me know,” I said. “I’ll do my best to help you out.”


  “Yeah? Thank you,” Vil replied.


  Urgh, if only I were a nutritionist or a dietitian in my past life… I’ve only got regrets about how I spent my previous life.


  ***


  AFTER we ate, Vil helped me with my studies. I was so grateful, but I also felt guilty for stealing his precious time away. It’d been a while since we had a little study session in the Garden Plant. A family of rabbits gathered by Vil, and a soothing space unfolded in front of the cabin. Once again, Gem transformed into a heated table and bench, and I took out my textbooks to study; as usual, Vil’s lectures were easy to understand. I was eager to learn more and improve, but I really did feel bad.


  “Misha, you aren’t concentrating,” Vil said.


  I jolted—he hit the nail on the head.


  “I’m teaching you, but you’re not all here. What’s on your mind?”


  “Er, well…” I stammered. “It’s just that… I feel very guilty for stealing away your precious time. You must have a better way to use it.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  “Well, you know. Wouldn’t it be more fun for you to spend your time chatting with your friends instead of teaching? Once you graduate, you won’t have the time to talk or play around, I’m sure.”


  “Ah, so that’s what you mean…” He crossed his arms and gazed into the distance before dropping a bombshell on me. “I appreciate how considerate you are, but unfortunately, I don’t really have a friend to speak of.”


  “Y-You don’t?”


  “No. Sure, I have tons of magical creature friends. I’ve interacted with them countless times since my first year here, but I’m not really friends with any humans.”


  An awkward silence filled the space between us. 


  Uh… Wait, maybe I’m not supposed to ask any more questions on this topic. But I’m the one who asked, and I can’t pretend like I didn’t hear him. All right, here goes nothing…


  “Er, can I ask why you don’t have any…human friends?” I asked gingerly.


  “Not a day goes by that I don’t ask myself the same question,” Vil admitted. “How in the world does one make human friends?”


  “Um, that’s a very difficult question…”


  Apparently, Vil had initially put in the effort when he first entered the school. He spoke cheerfully to his classmates and tried to make friends.


  “However, my classmates were very stiff and polite to me, always putting me above them,” he muttered. “How in the world can I be friends with them and ask them to treat me as an equal?”


  Vil was the son of the grand duke and the future heir of his house. A man with ties to the royal family surely made many people around him nervous. I could see why classmates hesitated to be overly casual with him.


  “No one saw me as a normal classmate,” Vil said. “No one saw me for who I was. I was born with a certain rank, and people only saw me as the future grand duke. That’s it.”


  The classroom was always filled with classmates, but Vil was constantly alone.


  “But this didn’t happen out of the blue,” Vil said. “It’s always been like this. The kids I played with when I was much younger were all the children of my father’s subjects.”


  These children had always been around him and were friendlier and closer than his classmates, but when Vil took the time to carefully inspect his surroundings, he realized there was a clear line between himself and the kids he grew up with.


  “The day I realized that no one would ever see me for who I truly am, I closed my heart off to the world,” Vil admitted.


  It didn’t matter if he was a good or bad person at heart; people would still try to earn his favor. And so, he concluded that there was no need to try to make people like him.


  “So, I spent my life avoiding human interaction to focus on my studies,” he went on. “Before I knew it, I became a prefect during my first year and the head prefect by my second year.”


  But Vil wasn’t all that happy with the role. He assumed that someone was pulling the strings to give him honorable titles in hopes of earning the future grand duke’s favor.


  “I honestly thought that I’d spend the rest of my time here without forming any meaningful relationships, and I’d graduate all by myself,” he admitted. “But then, you flew into my tiny world, Misha.”


  “Yes, I made a horrible misunderstanding…” I muttered. “I’m really sorry about that.”


  “No, it was actually convenient for me. Since you didn’t know who I was, you saw me for who I am. And for that, I was just so…incredibly grateful and happy.”


  I didn’t expect my mistake to actually help him. I’d been too busy feeling guilty for what I’d done; I felt a bit better that I’d soothed his heart a bit.


  “Had you known that I was the son of the grand duke, I feared that you might try to distance yourself from me,” he said. “I was terrified of that. But even when you learned who I am, you didn’t change. And for that, I’m just so thankful.”


  In my defense, when I learned that he was the future grand duke, I tried to act more respectfully and politely, but it hadn’t made a difference in his eyes. Which means my efforts were futile and didn’t mean much… Uh, should I be happy about this?


  “But I’m sure that everyone else thinks that it’s almost comical how I try to get my hands on everything by using my father’s power and authority,” Vil said.


  “That’s not true!” I quickly insisted. “The underclassmen respect you dearly. In fact, that’s what the students were talking about today.”


  Precisely because Vil made it clear that he didn’t want anyone near him, the gazes of adoration from others never reached him.


  “Everyone adores and respects you, you know,” I informed him. “They all want to become like you.”


  Vil’s eyes widened with genuine disbelief. “Really… Is that…true?”


  People weren’t viewing him as the grand duke’s son, or at least, they weren’t as aware of it as he thought. Sure, he did have a high social rank, but his accomplishments until now put his social status to shame and earned the respect of others. Many wished to become exactly like him. I hoped he wouldn’t be so worried and that he would have more confidence as he stood in front of others. I truly wish that for him.


  “In any case, you don’t have to worry,” he said. “Even if I go back to my dorm room, it’s not like I’ve got any friends.”


  Uh, that sounds like something I should worry about…


  “I just daze off in my room alone,” he explained. “I’d much rather teach you. It’s a better use of my time.”


  “Is that…so…” I murmured.


  “No doubt about it. And…”


  “And?”


  He narrowed his eyes and flashed a mischievous grin. “The more I teach you, the more you’ll need me. As I spend more time with you, I can ultimately become someone you can’t go without. I’d love for that to happen, personally.”


  What’s that supposed to mean?


  “Even after I graduate, I’ll drop by and teach you, Misha.”


  “Wh-Why would you do so much for me?” I asked.


  “Well, because you saved my life, of course. During Count Raid’s attack, you protected me, didn’t you? I’ll do whatever I can to repay that debt.”


  Technically, it was Gem that saved you, not me. I don’t want you to think that you owe me one…


  “Can you even enter this school after you graduate?” I asked.


  “Who do you think you’re talking to?” he replied. “I’m the son of Vizer’s director. There’s nothing I can’t do within the school premises.”


  “I mean, true, but…”


  He didn’t owe me anything. This felt like an exaggeration on his part, and he didn’t need to repay me.


  “Personally, if you wish to repay me, I want you to be happy and healthy and lead a bright life,” I said. “I’d wish for nothing more, actually.”


  “That so?” Vil replied with a cheery smile.


  Ugh, when a normally expressionless person smiles, they look so bright and dazzling. Don’t catch me off guard like that!


  “If you wish for me to be happy, healthy, and lead a bright life, I need you by my side, Misha,” he said. “If you really want what’s best for me, stay by my side as much as you can.”


  “What?!” I gasped.


  I didn’t know what to say to that. That’s absurd!


  “Looks like we chatted for too long,” Vil said. “You must be tired. Rest well. Later.”


  “W-Wait!” I started.


  But he used his scroll and vanished. The rabbits also scampered away once he was gone, and I stood there, all alone in the garden.


  “Why would you say stuff like that?!” I yelled.


  Gem reached out and gently patted my shoulder to calm me down. When I whirled around, it gave a “just give up already” gaze. Looks like my life is full of surprises…


  ***


  AFTER Vil left, I took a hot bath and drank some ice-cold herbal tea that I cooled down with my snow magic. These few minutes were my blissful time of luxury. Gem entered the bath and created a table so that I could place my cup down. Once my cup was empty, it poured more from the pot—I didn’t have to lift a finger, and I felt truly blessed to have these moments of peace.


  I sipped on my tea as I ruminated over the day. Vil had mentioned that he didn’t have much of an appetite, and that bothered me. There was no need for him to force himself to use silverware, but if poisoning was a concern, he didn’t have much of a choice. Maybe he’ll eat what I make…


  If Vil wishes to eat my food, the school might provide me with a set of silverware… Wait… I recalled that I had a bit of a blessing that I received from God—the potions I made also acted as an antidote. In other words, perhaps I could inadvertently provide an antidote in the food I made. With the hope that my blessing wasn’t limited to just potions, I analyzed the cold tea.


  “I knew it! It can act as an antidote!” I cried.


  But what if it’s limited to only liquids? I quickly got out of the bath, used a towel to pat my body and hair dry, and checked the berry jam I had made along with the cake I had cured. To my delight, my cooking could neutralize poison as well. In other words, I didn’t need to use silverware to make a delicious meal that Vil could eat without any worries. Starting tomorrow, I’ll make him a bento, too!


   


   


   


  Chapter 2: Welcome to the Ball!


   


  I woke up earlier than usual to prepare three bentos. One would be for Vil. When I stepped outside to collect some herbs that I’d need for my cooking, it was still dark out. I should’ve brought a lamp with me, I thought when Gem arrived and lit up the garden for me.


  “Thank you, Gem,” I said. “You’re a huge help.”


  My familiar flickered gently as though to tell me that it was an easy enough request. Today’s herbs would be dill, known for its refreshing aroma. I took around two sprigs. I specifically wanted to pluck them in the morning, knowing that the fresher they were, the more aromatic they would be.


  I rolled up my sleeves and got to work. I sprinkled some salt, baking powder, and olive oil into my flour and kneaded the mix into a nice dough. I then added some chopped dill, walnuts, and milk, mixing well. Once the dough was nice and smooth, I had it rest to rise for a bit. After that, I rolled it out into a thin cylinder and cut it into chunks. I shaped the dough a bit and baked some mini dill and walnut baguettes.


  This bread was made small for the bento, and they looked adorable—I was happy with how they turned out. Just to be safe, I cast analysis on it and found that it indeed acted as an antidote to poison. Good. I’m not sure what falls under my blessing, so I’m glad it worked here.


  My second dish was carrot potage, or creamy carrot soup. I stewed some carrots with bay leaves until my vegetables were nice and soft. I took the carrot chunks out, added some butter, and used a mortar and pestle to make a fine paste. I then added some bouillon that I already had and a generous splash of milk. Once it had stewed for a while, it’d be done.


  I poured the soup into a magic bottle so that it wouldn’t cool. This tool was very useful; hours later at lunch, we could enjoy a nice, steaming bowl of soup because of it. I also added some potato galettes, turnip terrine, and a mushroom omelet for a more substantial meal. This was my attempt to make every meal with vegetables. I’d never made a bento without any fish or meat, but I made it work somehow. I did want to test Vil’s limits a bit here. If he could stomach a bit more, I wanted to have him try out a little meat and fish as well.


  Once the bentos were done, I got to work to prepare Prince Rena’s breakfast, though the menu was mostly the same as my bento. But as it currently stood, I only had veggies for her. This would be a healthier meal, and Prince Rena wished to eat lighter out of fear that her chest might grow too large, but I also didn’t want to force a growing teen to hold back.


  Still, I wanted to respect her wishes. I made sure that breakfast was on the healthier side. Since today’s dishes were primarily vegetables, I added some fried bacon and eggs. I already had a block of pork belly prepared; I’d grabbed a fork and poked holes in the meat before rubbing in some herbs, salt, and pepper, then marinated it for around three days.


  I prepared two thick slices for each person and cooked them well until both sides were nice and crispy. Once the bacon was done, I cracked an egg on top and made some fried eggs. I added the leftovers from the bento onto one plate and placed the bacon and egg on another. As a finishing touch, I garnished the dishes with some arugula that I’d picked with the dill this morning. I think that makes it look fancy. Just as I finished, the prince arrived.


  “Good morning, Misha,” she said.


  “Good morning,” I replied.


  She was bright and shimmering as usual; her smile was more dazzling than the sun.


  “Can I place the fresh ingredients here in the kitchen?” she asked.


  “Yes, please. Thank you.”


  She arrived with another lavish supply of ingredients, and thanks to that, my palate became more refined and extravagant by the day. Cheap fish and meat I could purchase nearby no longer suited my taste buds, and I was almost terrified by how elevated my lifestyle had become.


  “Breakfast looks divine as usual,” the prince remarked.


  “I cured this bacon myself,” I said. “Doesn’t it look good?”


  “Amazing… I didn’t know that you could make bacon, too.”


  And so, our meal began in earnest. The dill and walnut baguette was crispy on the outside and soft on the inside. Delicious! The dill’s rich aroma filled my nose, and I loved the walnut’s added crunch as well. It seemed Prince Rena was rather fond of it as well.


  “This bread doesn’t just taste great. It’s a nice, convenient size,” she remarked.


  Apparently, the bread that was usually served with her meals was too big, and she always forced herself to eat more than she could.


  “And it’s not just the bread,” she said. “Everything prepared for me is just too much. I only need about a third of it. The meals you make are the perfect amount, Misha. That’s why I can always finish it without pushing myself. I really appreciate that.”


  “I’m happy to hear it helps.”


  Now that she mentions it, she’s right… This world doesn’t have small, convenient portions. Canapés and pinchos are pretty standard finger foods in Japan, but maybe that’s new in this world… Maybe I was overthinking the menu after all. 


  Thanks to the prince, I was able to announce a great idea at the next committee meeting. As for a specific menu, I’d probably need to consider what suited the palates of this world while eating the snacks that Prince Rena would supposedly provide for me. Best to know what the people of this world prefer.


  I had a bento for Vil, but I wasn’t sure how to hand it to him. If I went directly to the third-years’ classroom, I’d stand out like a sore thumb, and that was intimidating. Should I wait at the dorms? No, that’d attract attention, too. If magic creatures were around, I might be able to ask them to bring the bento to Vil, but I couldn’t spot any helpful critters nearby. They only appeared when he was around.


  “Misha, looks like you’ve got a lot of stuff with you today,” Prince Rena remarked. “You’ve got an extra lunch.”


  “This is for Vilfried,” I said. “Ever since he went to the hospital to remove the toxins in his body, he said he didn’t have much of an appetite. But I recalled that he ate what I made just fine, so I thought that maybe this would help him build his appetite back up again.”


  “Ah, makes sense.”


  “But I don’t know how to hand this to him.”


  “Why not just visit his classroom?”


  “To the third-years’? I feel like I’d attract unwanted attention.”


  “Hmm…” She thought for a moment before she let out a gasp. “Vilfried should be in the prefect room in the morning. He’s mentioned as much to me before.”


  Isn’t that where the organizing committee meeting was held? The prince said that in the mornings, only Vil used that room, meaning that I could hand him his lunch without attracting any attention.


  “Thank you for the tip,” I said. “Maybe I can sneak this food to him.”


  “Glad I could help,” she replied.


  After we chatted for a bit, I headed to class with Her Highness and parted from her at the school entrance. Instead of heading to my classroom, I headed to the prefect room. Wait, I feel like I’m forgetting someone…


  “Gem?!” I cried. “Huh, where are you?!”


  I quickly glanced around and spotted my familiar rolling in the opposite direction, toward the classroom. I quickly called out to it and had it follow me. It just likes to go its own way, huh? 


  A short three-minute walk later, I reached the room. I was worried that Vil might not be around, but I noticed the lights were on; even if he wasn’t there, I was sure a prefect could point me in the right direction. I knocked on the door and announced my presence. It quickly opened and Vil poked his head through.


  “Misha?!” he gasped.


  “Good morning, Vilfried,” I greeted.


  “Morning…”


  He looked rather alarmed by my appearance. Since students and professors could enter the staff lounge, I asked if I could be let inside. He nodded and invited me in. Gem, perhaps realizing that an unmarried man and woman were in a closed room, transformed into a female student. The outfit and appearance were perfect; the girl had Gem’s face, making it a bit scary. But better than nothing. Even if someone glances in from outside, it won’t look like we’re alone… I hope.


  “What’s up? It’s so early in the morning,” Vil said.


  “I made you lunch,” I replied. “If you don’t mind and you can stomach it, I’d love for you to have a bite.”


  I handed him a bento box and urged him to use analysis on it.


  “My Analyze spell isn’t very strong,” he admitted. “I won’t be able to detect any poison that’s been skillfully snuck into the food.”


  Spells had ranks and levels. For Analyze, the higher it was, the more information one could gain from it. Advanced Analyzers could work at certain shops and be a part of research teams that discovered ancient artifacts. This spell opened a variety of paths for hopeful students.


  “I think the low-rank spell would be enough in this case,” I said. “Can you please use it?”


  “Got it,” Vil replied as he placed his hand over the bento. “Assess and evaluate, Analysis!”


  A magic circle emerged above the food.


  “This food…can act as an antidote?!” he gasped.


  “That’s right,” I smiled. “My potions and the food I make have these qualities.”


  But before I could tell him that he could eat without being worried about poison, he seemed beyond ecstatic about this news.


  “Thank you, Misha!” he cried as he drew me close and put me in a tight embrace.


  “Huh?!” I yelped. “Er, y-you’re welcome, I guess?”


  Even in my past life, I’ve never had a hug this warm… How am I supposed to react to something like this?


  “I’m so glad that you’re by my side,” he added.


  Perhaps this incident had caused him to have a poor relationship with food for quite a while now, and that weighed heavily on his mind, stressing him out. And since he was generally expressionless, those around him had failed to notice just how troubled he actually was.


  “I’m also glad that I’m with you,” I said. “If you’ve got any worries or have anything on your mind, please let me know.”


  “I will,” he murmured into my ear.


  Uh, when do I step away from this hug? I didn’t hate it, but we were at school; if someone saw us, it would cause a huge fuss.


  And with perfect timing, the door burst open.


  “Vilfried?” a gruff, familiar voice asked.


  I wanted to turn around and see who it was, but Vil pressed my face against his chest.


  “Father?” Vil muttered.


  The school’s director?! That’s Grand Duke Lindenburg! At once, the air turned frosty. This was horrible timing on his part. I’d heard that the director was only around the school during the entrance ceremony and graduation; had he seen us from behind, I could’ve lied and said that there was dust in my eye and Vil was trying to help me get it out. But we were so close to the door, and it looked like a passionate embrace, no matter how one sliced it.


  Usually, we’d jump apart and try to hide what we’d done, but Vil, for whatever reason, kept hugging me and refused to let me go. Even when I tried to step away, his strong arms kept me close to him.


  “What are you two doing?” the grand duke demanded.


  “The two of us?” Vil asked. “Don’t you see that there’s another person there?” He glanced at Gem, insisting that we weren’t alone, and the grand duke finally realized that my familiar was there, too.


  “What the?! What is this slime girl?!” the grand duke yelped.


  “I’m…not…a slime,” Gem insisted.


  Wait, did my familiar just talk?! Was it always capable of talking? Maybe it didn’t feel like doing so until now… The grand duke looked surprised, but I was even more shocked.


  “Enough about the slime!” he snapped. “What are you two doing?! Step away from each other right this instant!”


  I wasn’t sure if this was Vil’s act of rebellion, but he only squeezed tighter, refusing to release me. I thought it would be best if we stepped away, but maybe he was trying to hide my identity for as long as he could.


  “You’ve been acting odd lately, Vilfried,” the grand duke went on. “You even chose an auxiliary student, something that you refused to have for so long. Who in the world is it?”


  “This girl right here. Misha von Ritual,” Vil declared.


  Wait, you’re introducing me here?! Okay, so he wasn’t hiding my identity. What the heck?!


  “Why are you still hugging her?!” the grand duke demanded.


  “She might jump out the window because of how terrifying you are,” Vil answered smoothly.
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  Huh… He just didn’t want me to make a break for it… Does he think that I’m athletic enough to just jump out the window? I’m not that quick, so you don’t have to keep holding me. In fact, I preferred the opossum route and often played dead in front of strong people.


  “Um, I… I won’t run,” I insisted. “Please let me go.”


  Only then did he finally release me. 


  The grand duke cast me a wary glance. “Now then, tell me,” he demanded. “Why were you two in a tight embrace? What were you doing?”


  “Misha’s got nothing to do with it,” Vil replied. “I was so moved by her devotion that I hugged her.”


  He’s not even gonna try to play it off, huh… I’d assumed that he was happy that he could finally eat in peace, but he was tremendously delighted that I’d made lunch for him.


  “Vilfried, I told you to be wary of poisoning,” the grand duke warned sternly. “You can only eat meals provided by the chef I selected, and you may only eat off the silverware that can protect you.”


  “Were you not told that those measures made me lose my appetite completely?” Vil asked.


  “I’m aware. But that’s nothing more than you being a picky eater,” the grand duke shot back. 


  The air turned tense and prickly. The grand duke must’ve been strict and stern because he was worried about his son, but if that left Vil unable to eat, I could sympathize. They just aren’t clicking, that’s all.


  “What if that woman snuck poison into your food?” the grand duke asked. “You’ll die this time.”


  “She never will,” Vil replied. “I trust her more than anyone else in the world.”


  “You trust a woman you’ve known less than a year? You disappoint me, boy.”


  I didn’t have the guts to step in between them and ask them not to argue about me. I glanced at Gem, and it looked like an enchanted maiden as it watched the two men argue. Where did you even learn to pose like that? I’m confused… If you can act perfectly like a schoolgirl, I wish that you would morph your face into one too…


  “Enough,” the grand duke snapped. “I don’t care about you anymore.”


  He stormed out and slammed the door behind him. 


  When he was gone, Vil finally let out a large sigh. “Misha, I apologize about my father,” he said.


  “Huh, uh, shouldn’t you chase after him?” I asked.


  “There’s no need for that. He probably only came here because he wanted to ask about Noah.”


  “Really?”


  Maybe the director actually came because he was worried about his son’s lack of appetite… And when he saw me, he picked a fight and couldn’t be honest with his son after that.


  “Why didn’t you tell the director about my blessing?” I asked.


  “So that it wouldn’t be used for nefarious purposes,” Vil replied. “A person with a blessing is incredibly rare.”


  “I guess so…”


  Even among the royals, only Vil had been blessed with any sort of ability. Though I wasn’t totally sure about my blessing, it was good enough to imbue mid-level detoxification effects on the things I made. When compared to heroes and saintesses, my blessing wasn’t anything too impressive, but a blessing was rare in and of itself, and if someone evil caught wind of it, it could be used for evil. I never even considered that…


  “You haven’t told anyone else about it, have you?” Vil asked.


  “Only you and Professor Whipp.”


  “Good. Don’t tell anyone else.”


  “Got it.”


  It must be better to keep my mouth shut to protect myself.


  ***


  AFTER Vil and I parted ways, Gem transformed back into its normal self, and we headed to class. It’s early in the morning, and I’m already tired… I was too exhausted to even hold the other lunches, and Gem, noticing how haggard I was, reached out and turned into a yajirobe, a balance toy, that gently swayed left and right as it carried my things. Since I didn’t want to attract attention as an auxiliary student, I also put my cape with the emblem away. 


  When I quietly entered the classroom, I locked eyes with Alice.


  “Good morning, Misha,” she called.


  “Good morning,” I replied.


  “You’re later than usual. Did something happen?”


  “Sort of…”


  But how could I tell her that I went to hand Vil his lunch, only to be warmly embraced by him and get caught by the grand duke?


  “If there’s anything on your mind, please reach out to me,” Alice said. “Don’t hesitate to do so.”


  “You’re such a nice girl, Alice!” I cried.


  My friend’s face turned red. “N-No, I’m not! I’m not being especially nice to you or anything… But I owe you since you helped me find Kitty, and I just wanted to help you out since you seem to be troubled…”


  “Sorry, right. You’re not a good person. Just an earnest and loyal lady.”


  “What?! N-No, that’s not what I mean!”


  “Thank you, Alice. If anything happens, I’ll be sure to rely on you.”


  I grabbed her hands and thanked her, and in response, Alice nodded. The bell rang to signal the beginning of homeroom, and I rushed to my seat.


  “Good morning, Ehr,” I greeted.


  “Morning,” he replied. “Barely made it, huh?”


  “Yup, just barely!”


  Just as I fell into my chair, Professor Whipp entered the classroom.


  “All right, get to your seats, everyone,” she said in her usual breathy tone. She used the Levitation charm to hand everyone a document. “I’m in a bit of a rush, so I’ll use magic to pass these out.”


  Confused, I scanned the document and read that we would have two weeks off at the end of the year.


  “There’s still some time until the end of the year, but I’d like to hear everyone’s rough schedules and plans,” the professor said. “Turn it in by the end of the day.”


  Which means we have to fill this out while we can… I gripped my pen when Ehr poked my back.


  “Misha,” he whispered.


  “Yes?”


  “Are you gonna head back home?”


  “Of course not!”


  It took a full five days to get to Lawlife from the royal capital. That meant that I’d have to spend ten days of my precious vacation on the road.


  “It’s a ten-day trip there and back,” I muttered back. “I’d only be able to stay at home for about two days or so at most. Plus, the area around Lawlife is thick with snow, and sometimes, you can get stuck on the road. Then my entire vacation would go down the drain. I’m not thinking of heading home during the winter.”


  “Wow, I had no idea…” Ehr murmured glumly.


  I wasn’t sure if I should pry, but I was worried about his reaction. I couldn’t just turn a blind eye to his gloominess.


  “Is something wrong?” I asked.


  “I don’t really have a home to return to, you know?” he replied. “My guardian’s the old man, so I’ve gotta stay at his home.”


  “I see…”


  He was born in the poorer part of the capital, but his guardian was a noble. Their differences in birth likely made it difficult for Ehr to interact with the old man.


  “Um, would you like to visit my guardian’s house, then?” I asked.


  “Huh? Why?”


  “You’ll get to know the vibe and feel of a noble household where there’s less pressure. That’d be a great frame of reference for you.”


  “You sure I can impose?”


  “Yup! I was told to bring over a friend anyway.”


  “Hmm…” He pondered for a moment, but he ultimately lowered his head and accepted the offer. “Honestly, it’d help me out the most if you tagged along with me to the old man’s home, but I feel bad for making you go through all that trouble…” he muttered.


  “What? Why didn’t you just ask that?” I inquired. “I’d be more than happy to tag along.”


  “You sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure.”


  “Thank you, Misha!”


  Seeing his sunny, cheerful demeanor return to his face made me happy, and I breathed a sigh of relief.


  ***


  AFTER homeroom was over, my classmates rushed out of the classroom. I was busy peeling Gem off the walls when I heard a loud shriek. Startled, I turned toward the inner window and spotted Vil standing in the hall, waving at me. With a rolled-up Gem and my textbook under my arms, I jogged over to him.


  “Um, why are you here?” I asked.


  “I thought I’d head back with you,” he replied. “I’m here to pick you up.”


  He went through all that trouble for me?! I almost screamed and hastily scanned the classroom, but Noah was gone. He’d already gone home for the day, and I sighed with relief.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Oh, nothing. Just thinking that Noah went home already,” I replied.


  “I’m not here for Noah. We’ve got a busy day ahead of us today, so I’m here to pick you up; that’s all. Let’s go.” He grabbed my hand and began to walk ahead.


  “Um! You don’t need to hold my hand or anything! I’ll follow you!”


  “I don’t want you running away.”


  “I won’t!”


  But he didn’t trust me. He firmly gripped my hand until we got to my place. We quickly finished work in the greenhouse, this time with the help of some squirrels. They expertly assisted us in taking care of the herbs. As I stood there wondering why we were in such a rush, Vil turned to me.


  “The snowberry tree you were curious about. Where is it?” he asked.


  “Um, it’s in a forest on the way here,” I replied. “Why do you ask?”


  “I’ll teach you how to use mana there.”


  I jumped with joy at this bonus lesson and was more than eager to learn. Gem saw me off, and Vil and I headed for the snowberry tree while the squirrels marched in a straight line as they followed us.


  “Oh, and thank you for the lunch,” Vil said. “It was delicious.”


  “Were you able to eat?” 


  “Yeah. Thanks to you.”


  He planned on thanking me the moment he saw me, but because I peppered him with questions, he’d lost the opportunity to do so.


  “Thank you,” he said again. “It’s been a while since I was able to enjoy a meal.”


  “I’m happy that I could help.”


  I invited him over for breakfast as well, but Vil shook his head.


  “If I can’t eat well in the dorms because I’m a picky eater, I’ve got to push the limits of my comfort zone and get used to eating better,” he said.


  “I feel like you really don’t have to force yourself so much…”


  “I’ll be fine. I usually only have some bread and tea for breakfast anyway.”


  He apparently didn’t get all that hungry in the mornings.


  “Enough about me,” he said. “Let’s talk snowberries.”


  Vil had already received permission from school to research the sweetness levels of snowberries. He was quick to have all of our bases covered.


  “In exchange, we’ve got to provide a report of our findings,” he added.


  “I’d expect as much,” I muttered.


  Professor Whipp was in charge of the forest. At a glance, this experiment seemed almost absurd; we were going to test whether the fruits of trees became sweeter in colder weather. But since Vil had been the one to suggest it, the school had graciously given its permission.


  “I’ll write the report, so you don’t have to worry about it,” he said.


  “No, I’ll write it. I’m the one who wanted to do this experiment anyway.”


  “Do you even have time for a report? You’ve got your hands full preparing for your next class.”


  I wanted to ask if he had the time to write up a report, but he probably did, which was why he offered.


  “Then why don’t we write it together?” I suggested.


  “Together?” Vil asked, wide-eyed.


  “Yeah, I’ll write a rough draft, and you can add changes and fix up some stuff!”


  “We can submit it under both of our names, then.”


  “No, since you’re the one ultimately giving the final seal of approval, you can remove my name.”


  Also, I just feel way too audacious to place my name next to his. And if this document will be stored at school for years to come, it makes me uncomfortable.


  “But you’ll be writing the report too, won’t you?” he challenged. 


  “I-I guess so.”


  “Then you ought to have your name on it. That is how one takes responsibility for what they draft.”


  He’s…got a point. I nodded.


  “All right, then I’d like it if we could add both of our names to the report,” I conceded.


  Vil nodded back, satisfied. 


  As we conversed a bit more on our way to the snowberry tree, we finally reached our destination. Vizer was surrounded by lush forests for several reasons. Protecting students’ privacy and deterring outsiders were two such roles that the forests fulfilled. The forest was rich in trees of various kinds, and the snowberry tree was one such plant that resided within the area.


  “Over here,” I said.


  “Ah, this must be it.” He gazed up at the snowberry tree that towered over him as he gently touched the bark. “It’s a healthy tree. Around eighty years old,” he informed me.


  “Wait, how’d you know that just by touching it?” I asked.


  “I just used Analyze.”


  “Oh… Got it.”


  When I used Analyze, I only learned that the tree was relatively healthy, and nothing more. I couldn’t discern its age. Analyze was one of the spells that I was better at, but it seemed Vil was even better at it than I was. And he claimed that he wasn’t even good at this spell…


  “Let’s first learn how to wield mana,” Vil started. “Until now, how have you envisioned and used your mana?”


  “Like spinning thread from a cotton ball,” I replied.


  “Interesting… I do think it’s that method that hinders you from using your powers to their fullest capabilities.”


  Those with unique affinities were born with more mana than those who had the Four Basic Elements.


  “Those with unique affinities need to go bigger with their imagination,” Vil explained.


  “Er, like spinning the thread faster or something?”


  “No, ditch the idea of spinning thread entirely. You need to think on a grander scale.”


  “A larger scale… Hmm, what do you really mean by that? What am I supposed to envision?”


  “Let’s see…” He crossed his arms and thought for a few moments. “Like a waterfall. Have you ever seen water plunge into the waterfall basin?”


  “I have.”


  “That should do it.”


  “Seriously?!”


  That’s got nothing to do with spinning thread at all… I’m supposed to imagine a waterfall instead?


  “Do you remember the feeling when I used resonance?” Vil asked.


  “I do.”


  Goosebumps appeared, and I felt a small shiver; I’d never felt anything like it before when I used my spells.


  “Keep that feeling in mind and try to use your spells again,” he coached.


  “My snow spells?”


  “Yeah.” He grabbed my hand to ensure that my mana wouldn’t run wild. “If anything happens, I’ll be right here to calm you down,” he reassured me. “Do what you can. It’ll be okay.”


  “Okay!”


  Holding his hand made me nervous, but I squeezed my eyes shut and cleared my mind. Surprisingly, I wasn’t all that bothered about touching him. I reached out to grab the mana inside me. It was as feeble as it always was, but as Vil’s words echoed in my mind, I envisioned a waterfall and tried to unleash the mana inside me.


  “Quietly snow, Yuki!” I chanted.


  A massive magic circle appeared above me, and large beads of snow began to fall. I only wanted snow to fall around the snowberry tree, but instead, it affected the trees over a large area.


  “Huh?! Wh-What the…” I murmured.


  “I thought I had your mana under control, but…” Vil muttered as he drew me close for an embrace, causing my magic circle to vanish.


  Still, snow continued to fall.


  “Wh-What do we do?!” I yelped.


  “I’m sure it’ll stop after a bit,” Vil replied. “How are you feeling? If you use too much mana, you might feel ill…”


  “Oh, I’m fine. I don’t feel sick or anything.”


  “If you say so.”


  If one used too much mana, it would negatively affect their body. And so, Vil had capped my mana to ensure that I wouldn’t go overboard.


  “Your spell was supposed to automatically stop if you used over a third of your mana,” he revealed.


  But his spell didn’t activate. Snow still continued to fall, but to me, this seemed like a spell that required a fair bit of mana to cast.


  “What does this mean?” I wondered.


  “It means you’ve got a lot of mana, Misha.”


  “N-No way!”


  I never even knew that about myself. I watched the fluffy, cotton-ball-like specks of snow fall onto the ground. As someone who grew up in cold regions, I knew this type of snow would pile up. I glanced around, and I noticed that a sheet of white was all around us already, and the family of squirrels huddled close together for warmth. Oops, I’m sorry…


  Vil sternly gazed at the sky briefly before nodding and walking forward. He grabbed a nearby twig and scribbled a magic circle onto the ground around the snowberry tree.


  “Um, can I ask what you’re doing?”


  “I’m making sure that the snow around the snowberry tree remains,” he told me. “This spell can keep the snow.”


  Always calm and collected, he kept his mind on the research, in stark contrast to my panicking self. In a flash, he finished drawing the magic circle.


  “If we leave this be, the berries should become sweeter over time,” he informed me.


  “W-Wow!” I gasped.


  Perhaps this sweetening effect was a part of the tree’s survival instincts. It ensured that the berries wouldn’t freeze.


  “Now, we just have to wait for them to ripen,” I said.


  “Yeah, but looks like we’ve got company before that happens,” Vil muttered.


  “Company?”


  He glanced up and I followed his gaze—something was flying in the sky.


  “Good day. What are you two doing?” Professor Whipp asked as she flew toward us atop her broom.


  I expected her to make an elegant descent, but she boldly jumped off her broom and onto the ground. I clapped with amazement, but now wasn’t the time for that. The professor stood up and glared at Vil, cornering him.


  “Vilfried von Lindenburg, what have you done here?” she asked.


  “Professor, it’s actually my fault,” I hastily added.


  But the elf only smiled at me, warning me to stay silent. “I’m speaking with him right now. Not you.”


  “B-But— Mmgh!” I grunted.
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  She pinched my lips to silence me, and I felt like a duck as I struggled to break free.


  “Did you not hear me?” the professor asked.


  “Mmgh…” I grunted.


  Guess I should keep my mouth shut.


  “So? What were you up to?” she repeated.


  “I was teaching Misha von Ritual how to use her mana,” Vil explained. “I ordered her to use her magic, and she used her snow spell. I added a limiter so that she wouldn’t use too much of her mana, but she still managed to make this much snow fall.”


  “Very impressive, head prefect,” the professor praised. “You managed to explain the situation very concisely.” She let out a huge sigh. “Which means that Misha has far more mana than you expected.”


  “Exactly.”


  The royal capital never experienced this sort of snowfall, so Professor Whipp immediately noticed the abnormality and realized it was our doing as we tried to make the snowberries sweeter.


  “What have you done?” she muttered.


  As the one responsible for this experiment, if anything were to happen, she would be held responsible. My lips were still pinched between her fingers. I wanted to apologize, but I couldn’t. Vil, on the other hand, crossed his arms and made no attempt to express how apologetic we were.


  I was more than happy to write a hundred or even two hundred essays, given how bad I felt, but the professor then turned to me, her reaction catching me by surprise.


  “What a wonderful spell!” she gushed. She released my lips from her grip and stared at me, enchanted. “This is the first time snow’s fallen in the royal capital!” she cried. “Maybe this is the perfect opportunity to create a snow dome of sorts and raise herbs inside!”


  “U-Um, Professor, will anything, er, happen to me?” I asked gingerly. “Do I…have to take responsibility for what I just did?”


  “Hee hee, I’m the only one who noticed, so you’ll be fine.” She enveloped my face with her hands. “But it’s dangerous to use magic that you can’t control. Don’t use it again, all right?”


  “O-Okay.”


  Phew… I thought I’d get in trouble.


  “Besides…” she added.


  “Besides?” I asked.


  The professor smiled and turned to Vil. “This time around, he’s the one who’ll be held responsible. You’d best visit me later, Vilfried von Lindenburg.”


  “I understand,” Vil replied.


  I panicked and spoke up. “Um, I’m the one at fault! Can’t you just reprimand him here and let him off the hook?”


  “I can’t do that,” the professor replied. “He’s the one who expressly asked for permission for this experiment, and he promised that he’d keep a careful eye on you.”


  Crap… And the professor must’ve known that I’d feel much worse if someone were punished in my stead due to my own mistake. And she’s absolutely right.


  “I’ll be fine, Misha,” Vil reassured me. “This is my fault. Don’t worry about it.”


  “But…” I started.


  “Don’t worry about it. Don’t make me repeat myself.”


  Ugh, because I couldn’t control my power, I tarnished Vil’s perfect record! Nooo!


  “You can visit me after you deliver Misha to the Garden Plant,” Professor Whipp said.


  “I understand,” Vil replied.


  “Then I’ll be waiting!”


  She used a teleporting scroll and vanished. We stood there, a bit shocked, trying to process what had just happened.


  “Let’s head back,” Vil said.


  He offered a hand, but I just couldn’t bring myself to grab it. To my surprise, Vil then hoisted my body and carried me like a rice bale.


  “Huh?! What?! Why?!” I yelped.


  Vil didn’t answer. He walked ahead and carried me to the Garden Plant. Only when we were in front of the cabin did he finally let me down.


  “Sorry, looks like I don’t have time to teach you today,” he said.


  “That’s totally fine…” I replied. “It sounds like you’ve got a rough day ahead…”


  Is there anything I can do for him? Hrm…


  “Oh, why don’t I make you dinner?” I offered.


  “You sure?” he asked, his eyes lighting up.


  “Of course. If you send a flying magical creature, I’ll give them the food once it’s ready.”


  Vil looked visibly happier now.


  “If you could send a larger creature too, that’d be great,” I added.


  “Got it,” he said.


  “You could just visit my cabin after you visit the professor…”


  “I’ll refrain. I don’t know how long my visit will take.”


  Does he plan on getting scolded for several hours? I feel really bad for him now…


  “Is there anything you’d like to eat?” I asked.


  “Hm, maybe I can stomach some fish,” he said.


  “Really?! That’s such a relief to hear! Then I’ll make something with seafood!”


  I looked up at the sky. Snow still continued to fall, much to my dismay.


  “The snow isn’t stopping yet…” I remarked.


  “Don’t worry. It will soon enough,” he reassured me.


  His face was red, perhaps from the cold, and I reached out to envelop his cheeks with my hands. He was cold as ice, to my surprise. 


  “Your hands are warm,” he observed. “But if you keep this up, your hands will get cold.”


  “I’ll be fine,” I replied. “Oh, I’ve got an idea. Can you wait here?”


  I rushed into the cabin and took out one of the few things that I’d brought from home—a scarf.


  “Could you please use this?” The scarf was made from beige wool, and I think it suited him quite well. “I knitted this before I enrolled in this school, but the royal capital wasn’t as cold as I thought,” I explained. “I’ve no use for this.”


  A bit of snow didn’t feel cold at all to me.


  “Did you knit this yourself?”


  “I did.”


  “You’re good with your hands, aren’t you?”


  “Please don’t look too closely at the scarf. I intended it for personal use, so it’s knitted a bit sloppily.”


  He crouched down slightly, and I wrapped it around his neck, covering even his red ears.


  “How is it?” I asked.


  “It’s warm,” Vil replied.


  I smiled with relief when he parted his lips once more.


  “This scarf… It smells like you.”


  “What?!” I yelped.


  I washed it after I knitted it! Does it still stink of me?! Was it because I left it at home for a bit?


  “Please give it back!” I insisted.


  “It’s mine now,” Vil replied.


  “I-I didn’t give it to you!”


  “But you said you didn’t need it. How much, then? I’ll buy it at whatever price you ask.”


  “No way! I can’t put a price on something like this!”


  I didn’t mind giving it to him as a present, but I wanted to wash it first. When I told him as much, he still refused my offer.


  “It’s not dirty,” he said. “Why must you wash it?”


  “Because it apparently still smells of me!” I cried.


  As we continued to bicker, a large bird flew over—the horned owl was Professor Whipp’s familiar. A letter was attached to its foot, and Vil took it.


  “Is there an emergency or something?” I asked worriedly.


  “No, just telling me to hurry on over for my lecture…” Vil muttered.


  “Oops…”


  Looks like we chatted for too long.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow, Misha.”


  “See you tomorrow.”


  I waved and watched him leave as I prayed that he wouldn’t get scolded too much.


  ***


  AFTER Vil left, I prepared dinner. Our main dish today was trout, courtesy of Prince Rena. Maybe I can make a rich cream stew with plenty of milk. I first filleted the fish into three pieces before I cut them into bite-sized chunks. I marinated them in milk to remove the fishy smell. While the fish was resting, I cut some carrots, potatoes, onions, and mushrooms into cubes and seasoned them with salt and pepper before throwing them into a pan.


  Once my vegetables were cooked well, I added some flour and mixed it in. I then added some milk, heavy cream, and bouillon to bring my mixture to a boil. After my trout rested for a while, I washed it, sprinkled it with some salt, and laid it out on a griddle to cook in the oven. That would prevent the fish from breaking apart while ensuring that it wouldn’t smell too fishy.


  Once the stew was thick and creamy, I added in the fish along with some herbs that I plucked from the garden, hyssop, and tarragon. I let it boil for a short while, and I was done. Hyssop could reduce stress and anxiety, while tarragon aided digestion and detoxed the body.


  I gave my dishes a taste, and they were pretty well done by my standards. My last dish was celeriac salad. Celeriac wasn’t a vegetable that I was very familiar with in my past life, but in this world, nobles had a penchant for this unusual crop. Celeriac was about the size of my fist, with a bumpy, tough surface. Despite its ugly appearance, if I used a paring knife and peeled away a thick outer layer, the vegetable would reveal a beautiful white interior—that was the part we’d consume.


  I thinly sliced the white celeriac and mixed it together with tartar sauce, yogurt, anchovies, vinegar, honey, salt, and pepper. And just like that, my salad was done. I had bread I baked this morning to accompany these dishes. I carefully ladled some stew into a smaller pot and tied it up to ensure that there’d be no spillage. I wrapped up the pot in a quilt and stepped outside. A large Blakiston’s fish owl was perched on my mailbox, much to my surprise.


  “Um, are you Vilfried’s delivery bird?” I asked gingerly.


  The owl, perhaps understanding my words, nodded.


  “Okay, could you please deliver this to him?”


  The bird of prey, even without its wings outstretched, was about a meter long, and I timidly handed over the package of food. The owl let out a loud hoot and flapped its wings as it firmly grasped the food with its talons. I feared the package was too heavy, but the owl easily took to the skies and flew off. I watched it go as I waved farewell.


  Is Vil doing okay? I wondered as I took bites of the remaining stew. During snowy nights, I always yearned for something warm, and this sort of spice made my creamy stew taste so much better. Tonight, I had no choice but to study alone, but luckily for me, I was able to understand my textbook better than before. I recalled how desperate and doomed I felt when I initially entered this school and found my textbooks looking like complete gibberish. No longer did I feel that way.


  I glanced out the window—the snow had stopped. When I opened the windows and glanced around, a silvery world of snow emerged before me, and I truly felt bad for all the trouble that I’d caused. Simply because I failed to control my mana, I’d caused snow to fall over the forest, and for the first time, I became terrified of my mana and the spells that I could cast.


  I let out a long exhale and breathed puffs of white that vanished into the ether. No way would this snow melt away by morning. What’s the range of this spell? Even I wasn’t sure of the effects of my own abilities. As I watched in a daze for a while, I heard the sound of loud wingbeats.


  “Huh?!” I gasped, face-to-face with the delivery owl again.


  It’d arrived to bring me an empty pot and the basket I used to hand Vil his bento this morning.


  “Thank you,” I told the owl.


  It hooted back in response, but I felt like my words weren’t enough. I glanced in hopes of finding some sort of gift I could offer it, but owls liked to eat rats, bats, and snakes, or so I’d read in books. And obviously, I didn’t have those lying around, nor was I keen on going hunting for any. Hmm… Since it’s a magical creature, maybe it’d like a magic stone pebble. When I initially came here, I crushed magic stones by myself with a hammer my parents gave me.


  “Can you wait just a moment?” I asked the owl.


  I took out the rough chunks of magic stone that I still had from the shelf and hurriedly rushed out of the cabin. I placed a plate on the ground and added some magic stone chunks on top. The owl, perhaps understanding that this was food, hopped down. When I look at it up close, it’s got an adorable face. The owl pecked at the chunks gently before it opened its beak and ate one.


  “Do you like it?”


  The owl pecked away and polished off the entire plate, surely a sign that it was happy with this meal. After it was done, it gave another loud hoot of gratitude and flew away. I turned back to the pot and the basket it delivered. The pot was washed clean, and the basket contained a small box and a card. Hmm, what’s this about? 


  The card read that dinner was delicious and that Vil wasn’t scolded as heavily by Professor Whipp as he’d expected. However, his punishment was that he wasn’t allowed to personally come close to me for a month. As he ruminated over this punishment, he swore never to make the same mistake and accepted his penalty.


  Personally, I was worried he’d get suspended or something, so I was relieved it was basically a slap on the wrist. Enclosed along with the card was a small box containing four chocolate truffles. I flipped the card over, and it stated that these treats were purchased in the student store in the dorms. Dorms have a store, too?! Lucky! I had more than enough things, but it seemed like so much fun to go out shopping at night for snacks with friends.


  During these times, I felt a bit alone. I didn’t belong to a dorm and thus wouldn’t experience the things normal students did. Gem, perhaps sensing my melancholy, approached my side and warmed me up.


  “Thank you,” I said with a smile at my familiar.


  Gem blinked back kindly. Wait, that reminds me…


  “You can talk, can’t you? I had no idea,” I said.


  This time, my familiar didn’t respond. When I peered into its face, it quickly averted its gaze as though it felt guilty. I really don’t know what it’s thinking…


  ***


  THE snow that I created didn’t melt the next morning, and in fact, I thought it had piled higher than last night. Snowfall like this was incredibly rare in this area, and students ran around like dogs, having fun and enjoying the cold. Many of them happily remarked that they’d never seen this much snow before, while I was secretly terrified that someone might find out who the culprit was. I gazed out the window and let out a sigh.


  “You’re probably used to all this snow, huh?” Ehr asked. “You were born and raised in a snowy region, right?”


  “Yeah…” I muttered.


  “Do you get more snowfall than this back at home?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “Wow… I can’t even imagine what that’s like.”


  While my classmates viewed the snow favorably, only Noah rang the alarm, claiming that it was unusual for this much to fall. He’s a sharp one… I hope his senses will never dull.


  ***


  TODAY was my day off, meaning that I’d spend it with Prince Rena to taste test some snacks. She arrived before lunch, and her unicorn, Cheval, carried the snacks atop its saddle. Because we were outside of school hours, the prince was in her personal attire—she wore a jacket with a buttoned-up standing collar and some nice pants, while her cape fluttered behind her. She truly resembled a prince who stepped straight out of a fairy tale.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said.


  “You’re right on time,” I replied.


  The basket she brought with her was especially huge, and I wondered how many dishes were stuffed inside.


  “Um, how can I undo the belt on the saddle?” I asked.


  “Wait, the person who fastened the basket to Cheval said that it was rather heavy,” Prince Rena warned.


  “Is it? Then maybe I can ask Gem.”


  I turned to my familiar and asked it to help me out. Gem unbuckled the belt and brought the basket inside. It placed the basket atop a chair and opened the lid. The basket had two layers of food. As the dishes were lined on the table, Prince Rena offered an explanation for each one.


  “This is foie gras gratin, and that’s fig, spinach, and cured ham salad,” she started. “This is loin stewed in tea; that’s chicken cooked in honey; this one’s winter bird pâté; this is shrimp in mustard sauce; this is steamed white fish with lemon, and that’s lamb grilled with herbs…”


  I doubted we could polish all this off ourselves. Every dish was lavish enough to be a main course in itself, and the food didn’t just look decadent and opulent; it was filling and generously portioned as well. I tasted some of the dishes, and they were, of course, delicious. Though these were supposed to be light meals or snacks, they were more than enough to satisfy my appetite.


  “This is just…so much food,” I muttered.


  “Yeah,” Prince Rena replied. “A server will usually get you your plate, but it’s usually piled high so that you have plenty to eat.”


  Even if the initial dish looked beautiful, it couldn’t be captured on small plates for small servings. In other words, cutting it up instantly ruined any garnish or decorations. When Prince Rena and I ate our fill, we saw that each dish had been practically massacred. I think finger foods can solve that issue, since each bite-sized portion is cutely made, I thought. In other words, there was no need to cut up a serving from a larger dish.


  “Were you able to come up with any ideas?” Prince Rena asked.


  “I think so! Thank you so much!”


  All that was left was to draft a plan and announce it at the next meeting.


  ***


  THIS morning, my day started with an organizing committee meeting for first-years. We all gathered to announce our ideas. This time around, we headed to the self-study room instead of the staircase. Albina had already reserved it in advance. Our leader has got her bases covered, I thought.


  Four people gathered this morning. Fabe, the boy who claimed that he wasn’t here to make friends, hadn’t come yet.


  “Will Fabe come?” I wondered.


  “We’ve still got time,” Lia, the girl with braided pigtails, replied. “Five minutes to spare.”


  It seemed everyone else had gathered ten minutes before the promised meeting time, and I’d just arrived. Jurgen, the boy from Class 1, looked bored as he gazed out the window.


  “Damn,” he muttered. “Most of the snow melted away… It was so fun to play in it.”


  My heart pounded nervously at the mention of snow. Professor Whipp told me that my snow spell had actually covered the entirety of Vizer’s school premises. Because a barrier had been cast around the entire school, my spell was contained within this area. She added that had this barrier not been present, my spell might’ve affected the entire royal capital.


  This incident was reported to the headmaster, and Vil wrote a letter of apology that would be stored for a century. In other words, he was not only scolded by Professor Whipp, but he was also forced to handle a written assignment. I felt incredibly guilty for what I’d done. Vil and I were also warned not to practice using mana just with the two of us.


  “If only snow fell every day…” Jurgen said wistfully.


  “All right, enough chattering,” Albina warned. “Let’s get ready to announce our ideas.”


  Fabe arrived just in time.


  “Hey, Fabe, you’re late!” Jurgen snapped.


  “No, I’m not,” Fabe replied. “I’m right on time.”


  “Sure, but don’t people normally come a bit early to stuff like this?”


  As tensions rose, Albina stepped between the two boys. “Don’t fight, please,” she said. “It’s unproductive.”


  Lia and I nodded in agreement.


  “Now, since we’ve all gathered, let’s start our second first-years’ committee meeting,” Albina said. She stated that she’d already reported our plans to the school. “The headmaster gave us approval to come up with ideas for food.”


  Our ideas would be handed over to the school’s cafeteria, and the chefs would prepare the snacks for us.


  “We were asked to come up with a menu soon, so I’d like to decide by today, if you guys don’t mind,” Albina said.


  Without further ado, the meeting was kicked off. Jurgen of Class 1 was up first.


  “My idea’s flying food!” he shouted.


  All of us stared at him blankly, befuddled.


  “So, I’m thinking of making food float in the air, and you can pick what you want from the sky when you’re hungry,” he explained. “Doesn’t it sound like so much fun? If the food’s floating, there’s no need for cutlery, and that cuts down on dishwashing and stuff!”


  Silence filled the room. Admittedly, it was a novel and unique idea, but several issues immediately came to mind.


  “That’s it for my presentation!” Jurgen finished. “If you’ve got any questions, shoot!”


  “Um, okay, I’ve got one,” Albina said as she cleared her throat before posing a question that we all had. “How will you make all the food float?”


  “By using the Levitation charm, of course!” Jurgen replied.


  “And who’ll be casting this spell?”


  “Me! I’m good at it!”


  By himself? No tools or anything to help him out? I slumped my shoulders, disappointed. Lia was next with a question as she gingerly raised her hand.


  “Er, Jurgen, how long can you maintain the spell?” she inquired. “A couple of hours or something?”


  “Huh? I’ve never done that before,” Jurgen replied. “But I’m sure I can handle it, no problem!”


  So, no past experience or anything… Just chugging along on raw confidence alone…


  Albina’s smile looked visibly strained. “Thank you for your idea. Misha of Class 2, you’re up next.”


  “Okay,” I replied.


  I brought out some papers from home. It detailed five types of canapés, pinchos, and finger foods. While I made my report, Gem unfurled the documents for me and showed them to the room.


  “My idea is finger food—bite-sized dishes that we can enjoy in a casual setting,” I said.


  My menu consisted of cold vegetable soup in a cocktail glass, bite-sized tomato-and-bacon pies, mushrooms grilled with herbs, grilled skewers of meat, and duck pâté on a cracker. They all looked beautiful, tasty, and could accommodate men and women of all ages.


  “I think that it looks aesthetically pleasing, and stuff like this hasn’t been done before,” I said.


  Albina and Lia nodded.


  “This will allow us to enjoy a vast array of food,” I finished.


  The two boys, however, didn’t look at this idea so favorably.


  “I can eat a hundred of these things and still won’t feel full,” Jurgen said.


  Right… I guess finger foods might not be enough for a growing boy. That’s something I should keep in mind… That concern had completely slipped under my radar.


  “Plus, this sounds so intricate and a pain to make,” Fabe added. “Wouldn’t it be cruel to force chefs to make all this?”


  I jolted. Ugh… He’s right there… I didn’t consider that part either.


  “All right, then,” Albina said, expertly steering the conversation and saving me. “Next up is Lia of Class 3.”


  “Okay,” Lia said. She’d brought an illustration with her, and she unfurled the paper to show us. “My idea is to make a very large dish. So, I’d like to suggest that we go big.”


  She’d drawn a massive slab of steak, a heaping platter of fish, and other dishes that sparked childlike excitement within one’s heart—who didn’t dream of stuffing their cheeks with food? Lia, though quiet and reserved, had very bold ideas.


  “Whoa! That looks good and fun!” Jurgen said excitedly.


  “And this idea might decrease the workload for the chefs,” Fabe added.


  Seems like this is the winner so far… 


  Albina, our leader, would announce her idea last, and Fabe from Class 5 went next.


  “My idea is to offer freshly cooked food made by magical creatures,” he said. “A magic kitchen of sorts.”


  Fabe’s familiar, a magical creature, could cook. That sounds so adorable and cute!


  “We’re not going to force the magical creatures to do all the cooking, of course,” Fabe explained. “The main goal is the spectacle of it all. Guests could enjoy the scene of magical creatures cooking.”


  For example, a magical creature would make an omelet in front of the crowd, and in the back, there’d be several chefs cooking up omelets for students. Everyone could enjoy an adorable scene while eating freshly made food. It’s a wonderful idea, but…


  “It sounds like fun, but then the goal would be the show, not the food…” I pointed out.


  “Yeah, I can see that happening,” Albina agreed.


  Looks like everyone came up with cool ideas of their own. Just listening to them is so much fun. Albina was up last.


  “My idea has a theme—the ocean,” she started. “For example, I was thinking of bringing in a huge aquarium tank to fill it with jelly that could resemble the sea. People can fish for some marine snacks, providing an interactive and fun experience. Fish would be the main focus for the meals as well. Bread in the shapes of sea creatures, snacks with a marine theme, and festive drinks could be pleasing to the eyes and the palate. It’ll allow everyone to enjoy the ocean.”


  Recently, the trend among nobles was to prefer meat. This reduced demand for fish, leading to prices plummeting. Albina’s wish was to make everyone feel closer to the ocean through this party, recapture their love for fish, and help revitalize the fish market.


  No one had come up with a plan that was aimed at the economy and the masses. It was impressive that Albina had an idea that was so carefully created, and after a vote, we all unanimously agreed with it.


  Sure, this time around, my idea was no good, but I wasn’t upset. Albina’s plan was so innovative and thoughtful.


  ***


  SINCE I wasn’t allowed to meet with Vil for a month, all of my lessons were done through letters using the Homer charm. He was incredibly skilled at teaching me through writing, and that was good news for me, but it must’ve been a pain for him to write everything.


  I told him that I’d try my best on my own for the next month, but he wrote back, claiming he wanted to thank me for making him meals anyway. Due to his insistence, I gave in and accepted his goodwill. At first, I felt a bit lonely since I couldn’t meet him, but as I gradually got used to it, I realized I might have been spending a bit too much time with Vil.


  He was the future grand duke of House Lindenburg, and I was the daughter of a lower-ranked noble. The fact that we could maintain close ties was a miracle in and of itself.


  Even if the restrictions were over after a month, I wondered if we should meet as frequently anymore. Of course, since I was Vil’s auxiliary student, we couldn’t completely cut ties, and we were only so close because he was still a student here. Once he graduated, we couldn’t spend as much time together anyway. He was usually cool and collected, so when he was kind to me, it was easy to get the wrong idea and assume that I was special to him. It’s best for my sake if we separate as soon as possible.


  ***


  THE next day, we held an organizing committee meeting early in the morning. It’d been a while since I saw Vil’s face. We weren’t even alone in the room together, but I was nervous to see him again. Do other students feel like this when they see him? Vil probably couldn’t have cared less about me, and we were apart for only a short while, but he felt so far away. When I entered the prefect room, most of the students had already gathered. Today, I took my seat next to Lia.


  Right on the dot, when the meeting was set to begin, Vil entered the room. At once, I locked eyes with him, and my heart skipped a beat—I almost felt compelled to jump up. I thought it was just a funny coincidence, but as the meeting went on, I noticed that Vil would stare at me every chance he had.


  It made me extremely embarrassed to be stared at so passionately by another, and the second-year prefect noticed it as well.


  “Head Prefect Lindenburg, did that first-year girl do something to you?” the prefect asked.


  Lia, who sat beside me, gazed at me with sympathy. It seemed everyone had assumed that I’d screwed up somehow, earning a wrathful gaze from Vil. As the air grew tense, Vil didn’t seem all that bothered.


  “No, I was just keeping tabs on my own auxiliary student,” he said nonchalantly. “I need her to do her role well.”


  “I-Indeed! I see!” the prefect stammered.


  The meeting was adjourned, though there was a bit of awkwardness in the air, and the other first-year members sympathized with my situation.


  “Are you okay, Misha?” Lia asked worriedly.


  “I’m fine,” I reassured her. “You don’t have to worry about me.”


  Albina hugged me to cheer me up. “It must be tough being the head prefect’s auxiliary student. We’re on your side, though! Keep that in mind!”


  “Th-Thank you,” I stammered.


  Even Jurgen and Fabe offered help if there was anything on my mind. I couldn’t be more grateful.


  “Thank you, everyone!” I cried, moved by how reliable my new friends were.


  At the same time, I was mortified; I was the only one who misunderstood Vil’s terrifying gaze as one of affection and longing.


  ***


  JUST like that, the day of the ball arrived. The first-years of the organizing committee headed to school early to taste test the snacks. I couldn’t help but let out a gasp of awe at the sparkling assortment of treats in front of me, and Albina proudly explained each plate to us.


  “This is our showstopper, an aquarium full of jelly to look like the sea!” she said.


  There was a large aquarium of jelly, and chocolate fish were floating about. Just looking at it got me so excited. Jurgen jumped about like a child when he spotted the sweet treat.


  “Whoa! Awesome!” he cried. “I’ve never seen blue jelly before!”


  The front of the aquarium was made of glass to show off the food, but the bottom and back were fortified with magical silver to prevent poisoning. Silver plates, forks, and spoons were also required, ensuring the safety of the students.


  “Go on, scoop some up and have a taste,” Albina urged.


  “You sure?!” Jurgen cried.


  “Of course. We have to taste these dishes to know that they’re suitable for the ball.” She added that several aquarium jellies were prepared and that we could dig in without any worries. Part of the fun was scooping up the chocolate fish.


  “Nice! I got a chocolate tuna!” Jurgen cried.


  “I’ve got a squid!” Fabe shouted.


  Fabe had initially gazed warily at the easily amused Jurgen, but this experience was fun for everyone. When Fabe’s turn came around, he looked just as happy and excited. It made me glad that he had a childish side.


  The jelly was a bit chewy and had a citrusy flavor. It paired well with the chocolate and was absolutely delicious.
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  There was also seafood pie, fish fritters, stew, skewered fish, and various other dishes. Among all the food, the most popular were fish-shaped snacks.


  “These snacks are so dainty and intricately made,” I remarked. “What are they made of?”


  “I believe marzipan,” Albina replied.


  I almost let out a quiet groan. I was familiar with marzipan in my past life as well, a type of confection made of ground almonds, sugar, and egg whites. To me, it had a gritty texture and an overwhelmingly sickly sweetness that I just couldn’t like—I’d tried this treat out in both my past and current life, but I wasn’t fond of it.


  But in this kingdom, many people loved marzipan so much that cakes and chocolates were wrapped in it, often used as a replacement for cream. There were even sweets made entirely of marzipan. The other students, unlike me, took a liking to the snack.


  “This fish-shaped snack’s really good,” Jurgen said.


  “Yes, it’s delicious,” Lia agreed.


  “Not bad at all,” Fabe added.


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Albina replied.


  As everyone happily munched away, I felt like the odd one out.


  “Jurgen, if you eat so quickly, you’ll choke on your food,” Albina warned.


  “I won’t— Mmgh?!” Jurgen coughed.


  “See! I told you!”


  “I can pour in some tea,” I offered. “That’ll clear things up.”


  I had some tea that I’d left steaming, and I quickly poured a cup for Jurgen and the rest of my friends.


  “Misha, your tea is very good!” Lia cried.


  “Yeah, this is delicious!” Jurgen added.


  “Maybe we should put you in charge of tea,” Albina suggested.


  Sparkling juice would be distributed throughout the party, but those who wished for tea could have that as well. And so, I was placed in charge of that.


   


  At long last, the bell rang, signaling the start of the ball. Students who normally wore school uniforms were now in beautiful dresses and tailcoats—an unusual and interesting sight to behold. As a member of the committee, I was in my uniform while I quietly walked around to hand out tea.


  The snack corner was incredibly popular, and among them all, the aquarium with jelly was by far the crowd favorite. The marzipan treats were also rather popular, attesting to how much the people here loved them. There were also a few students who wanted some tea. I went back and forth between the kitchen and the venue, and there were tables and chairs that made up the designated tea-drinking area. It was the perfect place for people to rest and snack.


  “Hey, Misha!” Ehr called.


  “Ehr! Alice!”


  This is an unusual pairing, I thought.


  Alice’s cheeks turned red. “I was in a spot of trouble because many people asked me to the dance, and he saved me.”


  “Aw, that’s sweet,” I replied.


  Way to go, Ehr.


  “If we kinda just stood around, someone was bound to come up to us and chat Alice up,” Ehr explained. “We thought that it’s better to head to you and talk here instead.”


  “Ah, I think I’m getting the picture now,” I replied.


  They asked for some tea, so I told them to wait and rest. The kitchen had already become a war zone, and chefs were quickly making a variety of dishes. There was even a magic stone fridge that could quickly cool food, making it easy to make jelly. The tea was also made with hot water boiled by a magic stone teapot, but because the tea needed some time to steep, there was always a bit of waiting involved.


  I poured hot water into the teapot and placed a tea cozy on top. I placed some cups and a sugar pot on a silver tray and brought them out to my friends.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting!” I said. “When all the sand in the hourglass hits the bottom, the tea’s ready to drink.”


  “Got it. Thanks,” Ehr replied.


  “Thank you for the tea,” Alice added.


  The two had been eating snacks while waiting for their beverages.


  “I’m a fan of the marzipan treats,” Alice said.


  “Me too!” Ehr replied.


  “O-Oh,” I stammered. “The jelly’s good too, so I hope you can try some.”


  “We will,” Ehr said, though he explained that there was a crowd around the aquarium, preventing them from approaching that snack.


  “I’ve never seen jelly the color of the sea before,” Alice said. “I can’t deny that I’m curious how it tastes…”


  “Then I’ll get you some,” Ehr offered.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah.”


  He rushed over to the snack table. Alice watched him leave, an enamored gaze in her eyes. Wait, I recognize that expression… She makes that face in front of cats. Does Ehr have a chance with her? No, I shouldn’t pry into other people’s love affairs. When he returned, I decided to entrust Alice to him.


  Around two hours after the ball began, it was time for dancing. The orchestra arrived, and Prince Rena and Noah danced in front of the students as a bit of a performance. The two were so skilled that their moves enchanted me. 


  Hm, I wonder where Vil is… I glanced around the venue, but he was nowhere to be found; a man that pretty would stand out even at a distance. Maybe he’s out on the balcony away from prying eyes, spending time with someone.


  There was a chance that he’d arrive with his dance partner once Prince Rena and Noah were done. For whatever reason, that thought pricked my chest. Huh? What is this feeling? But before I could find an answer, Prince Rena and Noah’s entourage arrived and asked for some tea. I’ve no time to think about Vil. I should get back to work.


  I left the venue and returned five minutes later; the school dance had started. Prince Rena and Noah’s entourage called me over, and I saw that the two had been resting for a bit after the dance.


  “Hi, Misha,” Prince Rena greeted. “It must be tough being a part of the committee.”


  “It is, but it’s a lot of fun,” I replied.


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  Noah was smiling like an elegant lady, making sure to look demure in front of the prince. He took a sip of his tea and told me how delicious it was, though I wasn’t sure if he actually meant that compliment.


  “Isn’t Misha’s tea great?” the prince asked.


  “Oh, Prince Rena, you sound awfully close with her,” Noah replied.


  “Of course. She’s my best friend.”


  “Oh, my!”


  Noah glared at me, carefully avoiding Prince Rena’s line of sight. I guess he’s the jealous type through and through. At this point, I’m impressed.


  “Did you try the snacks?” I asked.


  “Yeah, they were delicious,” Prince Rena replied.


  “They were quite intriguing,” Noah added.


  I was glad that the two enjoyed the food. I hope all this hard work will lead to all of my friends getting benefits… Just as I was thinking that, a small commotion filled the venue. A loud clatter reverberated throughout the room; silverware had fallen to the floor.


  “Eek!” a girl screamed.


  The orchestra was just in the middle of switching songs, and the girl’s scream was deafening. I rushed toward the noise. One of the students who’d been eating the snacks fell to her knees while clutching her stomach. Sweat dripped from her brow, and she looked incredibly pale.


  “Are you okay?!” someone asked.


  But the sickly student didn’t respond and fainted. The others gathered around in worry; I spotted Jurgen among the crowd.


  “Jurgen, could you take her to the infirmary?” I asked.


  “R-Right. Got it,” he replied.


  Maybe her shapewear was too tight or something… Or maybe she was ill before the ball but attended anyway. I picked up the silverware on the ground when Lia arrived with some napkins to clean up the floor.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “Don’t mention it,” she replied.


  Fabe and Albina were next to arrive, and they questioned a girl at the scene—a friend of the student who had fainted.


  “I was eating some snacks and talking with her,” the friend explained. “But all of a sudden, she turned pale and fainted.”


  “While eating snacks?” Albina asked.


  Just as those words left her lips, more sharp clatters rang out within the venue; one by one, students fell to the ground, looking white as a sheet.


  “Huh?! Wh-Why?!” Albina stammered.


  “You’re kidding!” Fabe shouted.


  The victims weren’t just people who’d been eating the treats. Those dancing and talking also started to faint or fall to their knees, looking extremely sick. This is clearly not normal!


  “Is it…poison?” Fabe muttered.


  But I quickly ruled that out. All of the cutlery had been cast with magic that could detect poison; the silverware would immediately turn black in the presence of poison and alarm anyone. The plates, forks, spoons, and even glasses were made of that enchanted silver, yet they all looked clean and pristine.


  “If poison were detected, the silverware would react to that,” Albina pointed out.


  “Then how…” Fabe started.


  One by one, the students were sent to the infirmary, and the nurse told us that all of the beds were full. What do we do?


  Vil emerged onto the scene then. “We’ll use this place as a nursing space. Any healthy students, bring over bedding and help us out, please!”


  The prefects and auxiliary students quickly leaped into action. They brought out some bedding and slim mattresses to allow the sick students to rest. Vil turned to us and asked what had happened.


  “I… W-We don’t know…” Albina said in a quavering voice. “Since the silverware hasn’t reacted, I… I don’t think it’s poison…”


  Furthermore, we’d eaten the exact same food two hours earlier for a taste test.


  “And none of us are sick,” I added.


  “That’s odd…” Vil muttered.


  Yeah. If there were poison involved, we would’ve gotten sick long ago. This doesn’t make sense at all… 


  When a professor rushed to the scene, Vil asked the professor whether anyone was skilled at using an advanced Analyze spell.


  “Professor Whipp! Someone get her!” the professor said.


  Professor Whipp had been in her research lab, and she quickly arrived, but she stated that she couldn’t use her magic to detect the type of poisoning.


  “I can Analyze the poison, but it’d take some time,” she said. “It’d take a week at least…”


  The other professors looked troubled. Only specialists had enough skills to immediately detect the type of toxin contaminating the food.


  “Professor Whipp, could you make some kind of potion that’ll alleviate the students’ symptoms?” 


  “It’s hard to make a potion if I don’t know what’s causing the ailment,” she replied.


  Fair… 


  The nurse rushed over to us and gave us a report. “Um, the students in the infirmary are vomiting,” the nurse said. “I believe that the students here will do the same soon enough.”


  I considered the possibility that it was something other than food, but if the students were vomiting, the culprit was likely whatever they ate. 


  Vil thought for a while, trying to piece things together. “If it’s not poison, maybe it’s intoxication,” he suggested.


  “Huh? What do you…” I asked.


  “The silverware reacts to poison. If someone’s trying to maliciously take you out, the cutlery will react. But if this is intoxication, perhaps it was entirely accidental.”


  A different kind of poisoning… There was poisoning, where one drugged another, and there was intoxication, where a victim was inadvertently placed in an abnormal state. This time around, perhaps it was the latter. If Vil’s words are true, then… Wait, maybe it’s…


  “If it’s intoxication, it could be food poisoning!” I cried.


  Since vomiting and stomachaches were the two major symptoms, it was likely the case.


  “But why are the first-years who tasted these earlier just fine?” Professor Whipp wondered.


  Yeah, why…


  “Do you guys have some sort of protection? Did you do some sort of ritual or try something else?” she asked.


  “No, nothing like that… Wait!” I stopped myself.


  Everyone drank the tea that I poured. Maybe my blessing protected everyone from adverse effects. If so, those who drank my tea should be safe. I glanced around and spotted Alice, Ehr, Prince Rena, and Noah. All of them looked fine.


  “What’s wrong, Misha?” Professor Whipp asked.


  I leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “I poured my friends tea earlier. Maybe my blessing detoxed their bodies and prevented them from getting food poisoning.”


  “Ah, I see… If that’s the case, we’ve got a very easy solution!”


  The professor announced that she would make a potion to treat the sick. Since only she and Vil knew about my blessing, the professor wished to keep my power a secret. Now that she was able to find some space to make her “potions,” I could pour in tea and treat others under the guise of creating the potion that she’d taught me.


  When the kitchen heard the fuss, the chefs looked rather grim. Professor Whipp asked the chefs to wait in a different room, and the professor, Gem, and I took over the kitchen to pour in the tea. My familiar quickly headed to the shelf and took out cups, lining them up on the counter. While the magic stone teapot was boiling water, I prepared the tea leaves. I didn’t think that my blessing could also work against food poisoning…


  I realized that my blessing worked on items other than my potions when I used tea leaves that I’d made myself. This time around, I used store-bought leaves, but my blessing still carried over, much to my surprise. But it seems like our taste test didn’t actually work well because of this… That’s unfortunate.


  Once the water was boiling, I poured it into the teapot and quickly poured cups of tea.


  “Professor Whipp, please take these to the students!” I urged.


  “Now, now, calm down,” the professor replied. “We have to check and see if your blessing is on here first.”


  “Y-You’re right…”


  She used Analyze and tilted her head to one side with confusion.


  “This tea doesn’t have any detox effects,” she told me.


  “Wait, it doesn’t?!” I yelped.


  Then were my friends just lucky that they didn’t get food poisoning? I, the other first-years of the committee, Prince Rena, Noah, Alice, and Ehr lucked out? Is that kind of coincidence possible?


  “Hmm, maybe you have to let the tea leaves steep to make a cup of good tea,” the professor wondered.


  If the leaves haven’t steeped, the tea isn’t finished or good… And maybe that doesn’t activate my blessing.


  “It’s like knowing when a potion is properly brewed,” the professor explained. “I guess the standards are pretty strict for your blessing to activate.”


  “S-So it seems…” 


  And so, I prepared for the next cup of tea while I let the leaves steep. Three minutes later, I poured a cup of good tea, and the professor used her Analyze to inform me that my blessing was now cast upon the drink.


  “Yes!”


  “I’ll deliver this to the infirmary,” Professor Whipp said. 


  “Thank you!”


  Now wasn’t the time to act relieved. Many more students were still suffering, and I had to make as many drinks as I could. Albina, Lia, Jurgen, and Fabe arrived while I was working.


  “Misha, is there anything we can do to help?” Albina asked.


  “Guys!” I shouted.


  No longer was I concerned about keeping secrets. I asked everyone for their help.


  “Jurgen, could you please head to the linen room and bring out as many towels as you can?” I asked. “You can use your Levitation charm to carry a lot at a time, can’t you?”


  “Sure can. You got it,” Jurgen replied.


  I needed the tea leaves to steep, but there were only about ten tea cozies available. If I could wrap the teapots with towels, I could hasten the process.


  “Albina, could you bring out the teapots? Lia, could you bring me cups?” I asked. “Fabe, could you prepare the water for me?”


  Everyone happily agreed, and we all got to work. Gem took the used teapots and washed them in the sink. Thanks to its countless tendrils, it could wash numerous cups and pots at a time. I kept pouring in more cups of tea, but it made me impatient that I had to wait for the leaves to steep. Is there a way to go quicker? What if I use freshly squeezed juice? Wait, that’s it! I gasped as the epiphany hit me.


  “What’s the matter?” Albina asked.


  “Nothing,” I replied. “Could you all keep working, please?”


  I grabbed an orange from a nearby basket, sliced it in half, and squeezed it into a cup, letting the juice flow. I used my Analyze spell on the cup of juice and saw that my blessing had activated on it—freshly squeezed juice was considered a complete product if I simply squeezed fruit into a cup. This is faster than pouring tea.


  Professor Whipp returned with some good news. “It was effective, Misha!”


  “I’m glad to hear it!” I replied.


  I had Albina, Lia, and Fabe carry the next batch of tea. When Jurgen returned from the linen room, I sent him off with some tea as well so that I could get some time alone with Professor Whipp. I told her the good news about juice.


  “Fresh juice might be the better way to go,” she agreed.


  Tea was too hot and difficult to chug; it was a trial for her to force students to drink the piping hot beverage.


  “Maybe there’s a juicer somewhere,” she wondered. “I’ll go ask a chef.”


  “Thank you.”


  All the while, I grabbed some gloves and started squeezing. The professor returned soon enough with a juicer. It was a convenient tool shaped like a bucket; I needed to add the fruit and turn the handle to get some fresh juice. That made my life much easier, and once the freshly squeezed juice was made, the first-years of the committee carried it out to the students. I received reports that the sick students were being cured, much to my relief. But we’re already running out of fruit…


  “There’re still around thirty sickly students,” Professor Whipp informed me.


  Sure, we could try to gather more fruit from nearby stores, but that’d take time.


  “The best we can do is gather any other fruit from the dorms and restaurants…” she muttered.


  All the while, I could only pour more tea.


  “If only there was a fruit tree on camp—” she said before she stopped herself. She gave a gasp of recollection, and so did I.


  “Um! Professor Whipp!” I cried. “We do have a fruit tree.”


  “Indeed, we do,” she agreed.


  The snowberry tree! I used my spell on that to make the berries sweeter! The professor quickly asked the chefs to collect any fruit on campus while she marched off to collect snowberries. Meanwhile, I juiced some oranges and poured them into a glass. A few moments later, my friends from the committee returned.


  “What should we do next, Misha?” Albina asked.


  “Hmm…” I muttered.


  Maybe they should help out Professor Whipp.


  “Professor Whipp went out to collect snowberries from a tree that’s near a path that leads to school,” I explained. “Could someone lend a hand?”


  “Snowberries? Where’s that tree?” Jurgen asked.


  Right, no one knows where that tree is… If there were a magical creature of the forest or something, they’d probably know where that tree is and guide my friends there… Wait, that’s it!


  “Albina, you’re good at summoning spells, right?” I asked.


  “I-I am,” she replied.


  “Can you summon a magical creature within this campus?”


  “I can, but what do we do with it?”


  “You can have it guide you to the snowberry tree!”


  “But how do I ask it to do so? I can’t communicate with the creature.”


  “But Fabe can, can’t he? He said that he can speak with magical creatures!” I said.


  I’m glad we all shared our strong points during introductions!


  “Sure, I can, but I won’t be certain if the creature will listen to my orders,” Fabe warned.


  “But what if you have something to offer?” I suggested.


  I was always walking around with some magic stone pebbles; these were snacks for Gem. I asked him to give the stone to the creature in exchange for guidance toward the snowberry tree. Surely, the magical creature would take this deal.


  “All right,” Albina said. “Then I’ll summon a creature who knows where this snowberry tree is.”


  “Please do!”


  I asked Gem to help my friends out with gathering snowberries; I wasn’t sure if it would agree, but it outstretched a tentacle to form a circle. Looks like Gem’s on board!


  “Jurgen, could you continue delivering drinks to the students?” I asked.


  “You got it,” he replied.


  “Lia, please prepare more cups for me!”


  “Okay!”


  As I hastily turned the handle of the juicer, Albina started her summoning ritual.


  “Come on out! Summon!” she chanted.


  A squirrel appeared to heed Albina’s call. As Fabe took charge and spoke in an unusual language, the squirrel listened. He offered the magic stone pebble as payment, and the squirrel let out a confident squeak before it scampered outside the kitchen. Fabe and Albina gave chase.


  “Gem, I’m counting on you, too! Please help Professor Whipp!”


  My familiar nodded and rolled away. 


  Ten minutes later, when I could no longer find any fruit in the kitchen, Professor Whipp and my friends reappeared with a teleporting spell. In her arms was a heaping basket of snowberries.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said.


  “Thank you!” I cried.


  I hurled the snowberries into the juicer and closed the lid before I turned the handle. Red juice spilled out, and I had everyone carry cups of fresh juice to the students. There weren’t many snowberries, but once I squeezed the final glass of snowberry juice, the chefs returned with fruit that they had gathered from the school grounds.


  “I think we’ve got enough now,” Professor Whipp remarked.


  “Yeah,” I replied.


  Thanks to everyone’s hard work, every sick student received a cup of my juice. About an hour later, the headmaster and director arrived, and Professor Whipp explained the situation to them. Of course, she hid the fact that I used my blessing to hand out fresh juice to everyone. I wondered what excuse she used, when I heard the professor insisted she used a special elven elixir to treat the students.


  I wasn’t sure if we were allowed to lie to the school, but Professor Whipp said that she was more afraid of any nefarious people trying to use my blessing for evil than getting caught in a lie. The other first-years of the committee backed the professor up and claimed that I was only making the elven elixir under her instruction. It seemed the adults were more inclined to trust the words of innocent students.


  And so, this debacle ended with my blessing staying a secret. Though I was told I could rest, I couldn’t relax in front of the headmaster and director. I leaned against the wall and let out a long sigh. My arms were throbbing and sore since I’d turned the handle of the juicer for so long.


  “Ugh, I’m tired…” I muttered.


  Gem turned into a chair, and I sat on it, exhaustion apparent on my face. My familiar reached out its tentacles toward my arm, offering a massage, but I was afraid of its strength and declined. I massaged my own arms when someone held a hand over me, summoning a magic circle. A warm glow enveloped my arm, and I was no longer in pain.


  “Wh-What was that?!” I gasped.


  “I used a basic healing spell. That’s all,” a familiar voice said.


  I looked up, and there was Vil, standing over me.


  “Th-Thank you,” I replied. “Er, you learned how to use healing spells, I see.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “I only skimmed a few books, but I can at least use some easy charms.”


  Healing magic could supposedly only be learned when one entered a sacred school, but Vil was able to use it after a bit of reading.


  “I can’t use any advanced spells, so don’t have high hopes for that,” he added.


  “R-Right,” I muttered.


  We weren’t allowed to be in contact with each other, but on this occasion, the headmaster, director, and Professor Whipp were willing to turn a blind eye, though maybe they were just too busy to worry about us.


  “Well done, Misha,” Vil said warmly.


  He gently stroked my head, and those words were all I needed for my exhaustion to vanish.
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  ***


  AROUND a hundred students had fallen ill from the food served at the ball. Some had headaches and stomachaches, while others fainted or vomited repeatedly. All of them recovered significantly after drinking the tea or juice I made for them, thanks to my blessing.


  To investigate the cause, Professor Whipp was entrusted with the food served at the ball so she could look into it further. Results came a week later. The cause came from jelly and marzipan. Staph food poisoning, or Staphylococcus aureus, caused the rapid onset of sickness among students. These bacteria lurked on one’s skin or in the nasal cavities and hair. Now that we knew the cause, the next step was to inspect whoever was involved in making the food to search for the infected person.


  In my past life, chefs usually did stool tests and stuff before they were assigned to the job, but it seemed that wasn’t the normal process in this world. And so, it was likely that whoever was infected didn’t even realize it. Professor Whipp then inspected every chef to check who the carrier was, but she said she couldn’t find the source of the bacteria.


  She also looked into the first-years on the organizing committee, who had been serving food and drinks in the venue, but the infected person was never found. In other words, the best guess she could make was that the food and items had been contaminated before they were ever prepped and cooked. The terrifying part of Staphylococcus aureus was that while the bacteria were weak and killed by heat, the enterotoxins it created were highly heat-stable and could withstand normal cooking methods. This allowed the bacteria to persist.


  If the ingredients were contaminated before they were cooked, there was virtually no way for the chefs to prevent this sort of outbreak. The school concluded that the place where they sourced their ingredients was the culprit and promptly changed merchants. They also purchased some magic tools to thoroughly inspect the food and test if the ingredients were contaminated from the start.


  Following this incident, the first-years on the organizing committee would occasionally meet up to reflect upon our actions. Obviously, the food poisoning wasn’t our fault, and we had no means of preventing it, but many of us had thought that if we hadn’t come up with a plan to provide treats to the ball, this accident would’ve never happened.


  Albina took it the hardest, shouldering the blame since she was the leader of our group and the one who came up with the plan. We all tried our best to cheer her up, but she still looked as gloomy as ever.


  “Albina, no one is blaming us for this,” I said gently.


  “I know, but…” Albina muttered as she let out another sigh.


  Even Jurgen and Fabe looked grim as they cast their disappointed, sad gazes on the floor. Lia, on the other hand, was strong and tough as she helped me cheer the others up. She seemed the sensitive type, but I was wrong; I was so glad she had this resilient side.


  I wasn’t carefree enough to say everything ended up all right since all the students were cured, but I was also glad that my blessing was good enough to treat everyone’s symptoms effectively. Had it been botulinum or E. coli, I was highly doubtful that my blessings would’ve done the trick.


  Sanitary conditions in this world weren’t as good as those in contemporary Japan, where I spent my past life, but much of the food and water was purified to ensure we wouldn’t get sick from eating. Still, there were regions that used well water and rivers as their source, and some agricultural regions would directly sprinkle human waste onto crops as fertilizer. That sort of practice may have caused the food poisoning at our ball.


  “Had I not greedily hoped to score more benefits, this sort of accident would’ve never happened…” Albina muttered sadly.


  “There’s no way of knowing the future,” I insisted. “You couldn’t have predicted that this would happen. Shake it off! I’m sure that someone will look at the fabulous menu you created and applaud you for how you challenged yourself.”


  “She’s right!” Lia enthused.


  But our words couldn’t turn Albina’s frown into a smile. I can only hope that time will heal her heart… As Lia and I continued our efforts to cheer up the group, a second-year prefect approached us.


  “There you are,” the prefect said. “I’ve been looking all over for you guys.”


  Albina’s face went white as a sheet. “D-Do you need something from us?”


  “Head Prefect Lindenburg has summoned you all. Follow me.”


  “O-Okay…”


  One could practically hear the tears in Albina’s voice; we were being summoned by none other than the head prefect himself. We all trembled nervously as we followed the second-year, and when we entered the prefect room, Vil was already there, waiting for us. The air was so heavy and awkward that I felt compelled to rush out of the room.


  “Ah, I see that everyone is here,” Vil said, his voice booming within the nervous room. “Now then, you must know why you’ve been summoned by me, I trust?”


  We all faced the floor, trying to hide our distress. Did he at least want to hear a word of apology from us for this incident? If Albina is too scared to speak, the least I can do is apologize in her stead and hope we can be let off the hook… But before I could say anything at all, Vil brought out a thick stack of envelopes.


  “I want each of you to come get your envelope,” he said. “First, the representative of the first-years, Albina von Noidheim.”


  “Y-Yes?!” Albina stammered. Her eyes grew wide as she stepped forward, and Vil handed her an envelope.


  “This is a boon from the school,” he said. “Take it.”


  “A-A boon?” Albina stuttered.


  “That’s right.”


  He means benefits, right? He went on to hand an envelope to every first-year on the organizing committee.


  “I’ve been told that during the food poisoning incident at the ball, you all quickly jumped into action to nurse the sickly students and create potions to soothe their ailments,” Vil said. “The headmaster and director have regarded your noble actions highly and agreed they were worthy of providing you with certain boons from the school. Thanks to all of your hard work, the commotion was kept to a minimum, and everyone was cured. On behalf of the school, I truly thank you for all your hard work.”


  The moment Albina heard those words, a tear slipped free. The organizing committee’s hard work had been rewarded. Surely, she wouldn’t blame herself anymore.


  “Once you’ve checked the contents of the envelope, head back to class,” Vil said before he left the room.


  As we were left behind, we could only stare in astonishment at our gifts. Only Jurgen rustled through his envelope.


  “Hey!” he cried, snapping us back to our senses. “I got a teleporting scroll to Ruhig, the restaurant on the highest floor! Awesooome!”


  We all quickly peeked into our envelopes to check our benefits, and we smiled with excitement. Albina’s cheeks turned pink with delight when she saw the contents of her envelope.


  “I-I’m so glad…” she said.


  She looked visibly relieved as she cried, and Lia and I hugged our leader tightly. I checked the contents of my envelope last; I already had a teleporting scroll to Ruhig, so I wasn’t sure if I’d receive the same benefit twice.


  “Oh?” I gasped.


  In my envelope was a card—a voucher for a free flying tool at the student store. Only I had been given a different benefit than my peers. As I peered happily at the coupon, Jurgen snuck a peek.


  “Hey! Ritual’s got a flying tool voucher!” he shouted. “Lucky!”


  “But of course!” Albina said sternly. “Misha’s the only one who made those magical elixirs under the orders of Professor Whipp. She worked harder than all of us combined, you know!”


  “True, but still…” Jurgen said with envy.


  Whew, thank goodness… Everyone still thinks that the “potions” I made were under Professor Whipp’s orders… 


  In any case, it seemed the first-years’ meeting was a huge success. We managed to score the benefits that we wanted.


   


   


   


  Chapter 3: Preparing for the Winter Holiday!


   


  TODAY, Alice, Ehr, and I headed to the student store to buy a flying tool for class. Alice already had her tool reserved, but she tagged along because she had some time on her hands.


  “I’m broke, you know?” Ehr said. “If it’s cheap, I don’t mind flying on a plank of wood or something.”


  “Completely out of the question!” Alice chided. “You must buy one that’s safe for you to use!”


  “Aw…”


  Ever since the ball, it seemed Alice and Ehr grew closer. I’d thought that maybe Ehr wasn’t fond of girls like Alice, but I couldn’t have been more wrong; the two of them got along really well.


  “Why don’t you wish to use money?” Alice asked frankly, posing a question that even I feared to ask.


  But Ehr didn’t seem to mind one bit. “Because my guardian, an old man that I have no blood ties to, is paying my tuition for me. The tuition is expensive enough as it is, so I want to save as much money as possible. Or else, I’ll be hurting myself when I have to pay him back.”


  “Goodness, I had no idea! But if this man became your guardian, surely, you have no obligation to pay him back?”


  “Maybe not, but I still feel bad.”


  Ehr’s guardian was unmarried and had no children, meaning that supporting a child was of little issue. I agreed that there was no need for Ehr to repay his debt, but my conscientious friend didn’t see it that way.


  “I see you have a different way of thinking about things,” Alice remarked. “Ever since I was born, I’ve been relying on my parents’ support and wealth. I took everything that was given to me without a second thought. Even for this flying tool, my parents decided the best fit for me and reserved it without telling me.”


  Her parents had apparently selected a magic carpet, known for its safety. She accepted their decision without a second thought. 


  “That’s okay for you,” Ehr said. “We were just born and raised under different circumstances, that’s all.”


  “Oh? But I don’t agree,” Alice replied. “An independent person must think about the best solution for themselves and prevent any frivolous spending of money. There are better ways to use wealth, after all.”


  Ehr, surprised by this retort, faced her, wide-eyed.


  “The more friends I make, the easier it is for me to listen to different schools of thought,” Alice continued. “It provides an excellent opportunity for me to consider my opinions and perhaps change them if I deem that necessary. I find myself very blessed that I’m in an environment like this.”


  “Huh… Well, yeah, you’ve got a point,” Ehr said. “I agree.”


  Alice flashed a beautiful smile in response. I was initially worried that I might need to step between them to prevent any bickering, but it wasn’t necessary. Both of my friends had their own ideas and opinions on certain matters, and they were fine with that. Maybe they’re more commendable than some adults, I thought.


  “It’s been a while since I’ve visited the store,” Ehr said, switching subjects.


  “It’s been a while for me, too,” I replied.


  The store was chock-full of enticing tools and delicious snacks that tempted me to drop a lot of money on them. The best thing to do was to avoid the area entirely to prevent any frivolous spending.


  “I don’t visit the store all that much either,” Alice confessed. “Most of my necessities are sent to me from home. Perhaps I should take the opportunity to visit it every now and then.”


  As we chatted away, we eventually reached the store, one of Vizer’s pride and joy. It was about the size of two classrooms and decked out with a variety of tempting products.


  “Misha, look! An automatic writing pen!” Ehr cried.


  “Ugh, I’d love that!”


  The pen, stored in a glass case, was a tool that would record everything the user said. It could also respond to words said by others, making it a very useful and nice item to have.


  “Three gold coins per pen…” I muttered. “Who is this for? It’s such a hefty price tag.”


  “My father has many of these pens,” Alice said.


  “Duke Kirsten never fails to impress me…”


  There were even notebooks with magic circle templates, a doll that could repeat text for memorization, a parrot that could read text out loud, a small firecracker that could nullify failed spells, and a myriad of other convenient tools to have.


  “Misha, what’s that colorful corner over there?” Alice asked.


  “They’re enchanted snacks,” I replied. “Do you know of them?”


  “I do… They’re food, right?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  Enchanted snacks were like cheap treats in this world; they were funny little sweets that had spells cast upon them. These snacks came from downtown; in my region, I hadn’t heard about these goodies at all.


  “Ehr’s our leading expert on these treats,” I said.


  “Heh heh, you can call me your professor in this field!” Ehr said proudly. “I can give a short lesson on these snacks! This one’s called rainbow jewel candy. If you pop one in your mouth, you can change your voice into a random tone. It lasts for only a minute, but it’s still pretty cool.”


  “Very interesting…” Alice mused.


  There was also frog candy, which let the user temporarily hop very high, super-spicy chips that made one breathe fire, chocolates with cards that let one summon magical creatures for a few seconds, and bubble juice, which helped one breathe underwater after drinking. There was a healthy variety of snacks with all sorts of fun effects. Alice listened to Ehr’s lecture, her eyes twinkling with excitement at this newfound genre of treats. When I snuck a glance at her shopping basket, it was filled to the brim with sweets.


  “Misha, are you gonna buy anything?” Ehr asked.


  “Hmm…” I muttered as I reached out and grabbed a bag of super-spicy chips.


  Claire might like this one… I decided to send some goodies back to my sister. But now isn’t the time to squeal over treats. We’re here to buy a flying tool for class.


  “Should we go pick out a flying tool?” I suggested.


  “Good idea,” Ehr agreed.


  “We were too distracted by the snacks,” Alice said.


  In the back of the store was the flying tool section. The most popular model was the skateboard, known as the skyboard in this world. Ehr excitedly reached out and grabbed a skyboard painted with a flame design, but his eyes grew wide when he saw the price tag.


  “What?! One and a half gold coins?!” he yelped. “Why is it so expensive?!”


  A gold coin was worth around 100,000 yen back in my previous life. 150,000 yen for this skyboard… Indeed, a commoner would’ve found this sort of price tag ludicrous for school materials that were required for class. 


  As Ehr gloomily tried to place the board back, Alice stopped him. “Wait, Ehr,” she said. “That skyboard suits you. Perhaps it’s because your red eyes are accentuated well by the flame design.”


  “Y-You think so?” Ehr asked.


  “Yes. I believe your eyes are that color because you’ve got one of the Four Basic Elements.”


  As Alice had stated, those with a strong affinity for a certain element would also have remnants of their element show up in their appearances, such as their eyes and hair. I’d never seen anyone with eyes as red as Ehr’s before, proving that his element showed up strongly.


  “My mom’s eyes weren’t red, so I think my element’s affecting my appearance,” Ehr agreed.


  “I knew it!” Alice cried. “Then I think that skyboard is perfect for you!”


  “Y-Yeah? But it’s so expensive…”


  “Why don’t you try asking your guardian about it?”


  “Huh… I guess I’ve never done that before…” He glanced at me, hoping to hear my opinion as well.


  “I also think that this skyboard suits you,” I chimed in. “Why don’t you try asking him for some money for it?”


  “Hmm… All right,” Ehr relented. “But I hope it won’t sell out while I’m sending him a letter…”


  “You needn’t worry about that!” Alice replied. “You should be able to reserve it for purchase!”


  “Do what?”


  “People reserve an item all the time so that it won’t sell out. I don’t know if this store does that, but it’s certainly worth asking.”


  “Yeah, you’re right.”


  And so, we went off to the register to ask. I’d always thought that it was a shame that Ehr was forced to give up on so many things solely because money was an issue. And I would’ve never thought about reserving items… I’m so glad that Alice is here with us today.


  At the register, a cat spirit wearing a robe greeted us in a low voice. It resembled a Somali cat, its fur color similar to a fox’s.


  “Welcome,” the spirit said.


  “Excuse me, um, can I reserve this skyboard?” Ehr asked.


  “You sure can. I need you to write down your name, grade, and dorm.”


  “Okay.”


  The spirit stood up from its chair; it was about 1.8 meters tall, towering over everyone here. It used its paw to skillfully grab a parchment and a quill to hand them over to Ehr. My friend scribbled down his information.


  “Is this okay?” he asked.


  “Yup,” the spirit replied.


  Items could be reserved for half a year, which I thought was rather generous. I was certain that Ehr could receive a response by then.


  “All right, Misha! You’re up next!” Ehr said rather excitedly. “What kind of tool are you looking for?”


  “I’ve been thinking about it, but I’ve decided to settle on a broom.”


  The brooms were lined up on the walls, and their prices ranged from one to fifty silver coins.


  “The most popular looks to be the conifer wood,” Alice pointed out.


  It not only had the ability to ward off evil but also came with a free service to engrave the buyer’s name on it. With an additional three silver coins, a magic ribbon could be attached to the broom, which would save the user if they fell off. The ribbon was cute and highly popular among the girls, but the price, with all the bells and whistles, came out to be a grand total of five gold coins, which wasn’t cute at all.


  “Whatcha gonna do, Misha?” Ehr asked.


  “Hrm…” I groaned.


  As I wandered around the brooms, hoping to find the best one for me, the cat spirit called out to me.


  “Hey, you’ve got the snow element, don’t you?” the cat asked. “You should choose this one, then.”


  It offered me a broom that was white from the handle to its tip.


  “Wow… This is beautiful!” I gasped.


  “It is, isn’t it?” the cat grinned. “The handle’s made of snowy wood, and the bristles are made of snowy willow. This is a very special broom.”


  The white handle was decorated with beautiful white leather to resemble a saddle of sorts—it was a very elegant tool. Apparently, only those with the snow element could use it. Since there weren’t many snow element students at the school, it wasn’t usually stocked in the store.


  “I’m surprised you knew that I’ve got the snow element,” I said.


  “I’m a spirit,” the cat replied simply. “I can see stuff that normal people can’t.”


  “I see…”


  I gripped the broom, and oddly enough, it felt snug in my hands. Was it stimulating my mana? I felt oddly warm as well.


  “How does it feel?” the cat asked.


  “Amazing! This is a superb broom!” I gushed.


  “Purrfect, isn’t it?”


  I love it, but how much does it cost?


  “Um, may I ask for the price?” I asked gingerly.


  “Ten gold coins,” the cat replied.


  Fair enough… And sadly, I’ve got no money for a broom that costs ten gold coins… As I was about to give up, Ehr tapped me on the shoulder.


  “Uh, Misha?” he interjected. “Does price really matter to you? I don’t think that’s a reason to give it up. You’ve got that flying tool voucher with you.”


  “You’re right!” I gasped.


  Yeah! The voucher! Ehr was so concerned about his money issues that I totally forgot about the coupon!


  “Um, can I use this?” I asked.


  “Ah, a voucher,” the cat replied. “You sure can. Thanks for the purchase.”


  I could hardly believe it. Just like that, this fabulous white broom was mine. I was so happy that I clutched my precious tool tightly in my arms.


  ***


  TODAY was our day off. I decided to head with Ehr to my guardian’s manor, the city residence of House Leviathan. Ehr looked nervous to meet the marquess.


  “I didn’t know that a marquess was your guardian,” Ehr mumbled anxiously.


  “Don’t be too stiff,” I reassured him. “The Leviathans are very friendly and affable.”


  I asked the marquess if I could bring a friend over with me, and he wrote a letter back, welcoming us with open arms.


  “You don’t have to worry,” I said.


  “All right…” Ehr gazed out the window and gave a gasp of surprise. “U-Uh, are we headed into a dark and dense forest?!”


  “Yeah… There are a lot of coniferous trees around here, so it gets dark, even in the middle of the day.”


  As the carriage clattered on, Ehr spotted the massive manor from the front window.


  “U-Uh, what’s that haunted house?!” he yelped.


  “Marquess Leviathan’s manor.”


  “It looks so creepy!”


  I thought the same when I first came here… I thought. This really takes me back. Ehr looked just as surprised at the dancing black roses and mandrakes as I once was, and his eyes grew wide with disbelief when he spotted the skeleton butler. The butler was carrying a scythe today, making him look more ominous than usual.


  “Wh-Why does he have a scythe?!” Ehr cried.


  “There was some grass on his jacket, so perhaps he decided to cut some grass in the garden,” I explained.


  “He’s a hard worker!”


  It seemed the marquess’s unusual manor made all the nervousness in the air dissipate; Ehr was back to his usual self, much to my relief.


  “Oh, and Ehr, the marquess is a little on the larger side and might look scary, but he’s genuinely an extremely nice gentleman,” I said. “Don’t be so alarmed.”


  “A-All right,” Ehr replied.


  When I mentioned the marquess’s name, Ehr turned nervous again. The butler guided us into the drawing room, and Marquess and Marchioness Leviathan were there, waiting for us. The two hugged me tightly, giving me a warm welcome.


  “This is my classmate, Ehr,” I said.


  “Pleased to meet you. I’m Ehr Barre.”


  “Ah, Ehr!” the marquess started before he stopped and tilted his head to one side. “Hm?”


  “Is anything the matter, Marquess?” I asked.


  “No… It’s just that… He’s the spitting image of one of my friends during my childhood years.”


  Ehr did mention that he doesn’t know his father’s face… But is this the right moment to pry into his personal affairs? Maybe I should switch topics.


  “I met him before the entrance exams,” I quickly said. “I ran into him at a magic tool store. Isn’t that right, Ehr?”


  “Y-Yeah,” my friend nodded.


  The Leviathans happily listened to a few stories that Ehr and I had to share. Tea and snacks were brought out, and as the marchioness welcomed us warmly and with a bit of childlike innocence, Ehr slowly became more relaxed. A delightful afternoon of tea went by in the blink of an eye.


  “Ehr!” the marquess boomed, stopping Ehr just as we were about to leave. “Please, you must come visit us during the holidays!”


  “I will!” Ehr replied. “Thank you!”


  “By the by, if you don’t mind, may I also ask your mother’s name?”


  “Huh? Sure. My mother’s name is Luna.”


  “Luna… Then I suppose I was wrong…”


  Though Ehr apparently resembled the marquess’s childhood friend, the name “Luna” didn’t seem to ring a bell. Maybe the marquess made some kind of mistake.


  “But you bear such a striking resemblance… Perhaps you’re a relative…” the marquess muttered.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t count on that,” Ehr replied. “My mother said that she had no relatives she could rely on.”


  “I see… I apologize for my callousness.”


  “Don’t be. Maybe I am this person’s very distant relative. No matter the case, it makes me happy to learn that a person I might have blood relations with is still out there.”


  Ehr had no living relatives that he knew of, making him feel horribly alone and isolated. The mere thought of the loneliness that he must’ve felt made my chest tighten.


  “Ehr, let’s have a ton of fun over the holidays!” I cried.


  “We’re not kids,” Ehr replied. “We can’t just play around, can we? What do we even do?”


  “We can play card games, board games, or even go ice skating!”


  “Ice skating?”


  “Oh, I guess we can’t do that in the royal capital. In really cold areas, you can glide over the surfaces of frozen lakes. There’re shoes equipped with metallic blades on the bottom, and you can glide across the ice.”


  “Huh, that’s cool! I guess lakes can freeze in snowy regions. Sounds like fun!”


  If I could control my snow magic, I could’ve maybe caused a lake to freeze over, but as it currently stood, it was far too dangerous to attempt it. Still, I was glad that I made some plans with Ehr over the holidays. 


  Once we parted ways with the marquess and marchioness, we headed to our next destination. Ehr let out a loud and lengthy sigh.


  “You okay?” I asked worriedly.


  “Y-Yeah,” Ehr replied.


  Now, we were headed to the manor of Ehr’s guardian. According to Ehr, he hadn’t visited the place since the school entrance ceremony.


  “We’ve talked over letters, but that’s all,” Ehr confessed.


  Once a week, he would write about the events at school.


  “Every time he replies, he sends me new shirts, underwear, writing tools, textbooks, and stuff like that,” Ehr said.


  My friend insisted there was no need for all that stuff, but the old man apparently continued to send over new items every week.


  “Because of that, a lot of people in the dorms wrongly assume that I’m some rich boy,” Ehr lamented. “It’s so tough to deny that claim.”


  Though Ehr grumbled that he had no need for the items, I had no doubt that his guardian would be saddened to hear those words.


  “You know, Ehr,” I said gently, “gifts are a way for someone to express their thoughts to you. I don’t think it’s right to just outright refuse them.”


  “You’re right, but that has its limits, you know? Even if he treats me this well, I’ve no means of paying him back.”


  “Ehr…”


  He doesn’t understand what unconditional love is, does he? Maybe he never grew up with it. The mere thought almost broke my heart, and I hugged him tightly, much to Ehr’s surprise.


  “Hey?! Misha?!” he yelped. “What are you doing?”


  I ignored his cries. “Ehr. I need you to quietly listen to what I have to say.”


  Surely, Ehr would continue to foster a bond with this old man. And if that were the case, my friend needed to clear up his misunderstanding as soon as possible.


  “Ehr, the kindness and thoughtfulness you receive from your guardian is one you don’t have to return,” I said.


  “Huh?! Why not?”


  “Because it’s unconditional love.”


  One could pour a limitless amount of love into their beloved, and it still wouldn’t be enough.


  “People only grow and mature by receiving love from others,” I explained. “And once you become an adult, you use that love that has been poured into you to love others.”


  The best way to repay Ehr’s guardian was for Ehr to turn into a splendid adult himself. If he always treated his guardian preciously and was in a position to lend a helping hand whenever the old man needed it, that was more than enough. That was the only sort of repayment the guardian needed.


  “Do you understand?” I asked gently.


  Ehr gave a slight nod of understanding. Once I was done talking, I drew myself back from him.


  “Misha, you’re sorta like a mother,” Ehr remarked.


  I couldn’t believe my ears. “At least call me a big sister or something!”


  To be fair, I’m not all that young since I’ve got my memories from my past life, but still… I sure wasn’t happy to hear that I sounded old enough to have a seventeen-year-old son.


  “I’m so glad you’re my friend!” Ehr said.


  I was delighted to hear that bit. I smiled and replied that I felt the same, and finally, Ehr broke out into a gentle smile. All the while, the carriage stopped in front of a lavish manor. It stood on a street between downtown and the heart of the city. Many commoners lived here; this manor stood out in all its grand splendor.


  “This is his house,” Ehr said.


  “I-It’s very large,” I observed.


  I didn’t know that his guardian lived in a place this grand. Even from outside the carriage window, I was overwhelmed by the size. When I stepped off the carriage, I was astonished by the magnificent residence.


  “Um, Ehr, what is your guardian’s name?”


  “Huh? Oh, it’s Brand von Muller.”


  That name doesn’t ring a bell among the nobles I know of, but if it’s Muller Company, I’m certainly familiar with that… It was one of the top five massive merchant companies within the kingdom. Since the company was still going strong, I suspected that the company had been handed off to a younger brother, an illegitimate child, or someone with blood ties to the family. Since the Muller family certainly wasn’t nobility, according to my knowledge, I guessed that he’d been conferred a peerage rather recently.


  “Why do you want to know his name?” Ehr asked.


  “Well, I thought it was weird not to know the name of the person I’m visiting,” I replied.


  “Oh… Yeah, makes sense.”


  The gates were closed, leaving us to enter through the smaller door that allowed merchants to come and go. From afar, the manor was resplendent and magnificent, but when I stepped onto the premises, the garden wasn’t maintained and allowed weeds to grow wild. There were no signs of a gardener either. When Ehr knocked on the door, an elderly butler who looked to be in his seventies peered through an opening.


  “Ah, Young Master Ehr! Welcome back,” the butler said.


  “I’m not the young master,” Ehr replied.


  “My lord awaits you in the drawing room.”


  “Got it. Thank you.”


  The butler took the lead to guide Ehr inside, but my friend easily surpassed the servant. I bowed to the butler before I followed Ehr, who knocked on the door to the drawing room.


  “I’m here,” he called.


  Loud thuds shortly followed from within the room, and the door opened wide with gusto. A large man was beyond the door; he was so massive that I had to gaze up at him.


  “Welcome home, Ehr!” the man said warmly.


  He spoke energetically and brightly, genuinely elated by Ehr’s return. The guardian looked to be in his mid-forties. His hair was cut short, and there was a large scar across his cheek; his eyes were astute and bright, sharp enough to never let any openings slip past him. He was larger than Marquess Leviathan and resembled a warrior on the battlefield. I could hardly believe that a man of his stature became a merchant.


  “This is my friend Misha,” Ehr introduced.


  “Pleased to meet you. I’m Misha von Ritual.”


  “Ritual?” the man asked. “Viscount Ritual of Lawlife’s child?”


  “Th-That’s right,” I stammered.


  “Ah, I had no idea that Ehr’s friend was a lady.”


  “O-Oh …”


  The man called Baron Brand von Muller bowed his head respectfully. He encouraged us to have a seat, and we did so. The baron stared at me for a while, and I felt like prey in front of a snake.


  “Um, please don’t stare at Misha so much,” Ehr requested gently. “Er, it could be seen as…well, rude…”


  “Ah, you’re right,” the baron replied. “Forgive me. I was just very curious about the woman you chose.”


  “I chose? What do you mean?”


  The baron began to fidget like a timid child, unfitting for a man of his size. “Well… Is Lady Misha not your…romantic partner?”


  “What?!” Ehr and I gasped in unison.


  Ehr stood up swiftly. “Misha and I aren’t like that! She’s a precious friend! Just because I brought back a friend of the opposite gender, I think it’s rude to her to make an assumption like that!”


  “A-Ah, I see!” Baron Muller stammered.


  Once the misunderstanding was cleared up, the baron looked visibly relieved; I wasn’t one to miss it. Maybe the baron saw me as a potential pest clinging to Ehr. 


  “Do forgive me, Lady Misha,” the baron apologized.


  “Oh, it’s quite all right,” I told him.


  I couldn’t blame him for the misunderstanding. It was admittedly rather rare for a boy and a girl to be close friends. The baron switched topics and eagerly wished to hear about Ehr’s school life. Ehr didn’t seem keen to talk, so I told the baron about it instead. Baron Muller happily conversed with me and seemed genuinely delighted to learn more about Ehr’s life. As night rolled around, the baron invited us to dinner, but Ehr refused the offer.


  “My dorm’s got a curfew, so I should head back,” he said.


  “I see…” the baron replied.


  In truth, we still had three hours until curfew, which left plenty of time to enjoy a meal, but Ehr must’ve felt awkward staying. The baron looked sad to see Ehr go, but I respected my friend’s wishes and kept quiet about the curfew time.


  We quickly left the manor and boarded the carriage. As we rode back to school, Ehr promptly apologized to me.


  “I’m really sorry that he said something so weird, Misha!”


  “That’s okay.”


  “But yeah, a lot of people get the wrong idea when a guy and a girl are together.”


  Even at school, Ehr had been asked multiple times whether he was in a relationship with me.


  “When I tell them that we’re just friends, everyone nods along like it all makes sense,” he said.


  “I wonder what that’s supposed to mean…” I muttered.


  “I know, right?! They’re so rude!” He let out a long sigh and grumbled, “I feel like even when you marry, people will think I’m having an affair with you.”


  “Pft! Now, that’s funny. You’re so afraid of something so far into the future!”


  “Well, duh! Even when you get married, I’ll still be your friend, Misha. Forever and always.”


  “Hmm, then I must introduce you around to everyone as a friend that my husband approves of…”


  “I’m counting on you.”


  “Most certainly.”


  With my rocky past, I felt like I’d never get married, but I was happy that Ehr wished to be my friend forever. I was so delighted that I didn’t deny his assumption that I’d tie the knot with someone one day.


  ***


  TODAY was the day that we’d begin our lessons with our flying tools. I still couldn’t control my mana, and I couldn’t fly one bit, but I was excited that I could use my tool today. The broom that I’d bought at the store was pure white, and I absolutely loved it.


  Ehr got his own skyboard as well. He affectionately called it “Flame,” and I decided to call my broom “Blizzard.” We all had our tools stored in personal lockers, and we quickly took them out to head to the schoolyard. I grabbed Blizzard and followed my classmates.


  “What a beautiful broom,” Prince Rena said.


  I whirled around to face her with delight.


  “I’ve never seen a broom white from the handle to its bristles,” she remarked.


  “It’s apparently a broom meant for those of the snow element,” I replied.


  “Ah, that’s fascinating.”


  The prince tried to head to the schoolyard while she spoke with me. She was empty-handed, and I asked where her tool was.


  “Mine’s stored in my bracelet,” she replied.


  “Ah… That sounds convenient.”


  Gem rolled up beside me and opened its adorable mouth wide.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  It extended a tentacle and pointed at Blizzard.


  “My Blizzard?” I inquired.


  It then pointed to its mouth as though to ask me to pop the broom inside.


  “Right! You can store items, can’t you?!”


  But unlike brooches and writing utensils, a broom was larger and took up more space.


  “Are you sure that you can handle something this big?” I asked.


  Gem nodded confidently and urged me to hurry.


  “I’m not all that eager to shove something this big in your mouth, but…”


  I worried that my familiar would grow as large as Blizzard, but if I didn’t hurry, classes would start soon. I had no time to spare.


  “Here I go, Gem!”


  It wagged its tentacle around, urging me to hurry. I steeled myself and shoved my broom into my familiar’s mouth. Gem shook its body a little and swallowed Blizzard with ease.


  “You’re amazing!” I gasped.


  My familiar swallowed the broom without shifting its size or form.


  “Your familiar never ceases to amaze and impress me,” Prince Rena observed.


  “Thank you. Gem really is so skilled and wonderful. It’s always such a huge help to me.”


  While I was honored by the prince’s compliment, I also felt a bit bad; my poor memory likely prevented Gem from unleashing its full potential. I was unable to use my familiar to the best of its abilities. But Gem wasn’t the type who loved to help out anyway; it generally helped me out on a whim. I didn’t actually mind that either, so perhaps we were compatible with each other.


  My classmates had gathered in the yard to show off their flying tools. Alice displayed her magic carpet in the pattern of a cat; it was modeled after her familiar, Kitty. Noah’s flying tool looked like a pair of angel wings. I was a bit curious how he’d take flight with that. Prince Rena’s boat was the most lavish of the bunch, and it was eye-catching as well.


  “Your tool is fabulous, Your Highness,” a classmate said.


  “Truly,” another agreed.


  Everyone voiced their compliments as they saw the prince’s tool, which took the form of a rowboat. It was so large that I worried it’d deplete a lot of mana per use, but I noticed magic stones adorning the front and back of the vessel, which likely provided flight support. Some tools took the shape of umbrellas while others looked like chairs or wooden horses. Flight tools of all shapes and sizes were gathered, and I was excited to see how each one flew.


  Though there were many varieties of unusual flying tools, by far, the most common were the brooms. But even brooms had some differences. The bristles could be made of feathers, leaves, or flowers, and they were all fun to see. We were all happy chatting away, but unfortunately, class soon started mercilessly, cutting us all off.


  Professor Ein arrived and taught us the basics of how to wield our tools.


  “First, you must have your tool sense your mana,” she explained. “Connect your mana to it. Until you can do this step, you won’t be able to soar through the sky.”


  This method was derived from the Levitation charm, but since our target was so big, it was exponentially more difficult to control our mana.


  “I’ve set up a special barrier so that you won’t fly very far,” the professor said. “You have nothing to fear. Do what you can.”


  We split up into groups of three. Alice and Ehr approached me at the same time, so we happily formed a trio.


  “Let’s do this, Misha!” Ehr said.


  “Yeah!” I replied. “Alice, good luck to you too!”


  “You as well,” Alice answered.


  Prince Rena teamed up with Noah and a member of her entourage. That relieved me; the past two times, I’d paired up with Her Highness, earning quite a bit of unwanted attention.


  “Now then, follow my lead!” the professor shouted. She took out her broom, which was about as tall as her, and sat atop it. There was no saddle; she simply sat on the handle. 


  Ehr leaned toward me. “Misha, that’s got to hurt, right?” he whispered.


  “Oh, a hundred percent,” I whispered back.


  “Why are you two grinning?” Alice asked, noticing our whispers. “What are you two talking about?”


  “Er, uh…” Ehr started.


  “It’s nothing, really,” I quickly added.


  While we were talking about silly matters, the professor showed us an example.


  “Take flight, Volare!” the professor chanted.


  At once, her broom floated in the air, and our class let out gasps of awe.


  “Control your mana. Try to at least float in the air first!” Professor Ein coached.


  And so, class began. The professor even gave us a height limit for this exercise.


  “Only fly as high as my knees,” she said. “You won’t score extra points even if you can float higher than that.”


  The most important bit to flying magic was stability. In other words, one had to control their mana well for a stable flight, and this was by far my weakest field. Can I fly well? I’m so worried… I needed my tool and focus.


  “Gem, could I have that broom, please?”


  A large handle was handed to me, but the moment I touched it, it was much smoother than the Blizzard that I was familiar with.


  With a gasp, I turned to my tool. “Wh-What the?!”


  In my hands wasn’t Blizzard, but Gem, in the form of a broom.


  “You okay, Misha?” Ehr asked.


  “Whatever is the matter?” Alice inquired.


  “Gem transformed into a magic broom…” I told them. “That caught me off guard.”


  A tiny pair of eyes was at the end of the broom handle, looking up at me with glittering hope as though it wanted me to use it.


  “I’ve never even seen a familiar turn into a magic tool before,” I said. “I’d like to test this next time, but for today, may I please just have Blizzard, Gem?”


  My familiar, satisfied with that offer, peeled away from the broom and handed me my tool.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  I petted my familiar, who turned flat like an empty husk, and it bounced back to its normal spherical shape. For this lesson, one student would try to fly at a time, and the other two would watch; if anything went awry, the students would tell the professor immediately. As we discussed who would go first, Ehr volunteered for the spot. He claimed that he was quite good at the Levitation charm.


  “Here I go!” He placed his beloved Flame onto the ground, stood on top of it, and gripped his wand to recite the charm. “Take flight, Volare!”


  Alice and I nervously watched on as Ehr gradually floated into the air. He soared higher and higher, up to the professor’s knees, and stopped.


  “Y-You did it!” Alice cried.


  “You’re amazing!” I shouted.


  But the moment we praised him, he lost his balance. His hands flew every which way, and he fell off Flame, though he was able to expertly land on the ground. At least he isn’t hurt!


  “Dammit…” he grumbled. “I was off to a good start, too…”


  “Hm, that was indeed an excellent attempt,” the professor said. Yet, despite her praise, she gave him ten points out of a hundred, a shockingly low score.


  “What?! That’s so low!” Ehr cried. “I was about as high as your knees, Professor!”


  “As I mentioned before, what’s important is mana control,” Professor Ein replied. “If you lost your balance so easily, it means that your body can’t keep up with the spell.”


  I guess good balance is incredibly important…


  “Huh… Yeah, I think I get it,” Ehr said. “I was so bothered about using the spell and taking flight, but I never really thought about my own balance atop Flame…”


  “Focus on supporting your body next time,” the professor advised.


  “Noted. Thank you very much!”


  Though Ehr had fallen off his board and received a low score, he boldly made his second attempt. The professor was watching him, which would make any student nervous, but he showed incredible concentration.


  “Take flight, Volare!”


  Flame slowly floated up again and stopped just at the professor’s knees. This time around, Ehr maintained his position in the air. He turned to the professor proudly.


  “Fantastic!” Professor Ein praised him. “But flying is only half the battle. You should be able to land well, too. Give it a go.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Much like how one would slowly turn the fire down for a stove, one would have to gradually reduce one’s mana during their descent.


  “Yes!” Ehr crowed as he made a safe landing.


  “Hm, indeed, this was a perfect flight, I must admit,” the professor said.


  Ehr happily took in his victory before he turned stern again and gave a deep bow toward the professor. She then turned to Alice and urged her to give it a shot with the Levitation charm.


  Alice shook her head. “I-I’m sorry. I think I’m still a bit nervous… I need some time to steady my heart.”


  “Okay, then I can go first,” I offered. I asked the professor to watch my attempt.


  “Ritual, you’ve tried twice before, and both times, you were able to float a millimeter in the air, I believe,” the professor recounted.


  “Yeah…”


  “Good luck!” Ehr cheered.


  “Thanks!”


  I hopped atop Blizzard and concentrated. As I tried to focus on my mana, I realized something different from before. I can easily feel my mana now… I recalled what Vil had told me before to envision a waterfall, and I felt a deluge of mana just like that time. I have to control the flow of the waterfall. I can do it. I don’t know why I feel so oddly confident, but I do. I can do this.


  “Take flight, Volare!”


  At once, I took to the skies, much higher than I expected. I was about as high as the professor’s line of sight.


  “Ritual, too high!” the professor warned. “Fly lower to the ground!”


  “Yes, ma’am!”


  Calm down. Just adjust the height. Like you’re slowly turning a faucet off. I just need to decrease my mana amount. Calm down… Take it slow… I can do this. I know I can. I slowly made my descent and stopped precisely at her knees.


  “Well done! Keep that up, Ritual!” Professor Ein encouraged.


  I stayed in the air for around ten seconds before I slowly made my descent. Once I safely reached the ground, my knees buckled, and I sank to the grass; Ehr and Alice hastily supported me and helped me back on my feet.


  “Well done, Ritual! That was fantastic!” Professor Ein praised. “You improved in such a short amount of time!”


  “Y-Yes…” I stammered.


  Even I was surprised by how well that went. But this isn’t because of my skill… It’s thanks to Vil, who gave me a good tip, and above all, probably this Blizzard, which is very compatible with my element. 


  When the professor left us, Alice hugged me tightly.


  “Misha, that was wonderful!” she said. “You flew beautifully!”


  “Th-Thank you.”


  “Way to go!” Ehr complimented. “You said you aren’t good at the Levitation charm, but it doesn’t seem that way!”


  “I’m actually surprised myself,” I replied.


  Was I unable to use my mana to its fullest because I didn’t have access to the right tools? The wand I bought from the store had been recommended to me by the staff; it was made from solidified icicles. I gripped my wand again; it was comfortable in my hand, and I felt my mana being stimulated, but it felt completely different from Blizzard.


  All too late, I realized the difference. My wand, made of icicles, was of the ice element, while Blizzard was the snow element. The latter was more compatible with my mana, which allowed me to improve significantly. The wand had cost me a pretty penny, but it felt best to buy a new one of the snow element.


  At least I know what works best for me now. That’s a huge first step forward.


  “You’re up next, Alice,” I said.


  “R-Right…” she replied. “I shall do my best.”


  She unfurled her magic carpet and laid it on the ground. I thought that the carpet would get dirty, but it floated in the air ever so slightly. The edges of the carpet were embroidered with a spell, and it glimmered beautifully. It wasn’t made of normal thread but a special type with magic woven into it.


  “Wow…” I gasped. “This carpet can fly on its own!”


  “Yes,” Alice confirmed. “Only when it’s unfurled does the spell activate, and it floats about.”


  But this was only to prevent the carpet from getting dirty; it couldn’t help one fly in the sky on its own. Which means that this is also just a tool, and a user is required to wield it. Alice removed her shoes and daintily sat on the carpet.


  “No shoes allowed, huh?” Ehr muttered.


  “So it seems,” I replied.


  Alice’s body was tilting slightly, and I could see why.


  “You shouldn’t sit so close to the edge, Alice,” I warned. “You should sit in the middle, where it’s safer and more stable.”


  “I know, but that’s where Kitty’s face is embroidered!” she wailed. “I can’t sit on her face!”


  She’s nothing if not devoted to her familiar. I shrugged my shoulders. How can I convince her to put her safety first?


  “If you sit weirdly and you get hurt, I think Kitty will be distraught by that,” Ehr pointed out.


  “Oh… Y-You’re right,” Alice agreed.


  That was all it took. She sat in the middle of the carpet, where she was much safer.


  “H-Here I go!” she cried, bracing herself. “Take flight, Volare!”


  The carpet jumped into the air and stopped precisely at the height of the professor’s knees. It remained there for a while.


  “You’re doing very well!” I said.


  “A-Am I?” Alice asked worriedly.


  “Yes! I’ve no reason to lie here!”


  Alice safely landed on the ground after several moments and was welcomed with a round of applause by Ehr. Since we finished our side of the lesson, we observed the rest of the class. Prince Rena deftly steered her ship around and displayed excellent control of her mana. Noah fluttered beautifully into the sky, resembling an angel from Heaven. Everyone’s doing pretty well… 


  At the end of the lesson, Professor Ein dropped a bombshell on us.


  “In your second semester, there’ll be an extracurricular class where you head to the snowy mountains,” she said. “You’ll have reindeer—magical creatures—pull your sled. Starting our next lesson, you’ll learn how to control the vehicle that the magical creatures pull.”


  The snowy mountain was owned by Vizer and was used for a host of events that could strengthen students’ minds and bodies. I could only pray that the mountains weren’t as tough as those in my hometown.


  Our flying lesson drew to a close. Ehr, Alice, and I discussed the snowy mountain trip that was soon to come.


  “A lesson in the mountains, huh?” Ehr said. “I wonder which has more snow: the mountains or Misha’s home.”


  “I imagine the mountains,” I replied.


  “But I don’t want your hometown to lose either!”


  “This isn’t a competition.”


  As we chatted away, Alice giggled adorably at us.


  “You two really seem so close,” she said through chuckles.


  “Not really,” I replied.


  “Yeah, we’re just the normal amount of close,” Ehr agreed.


  As the words left our lips, we could no longer hold ourselves back. We both burst into a fit of laughter. And so, our boisterous laughing continued as we jovially chatted away while returning to the classroom. 


  This class with my friends is so much fun… I guess this is what enjoying your youth is really like.


  ***


  I continued exchanging letters with Vil whenever he sent over magical creatures so that I could deliver food to him. Today, I reported back to him that I had controlled my magic well in class, and he replied with joy, celebrating my win. Tomorrow was the day that the month-long restriction would end. We could finally meet again. When he wrote me a message saying he wished to see me again soon, my cheeks grew hot.


  I felt like we were a couple that was prevented from our secret rendezvous, and the mere thought made me blush. I kept telling myself that he didn’t like me like that, that I was no one special. Vil was a diligent and earnest young man, and surely, he just wanted to thank me directly for the meals. He wanted to meet me because he had something to talk about, not because he loved me or anything. I tried to reason with my own mind.


  Still, my heart wouldn’t stop racing, and I felt restless. Since I had some time on my hands, I stood in the kitchen. This morning, I’d received some apples from Prince Rena, and I decided to bake them for dessert.


  I rolled up my sleeves and started to wash the fruit. Once I dried them with a cloth, I could practically hear them squeak because they were so clean. The red apples glistened like rubies, and I used a paring knife to cut out the core. I stuffed the apples with raisins, butter, cinnamon, and sugar and baked them in the oven.


  While they baked, I made sure that the core wouldn’t go to waste. After I sterilized a jar in boiling water, I added the apple cores, some water, and malt sugar before putting the lid on top—this could create wild yeast. All that was left to do was to place it in a cool place away from the direct sunlight. Once a day, I’d check on the jar and give it a good shake to stir the contents. After five days, I’d have some nice apple yeast.


  The Lawlife lands were too cold, and yeast didn’t grow well; I had to wrap the jar in a cloth and leave it a short distance away from the fireplace. But winters in the royal capital weren’t too cold, and even in normal temperatures, it was warm enough for fermentation. Since apple yeast didn’t ferment all that well, it would have to be made into levain.


  Making a starter was actually quite a bit of work. I started by mixing yeast water, malt sugar, and flour into a bowl. This mixture would be set out to ferment for about five hours, and I’d add more flour, water, and sugar. This would ferment for a whole day, and that would be my levain. This yeast was excellent for baking bread, and I was less likely to mess up than with wild yeast.


  When I was in Lawlife, we always lit the bread kiln once a week; this allowed us to plan ahead and make levain precisely for that day so that it’d be ready for baking. Since the servants couldn’t bake enough bread to last us a week, my sister, Claire, and I would often pitch in to help. A mere few months ago, baking bread had been a part of my routine, and my life in Lawlife felt like a nostalgic memory. 


  How odd… I thought. It’s only been a few months… A hearty ding from the oven snapped me out of my revelry—my apples were done.


  “Looks good,” I said with satisfaction.


  I drizzled some honey over one and enjoyed the sweet treat with a mug of warm milk. The apple was cooked well and was delicious. When I cut it up with a fork, the soft fruit gave way easily. I blew on my bite to cool it down before placing the fork into my mouth. The spice of the cinnamon and the sweetness of the honey filled my nose before the tartness of the apple and the richness of the butter hit my tongue. This is delicious, if I may say so myself. If I added a scoop of ice cream to it, it would’ve been perfect, but ice cream was a treat that couldn’t be bought so easily in this world.


  I felt tempted to smear some of the apple over bread and eat it like jam, but I was worried about eating too much at night. I didn’t want to gain weight. I held myself back and enjoyed the apple on its own. This sort of indulgence was nothing short of pure bliss, and I polished off my plate of baked apple.


  ***


  THE next morning, I sliced some pain de campagne, which I received from Her Highness two days ago. I prepared a paste with boiled egg and grilled, thinly sliced potatoes, along with an open sandwich of smoked salmon and herb salt. I’d prepared soup the night before, made of potatoes and rosemary.


  That was actually easy and quick. I guess I’ve got some time to pick some fresh herbs for tea. I rushed out of the cabin to pick some herbs when I spotted Vil sitting on a bench in front of the garden with an army of Japanese robins, much to my surprise.


  “Vilfried?!” I gasped.


  “Misha!” Vil cried.


  He took large strides toward me. I couldn’t have expected what he did next as he drew me close for a tight embrace.


  “Huh?!” I gasped.


  “I’m so glad that you seem to be doing so well,” he said.


  “Y-Yes, I’m doing well.”


  It’d only been a month, but I’d never dreamed that he’d reunite with me in such a passionate way.


  “Wh-Why are you here?” 


  “You mentioned that you became a lot better at controlling your mana yesterday,” he explained. “I just couldn’t sit still when I heard the good news! I thought I’d take a quick glance at your face and head for school.”


  “I-I see…”


  I didn’t expect him to be so overjoyed by my accomplishment, and I felt so honored. But if anyone sees us hugging, they might get the wrong idea! It was then that I heard a loud thud. I turned toward the noise and spotted Prince Rena; she’d dropped an armful of ingredients that she planned on bringing to me this morning.


  “Uh…” I started.


  “H-Hello. Good morning,” the prince stammered, her smile clearly strained.


  I couldn’t blame her. She’d just spotted her older cousin hugging a fellow classmate.


  “Er, Misha, I think I’ve got something to do today,” she said. “I’ll head to school first.”


  “But what about breakfast?” I asked.


  “You can have my share, Vil. I think I’ll eat at the school cafeteria today.” The prince whirled around. “I’ll leave you two youngsters alone now.”


  What is she on about? But before I could stop her, she ran away. Vil and I could only watch her go, astonished. Er… I feel like that was a huge misunderstanding, but again, that’s not her fault. She saw us hugging, so I can see how she assumed we’re close.


  I wriggled out of Vil’s arms and let out a huge sigh. No doubt that if we spent more time together, people would keep getting the wrong idea. It was best to nip these sorts of misunderstandings in the bud.


  “Um, Vilfried, I’ve been thinking…” I started. “You might be a bit too close to me.”


  “But of course,” Vil replied. “You’re my auxiliary student.”


  “If you had a different auxiliary student, would you hug them like you just did with me?”


  He tilted his head in confusion. “I’ll never ask for anyone else but you to support me in that way. So I can’t answer your question.”


  Okay… But, uh, that doesn’t really solve the fundamental issue…


  “Um, don’t you think Prince Rena got the wrong idea about our relationship?”


  “The wrong idea? Like how?” he inquired.


  I groaned and fidgeted nervously; I didn’t expect this man to be so dense. But I can’t back down here! Even if it’s embarrassing, I ought to set the record straight!


  “If a boy and a girl are seen hugging in an isolated place like this, everyone will assume that we’ve got some hidden relationship!” I cried. “Like we’re dating in secret!”


  “Ah, that’s what you mean,” Vil mused. “I get it now.”


  He’s so smart, so why is he so slow when it comes to something this simple? For whatever reason, Vil managed to keep a straight face throughout this conversation. Did he truly get what I meant? Why did he look unfazed? I let out my second sigh of the day.


  “I’ll go and tell Prince Rena the truth to clear up the misunderstanding,” I reassured him.


  “No need for that,” Vil replied.


  “I know, but— Wait, what?!”


  “I’ll handle it just fine. Can you trust me? You don’t have to try to do anything yourself.”


  I could hardly believe my ears. This man, who had two Japanese robins perched on each shoulder, looked so confident that I didn’t have it in me to ask what he exactly meant by that.


  “E-Er, shall we have breakfast together then?” I offered.


  “Are you sure you don’t mind?” he asked.


  “Yes, since Prince Rena is apparently going to dine at the cafeteria.”


  I asked Gem to bring the table and some chairs outside the cabin, along with breakfast. I planned on making some fresh herbal tea, but I didn’t have time for that anymore; Vil would have to make do with some warm water. I lined up the food and cups, poured some warm water, and offered him the drink.


  “What is this transparent liquid?” he asked.


  “Warm water.”


  “Warm…water… I’ve never had water that was just warm. Is this normal or traditional in the Lawlife demesne?”


  No, Lawlife people don’t drink this either… But what am I supposed to say? That in my past life, this was a healthy beverage, and I had it often because I couldn’t even afford tea leaves?


  “It’s just boiled water that’s been cooled,” I told him. “It’s good for swelling and on cold days.”


  “I see…” Vil said, intrigued.


  Obviously, it was just water, so there was no distinct taste or smell. He looked baffled by it.


  “It can warm your body up and help remove toxins from your system as well,” I explained.


  “Oh? How interesting…” Vil muttered. “Maybe I should include warm water in my diet as well…”


  Sounds like a health-conscious decision. But it’s better than drinking only coffee and tea every single day. It’s a good change, I think.


  “And how do you make this?” Vil asked.


  “Boil some water in a magic stone pot,” I said. “And then allow the water to cool until you can comfortably drink it.”


  “That’s all?”


  “That’s all. After classes and such, if you give me a shout, I can make it for you.”


  “Thank you.”


  I didn’t think he’d be so curious about warm water… Vil seemed to have taken a liking to this simple drink, however, and he gulped down his cup heartily. As we enjoyed the open sandwich of smoked salmon, we started to talk about how I learned to control my mana better.


  “Ah… So, you needed tools that were precisely your element…” Vil ruminated. “I hadn’t considered that.”


  “Me neither,” I replied. “My current wand made of icicles was rather compatible with me, so I thought I was set on that end.”


  The ice element was rather similar to the snow element; perhaps that was why the ice wand still felt comfortable in my hand.


  “A snow wand…” Vil muttered. “I don’t think I’ve ever spotted anything of the sort in the royal capital.”


  “R-Really?!” I stammered. “I’ve got a snow broom, but is it harder to find a snow wand?”


  “I suspect that the broom was ordered by a previous student with the same element. Maybe they begged the school to have it made, but for one reason or another, they couldn’t purchase it.”


  “Oh…”


  A snow element person who can beg the school for something and really push limits… I know of exactly one man capable of doing anything like that—Uncle Guy. Maybe he was kicked out of school after the broom was ordered. If my theory’s correct, he was expelled before his flying lesson.


  “Instead of searching for a snow wand, your best bet might be to gather the necessary materials and have it made for you.” He suggested that I get a custom-made wand. “Do you know what your flying tool is made of?” he asked.


  “Um, the handle is made out of snowy wood, and the bristles out of snow willow, I think. That’s what the employee at the store said.”


  “I see…”


  According to Vil, snowy wood was incredibly resistant to wind, and even in snowstorms or blizzards, it could help the user fly without issue. Snow willow could pierce through the cloudy skies and snow to create a clear field of vision for its user. This implied that Blizzard was a broom made for snowy regions.


  “Neither are good for wands, though,” Vil said. “I’ll look into it. Can you give me some time?”


  “Of course,” I replied.


  Just like that, we planned to make a snow element wand.


  ***


  I was so happy that I got to meet with Vil again—it’d certainly been a while. But I wasn’t eager to head to the classroom where Prince Rena was. I sighed for the third time today, and Vil peered into my face worriedly.


  “You look pale,” he said. “Why not take today off?”


  You’re the one making me pale! But when his beautiful face was so close to mine, I couldn’t utter a word of complaint. I hope you thank your mother from the bottom of your heart. She gave birth to such a pretty person.


  “Um, I’m fine, really,” I said. “I guess this is where we part ways.”


  “Wait,” Vil called as he dug up two envelopes from his pocket and handed them to me. “These are from Marquess Leviathan.”


  “What are they?”


  “Invitations to the Christmas party.”


  One of the envelopes was addressed to me. The other was for Ehr.


  “There’s going to be a grand party this year, apparently,” Vil added.


  “Wow!” I gasped with delight. “I’m looking forward to that! Thank you so much!”


  He frowned at how joyful I looked.


  “Er… Are you…perhaps not invited?” I asked gingerly, hoping that it didn’t seem like I was gloating.


  “No, I’ve been invited.”


  “Then why do you look so glum?”


  “Because the marquess is a step ahead of me.”


  “Pardon?”


  Vil explained that his house would also host a party, and he had intended to invite me.


  “A party at the grand duke’s manor?!” I yelped.


  “Yeah,” Vil replied. “I’ve never attended, but I hear it’s quite the spectacle and fun as well.”


  Invite me to something as grand as that?! We aren’t engaged or even dating. The day he invites a girl to the party is the day everyone raises their eyebrows and glares at her. The mere thought made me tremble. I was more than grateful that the Leviathans had extended an invitation to their party first—plus, a Christmas party sounded so exciting.


  “You look better already,” Vil remarked.


  “Yes! I can recover very easily depending on my mood!”


  “Then why’d you look so pale earlier?”


  “W-Well, uh… I guess the fact that there isn’t a snow wand sold in the royal capital was a bigger shock to me than I thought…”


  To be fair, that did make me uneasy. I’m technically not lying. It’s probably one of the reasons why I looked out of sorts.


  “Don’t you worry about that,” Vil reassured. “I’ll find the best materials to fashion the best wand that can be made.” He claimed to be friends with a dwarf who made magic tools for a living.


  “Then, thanks to you, my worries are all blown away,” I said.


  He nodded along proudly. 


  Thank goodness I was able to fool him… I can’t tell him the truth. I told him that I was fine, but he insisted on escorting me to the classroom. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t find that to be a gentlemanly act. I genuinely wanted him to leave me alone so that I wouldn’t attract unwanted attention.


  I made it just before the bell rang. Prince Rena and Noah were surrounded by classmates, so I didn’t get the chance to even lock eyes with Her Highness; I only gave a quick greeting to Ehr before I got to my seat. Professor Whipp soon entered the room and started homeroom. I didn’t even have time to hand Ehr his invitation to the party.


  When lunch rolled around, I finally got the chance to speak with Ehr. I told him about House Leviathan’s party invitation, which I’d received from Vil.


  “Are you sure I can go?” Ehr asked worriedly.


  “Of course,” I replied. “The marquess really wants you there.”


  “I’m so honored…”


  He claimed this was his first time attending a Christmas party.


  “What do you do at parties?” he asked.


  “You just eat delicious food and hang out.”


  I’d experienced Christmas in my previous life, and the holiday in this world was more or less the same. It was a day to celebrate the birth of a saint, and this holiday lasted from the end of the month to the beginning of the next. Admittedly, it was a pretty long celebration, and the people of this world didn’t celebrate the new year, instead opting to continue the festivities of the saint’s birth.


  As a reincarnator, this sort of difference confused me. I didn’t retain all my memories from my past life, but as a former Japanese, it was etched in my soul to celebrate the coming of a new year. Of course, as I grew up in this world, the lack of New Year’s celebrations no longer bothered me.


  “What kind of dishes will be served there?” Ehr wondered.


  “Actually, I’m not that sure either…” I confessed.


  “But you’re a noble.”


  “I know. But the Christmas season is right in the middle of winter in Lawlife. We can’t really afford any lavish dishes.”


  As winter became harsher, we couldn’t go hunting. We generally survived by eating frugally preserved foods we prepared in the fall.


  “I’ve heard that turkeys, geese, and whole chickens are often served at these parties, but in Lawlife, livestock is generally killed before winter,” I explained.


  Otherwise, the livestock would freeze to death, unable to withstand the cold. If we were lucky, we might be able to hunt a few snowbirds that would bless the tables of Lawlife, but snow was generally heavy when the birds came out, and we usually didn’t have time to hunt during this season.


  “For the past five years, I ate chicken confit, or chicken preserved in oil, during the Christmas season,” I confessed.


  “Huh…”


  Hence, I was looking forward to the feast at the Christmas parties. Ehr looked excited as well before he gasped and turned to me.


  “Right! Outfits!” he cried. “What’s the dress code like? I don’t know what I should wear to parties.”


  “Don’t worry, you’ve got your school uniform,” I told him. “That’s more than enough for formal attire.”


  “It is? Is that okay?”


  “Yeah. I’ll be there in my uniform, too.”


  Ehr and I breathed sighs of relief, genuinely glad we were students here.


  ***


  DURING the second homeroom, which ended classes for the day, Professor Whipp gave us a surprising announcement.


  “Class, I trust that you’re aware of the annual Christmas party held at school,” she said. “Following the debacle at the ball, the party will be canceled this year. I’m sorry to bring you the bad news, but I hope you understand.”


  Oh yeah… I recall the party mentioned in the school schedule… On the day of the event, students would head to the auditorium to pray and listen to the choir. Everyone would decorate a massive tree and enjoy the feast served in the dorms. Our classmates murmured in disappointment as they heard that this was all canceled.


  “In exchange, the headmaster will provide each student with an assortment of enchanted snacks,” the professor finished.


  Everyone shouted with delight. I guess kids in any world love snacks. Thanks to the sweet treats, homeroom ended without a hitch as the students eagerly chatted away about candy.


  Just as I stood up from my seat to head home, Prince Rena called out to stop me.


  “Misha, do you have any plans after class?” she asked.


  “Yes, I must take care of the plants in the greenhouse per my promise with Professor Whipp.”


  “Got it. Why don’t I help you out?”


  It was beyond audacious to force the crown prince of our kingdom to help me out with menial tasks. I hastily turned down the offer, but Her Highness insisted and refused to back down. I was worried that Noah might be somewhere, lurking and spying on us, but when I glanced around, he couldn’t be found. I sighed with relief.


  “Your hands and shoes will get sullied,” I warned.


  “I don’t mind,” the prince said, staring right at me.


  It was clear that she wasn’t willing to let me go alone, no matter what I said, so I gave in.


  “Okay,” I relented. “I’d love it if you helped me out a little.”


  Vil had mentioned that he had a meeting with the other prefects; surely, he wouldn’t suddenly show up like he did this morning. I headed with the prince to the Garden Plant. I felt bad about not serving her breakfast earlier and wanted to serve her some fresh herbal tea, but I knew that once we sat down to rest, we wouldn’t want to work. I decided to get my task over with before we relaxed.


  Today, Gem was willing to help me out, and I was sure that we’d finish relatively quickly. I had Prince Rena pluck some herbs that Professor Whipp would need for tomorrow’s class. Meanwhile, Gem and I sowed some seeds and plucked some weeds. After all of the herbs were plucked, we sprinkled magic stone water over the plants and were done.


  “Prince Rena, thank you so much for helping me out.”


  “It was no trouble at all.”


  “I’ll prep some tea. Could you wait for me in the garden?”


  “Sure.”


  I plucked a few sprigs of apple mint and lemon balm before heading back into the caretaker’s cabin. I washed the herbs well, dried them, and tore them apart into smaller pieces. This allowed the aroma of the herbs to seep into the hot water. I tossed the herbs into a teapot and poured some hot water on top. After letting them steep in the water for the right amount of time, I had my fresh herbal tea.


  For snacks, I brought out crackers and some of the baked apples I made last night. Since the furniture was already outside from my breakfast with Vil this morning, I decided to enjoy some tea there. The prince had been touring the garden for a short while, and I notified her that the tea was ready.


  “I made the tea using herbs from this garden. I hope you enjoy!”


  “Thank you.” She took a sip of the tea and flashed a gentle smile. “This is delicious.”


  “I baked some apples last night, so I placed that on some crackers,” I said.


  “These look good, too. I’ll have a bite.”


  I thought that the apples might pair well with pancakes or French toast, but today, I went with crackers.


  “Just the right amount of sweetness and tartness,” Prince Rena noted. “It pairs very well with the crunch of the cracker. This is very good.”


  “Glad to hear you like it.”


  We spoke about some trivial topics for a while until Prince Rena turned stern as she watched me closely.


  “Misha, may I ask you something?” she inquired.


  “Of course,” I replied, knowing that she was going to ask about my embrace with Vil this morning.


  “Are you Vil’s lover?”


  No beating around the bush, huh? I’m honestly a bit surprised that she’s so straightforward with me. Vil had mentioned that he’d handle this, but how, I didn’t know. And I was too scared to ask. He’d told me that there was no need for me to offer any sort of explanation, but when I received such a straightforward question, I thought it was best if I denied the claim.


  “I’m not his lover,” I said.


  “Then…why were you two hugging so passionately?”


  “We were just celebrating my win. I learned how to control my mana better, and it was thanks to Vilfried. We had a little issue that prevented us from seeing each other for a month, so our reunion meant a whole lot. I think he was really happy and hugged me.”


  “I…see.”


  The prince looked genuinely relieved. Wait… Does she maybe like Vil? Is that why she felt compelled to ask? As the thought ran through my mind, I felt another tinge of pain in my chest. Wait, what was that just now? Why do I feel this way? I don’t get it… I assumed that our conversation was over, but I couldn’t have been more wrong.


  The prince took out a magic scroll from her pocket and ripped it up. At once, a magic circle appeared beneath our feet, and a thin membrane of sorts surrounded us. Though it was for only a moment, I was able to read the magic circle. It contained a spell to protect those inside and to jam or interrupt any eavesdroppers that might listen in on our conversation.


  “Is this…barrier magic?” I asked.


  “That’s right,” she said. “I don’t want anyone to hear what I’ve got to say.”


  What’s she going to tell me? Something akin to a national secret? But once again, my assumptions were completely off.


  “Misha, I’m saying this purely for your sake. Be wary of Vil.”


  “Why?”


  Wary of him? What’s that supposed to mean? I stared at her, befuddled, my mind refusing to process her words.


  “Truth be told, Vil is under suspicion,” the prince confessed. “We suspect that he might be a spy connected with a neighboring nation.”


  “What?!” I gasped.


  My heart pounded with dread. I didn’t want to believe what I just heard, but how could I callously ignore the words of the crown prince?


  “Do you remember when you saved me?” she asked. “Before we entered this school?”


  “Y-Yeah,” I stammered.


  “You really saved my life back there. I was almost going to be abducted. But we found out that the mastermind who ordered the kidnapping was apparently Vil himself.”


  “But why would he do something like that?”


  “I suspect it’s because he wants to use me, the crown prince, as a negotiating chip with the neighboring nations.”


  “No way!”


  Is Vil actually involved with evil? It seemed that he may also have been responsible for leaking the fact that Prince Rena was a woman to the neighboring kingdom.


  “Isn’t the neighboring nation, um, where the queen came from?” I asked.


  “That’s right.”


  “But why would he try to worsen the relationship between the two nations?”


  “Well…” Prince Rena grimaced. She dropped her gaze to the ground and spoke in a low tone. “Because Vil might be planning a coup of the royal family,” she muttered.


  “You mean, overthrowing the current royals?!” I gasped.


  The moment I heard this confession, a shiver ran down my spine, and goosebumps appeared on my skin.


  “Vil might have royal blood flowing through his veins, but he’s not very close to the throne.”


  As it currently stood, Prince Rena was first in line to the throne, followed by Prince Albert, the church’s cardinal, and the king’s younger brother. The third person closest to the throne was the chancellor and the king’s great-uncle, Prince Zion. The royal family was big, and plenty of people came before Vil. In fact, the director of Vizer and the king’s younger brother, Grand Duke Lindenburg, was seventh in line for the throne, and naturally, Vil was lower on the ladder. He was in the fifteenth seat closest to the crown.


  “Vil has apparently tried to grasp the weaknesses of those above him and closer to the crown,” Prince Rena explained. “He’s trying to cause their downfall.”


  Only when those on top were dragged down could he climb on top and become king. He would do anything to claim the throne, according to her. 


  “Vil is colluding with the neighboring kingdom to plot a rebellion,” Prince Rena said. She’d obtained all this intel following the incident at the school ball. One of the king’s close aides had mentioned it. “The incident at the ball was apparently planned as well in an attempt for Vil to drag down his own father, Grand Duke Lindenburg, from the director’s seat.”


  Ultimately, Professor Whipp and I had foiled that plan.


  “I actually came this morning to warn you about Vil,” Prince Rena confessed. “But when I saw you two hugging, a shiver ran down my spine. I was just so afraid and terrified.”


  She feared that Vil had read her every movement and beat her to the punch. It was no wonder she looked so shocked and appalled by our embrace. Her face was riddled with pain and sorrow as she gripped my hands.


  “Misha, please. I beg you,” she said. “Please don’t trust Vil. Please don’t get too close to him…”


  She added that there must be a good reason why I was chosen as his auxiliary student.


  “For many years, Vil refused to place anyone near him,” she said. “He couldn’t trust anyone and refused to show any signs of weakness. He was always alone. But if he chose you to place by his side, I can only think of one reason…”


  Vil wants me with him so that he can use me somehow… I felt like someone had punched me in the gut. I was chilled to the bone, and my face became white as a sheet; sweat dripped down my face.


  “I do want to add that I don’t fully believe that he’s evil,” the prince added. “For many years, he was the older cousin whom I admired.”


  A flashback of all of my memories with Vil flooded into my mind. What if that kind smile, that worried frown, that gentle grin as he passionately taught me, were all just part of a plan to use me for his own gain? Just this morning, he looked so overjoyed and delighted like an innocent child when he saw that I’d learned to control my mana better. Was that all an act? I didn’t want to believe it.


  “The king and queen don’t trust these rumors,” the prince went on. “They firmly believe that Vil would do no such thing and continue to protect him. But not everyone is on their side. Some have decided to get rid of Vil of their own accord, all for the sake of the royal family.”


  “Which was why his life was in danger…” I muttered.


  “Precisely.” The prince paused for a moment before she mentioned that I should be wary of more than just Vil. “The knights. Many knights are under Vil’s control, so who knows what they’d do.”


  Apparently, the knights would get an obscene donation every year under an anonymous name; rumors stated that it could be Vil.


  “My kidnapping incident actually didn’t cause much of a fuss,” Prince Rena revealed. “Perhaps he had the higher-ups sweep it all under the rug.”


  “Th-That’s awful…”


  She encouraged me to distance myself from him as soon as I possibly could.


  “It won’t be easy to do it immediately,” I said. “I’m his auxiliary student, after all.”


  “You won’t have to worry about that,” she said. She claimed that she could ask the headmaster to remove me from the role. “I’ll have to register you as my personal attendant, but it’s only just in name. You don’t have to do a thing, and I don’t want you to think that you serve me.”


  She claimed she needed a justifiable excuse to remove me from the role; assigning me as her attendant was the easiest way to go about that.


  “I do want your permission to do this first, but I don’t expect you to just reach a decision so quickly,” the prince said. “I know it’s a lot to process.”


  “I-It is,” I confessed.


  “I’ll give you a day. Please carefully think it over and give me your answer. I’ll make sure to assign Vil some kind of job for today, so he shouldn’t have time to head over to you. Use that time to carefully think about your decision.”


  “All right.”


  The prince then burned up a scroll atop her plate and undid the barrier before she went home.


  Needless to say, I spent the rest of the day in a daze. My mind was spinning with various thoughts as I prepared dinner, and when the delivery bird for Vil arrived, I gave the creature Vil’s food and headed for the bath. Once I was out, I rolled onto my bed. It was like my body was on autopilot. I’d gone through the motions for the day, but I hardly remembered them at all since my mind was elsewhere.


  It only proved just how impactful and shocking Prince Rena’s information about Vil was. She asked me to think it over for a day, but that didn’t feel like nearly enough time. I didn’t know what to do. How could I?


  The Vil I knew was distant and cold at a glance, but he was actually very kind. He did his best as head prefect and diligently worked hard to fulfill his role. He didn’t seem to like his social status to the point where he hid his identity as the grand duke’s son when we first met.


  Would someone like that really try to drag people down to claim the throne? I’d only known Vil for several months, but he didn’t seem like the overly ambitious kind, nor did he seem the type to scheme. But what if that was all an act to trick me? Frankly, I wasn’t astute enough to know if someone was good or evil; after all, I’d completely missed Rudolph and Lizzy’s affair until they came clean to me about it.


  Even so, I struggled to truly believe that Vil was acting the part of a kind man. Every word and every action he made seemed thoughtful, kind, and emotional. He couldn’t have possibly been evil. I was certain that he was a good person, but I couldn’t deny that he could use his beautiful face to make me frazzled, causing me to miss any shoddy acting on his part. He did seem very insistent that I keep my blessing under wraps… He seemed overly protective of that.


  Maybe Professor Whipp was notified of my blessing because the two were in cahoots. I wouldn’t be all that surprised if the professor were cooperating with Vil. I felt bad for thinking this, but she seemed the type to do practically anything in exchange for precious grimoires or herbs. No, no, I’m going about this all wrong. I haven’t seen him do anything evil myself, and it’s wrong of me to just assume that he is based on rumors.


  However, I also wasn’t confident that I could see through his acting. What if I were just a convenient person for him? The mere thought makes me feel so empty inside… Maybe if I prepare some bread, I’ll feel a lot better… 


  I got up reluctantly when I felt a chill in the air. For whatever reason, it felt terribly cold—never did winter in the royal capital feel so icy to me. Just as I reached for my gown, I noticed an unopened letter on the table. It seemed that while I was still in a daze, I’d collected a letter as well.


  The sender was my father. Once a month, he’d send me a letter—he actually had sent me one last week, so I didn’t expect another message from him so soon. Puzzled, I tilted my head and opened the envelope. Inside was a report about my uncle. My father had apparently filed an official request with the knights. He claimed that his family could possibly be involved with the abduction of Prince Renhalt and asked for an investigation. Yet, for many months, he’d received no response.


  My father was undeterred and continued to send several letters, but there was still no reply. No longer able to sit still, he hired a private investigator to look into the incident and why the knights refused to allocate more resources to this serious crime. My father learned that the official stance was that Prince Rena had gotten a little lost downtown rather than almost being abducted—someone had rewritten the incident report.


  The knights had concealed this incident, and thus, my uncle wasn’t responsible for the crime. I’d heard from my father that he’d reported this incident to the knights, so I assumed that everything would be taken care of, but I was wrong. Prince Rena did mention earlier that her kidnapping didn’t cause much of a fuss… Is it really because Vil was involved somehow?


  I shuddered at the thought. As fear filled my mind, I thought it best if I went to bed for the night. The moment I sat on my bed, there was a gentle tapping on my window. The delivery bird must’ve brought back the empty bento box. I sluggishly headed to the window and spotted the same bird peering into my house. I opened it up, gave it some magic stone pebbles as a reward, and took the empty bento box back when I noticed that it didn’t feel empty.


  “Oh?”


  The box was heavy. Was Vil so busy that he didn’t have time to eat or something? Once the bird went off on its merry way, I closed the window and gingerly opened the box. Inside was a magic bottle, a letter, and a rolled-up piece of parchment. Usually, I only received a message card.


  Confused, I opened the letter and read a few lines carefully detailing the food I had made. Vil thanked me and claimed that he had enclosed some warm water that he had made as a token of his gratitude. He also stated that he used his lunch break to think about my magic wand. He looked into it and wrote his findings on the parchment. I unfurled the paper and read a list of materials that could be used for my wand.


  “Snow deer’s horn, snow magic stone, snow sand, snowflake grass…”


  I’d never heard of any of these materials before. Snow deer were apparently rare magical creatures that lived in snowy regions. I hadn’t seen one in Lawlife, so it was safe to assume that they didn’t live in my hometown. 


  I can’t believe he used his precious break time to look into my stuff… I’m so grateful. But… But what if that’s just to use me? Just thinking about it made me feel so empty inside. When I opened the magic bottle, warm steam rose in the air.


  I poured myself a cup and took a sip. The perfect temperature. I took another sip, then a third, and my body felt warm from the inside out. Vil had apparently made me this warm water with the hopes that I would be happy and healthy.


  Only then did I realize that I hadn’t been shivering from the cold—I was trembling from fear. Now that my body was all warmed up, a bit of my fear had melted away. Why’s Vil so nice to me? If he were a bad person, I could’ve hated him. I realized that somewhere deep in my heart, I refused to believe that he was evil.


  ***


  I slept in and was late. This was a rare blunder for me. The birds had cried in the early morning to wake me up, but I couldn’t sleep last night because my mind was racing; I completely missed their alarm and woke up late.


  Ultimately, Gem, my waterbed, forced me awake as it gently slapped my face with its tentacle until I got up. I’d slept in for thirty minutes more than I intended, and I hastily jumped out of bed to prepare breakfast and the bento. For the bento, I made jam sandwiches, apples, and a jar of pickles that I made myself—honestly, I’d slacked off for this lunch menu.


  For breakfast, I thinly sliced my baguette, spread some pork rillette on top, and added some baby leaf greens that I’d plucked from the garden. The remainder of last night’s soup was added to the breakfast spread as well. I barely managed to make it in time and wiped the sweat off my brow as I caught my breath when Prince Rena arrived.


  “Morning, Misha,” she said.


  “Good morning,” I replied.


  Relieved that I wasn’t off schedule, I sat at the table with Her Highness. Once we finished our food, I got right down to business.


  “Um, about what we discussed yesterday—” I started.


  “Wait, I’ll put up a barrier,” the prince interrupted.


  Right, we don’t want anyone to hear us. Once the barrier went up, I started the conversation again. I’d spent all night thinking about my answer.


  “About Vilfried, I want to continue interacting with him as I always have,” I said.


  “Why?!” Prince Rena spluttered.


  “I’ve got several reasons, but above all, I want to trust the man that I’ve seen with my own eyes.”


  But I added that I wouldn’t be so careless either. I could act as the prince’s spy and watch for any subtle changes in his feelings.


  “I know that he’s got good intuition,” I said. “If I immediately distanced myself from him, he’d find that suspicious. If he investigated further, I don’t think I could keep your secret and what you told me.”


  “Fair enough,” the prince agreed.


  If I put my guard up and continued my relationship with him, I felt that it was the safest and most peaceful option.


  “If he says anything weird or does anything odd, I’ll call you for help immediately,” I said. I asked where I could buy a teleporting scroll to use for emergency escapes, but the prince was more than happy to have that arranged for me.


  “I’ll have one prepared,” she said.


  “Er, may I ask how much each scroll costs?” I asked gingerly.


  “Each teleporting scroll, at its cheapest, is around five gold coins.”


  “Eep!”


  That’s like 500,000 yen in Japan! Just hearing the price made me shudder. The prince explained that the farther the distance, the more expensive it became.


  “Where do you wish to teleport to?” she asked.


  “Hmm…” 


  The safest place was my home, but that was so far away that I was worried about how much the scroll would cost. But Professor Whipp was possibly Vil’s co-conspirator, and the other professors couldn’t be trusted either.


  “What about the queen’s personal room?” Prince Rena suggested.


  The queen’s private quarters were protected by a powerful barrier; not even Vil could intrude upon the premises.


  “Wait, if I suddenly appear in the queen’s room, I’d be treated as the criminal,” I said.


  “I’ll be sure to tell her,” Prince Rena reassured.


  “But if my destination is her room, I’d hesitate to use the spell, even during emergencies… I fear that this hesitation might be fatal.”


  “You’ve got a point… Where do you wish to go?”


  I crossed my arms and thought about the safest place in the royal capital. I got it!


  “Marquess Leviathan’s manor,” I suggested.


  “Ah, yes, I believe the marquess will stop at nothing to protect you,” the prince agreed.


  “Exactly!”


  The prince promised to order a teleporting scroll that would send me to the marquess’s manor.


  “As for the cost of the scroll, will you allow me to pay you back in several installments?” I asked.


  “No need for that.”


  “That won’t do. If we’re friends, I should return what I borrowed from you.”


  “Is that how friends work?”


  “That’s right.”


  She pondered that for a few moments until she nodded and accepted my offer, much to my relief. Sure, I’d be in debt, but it was a small price to pay for my safety.


  “I’ll tell the marquess that I’ll flee to their home if anything happens,” I said.


  “Got it,” the prince replied.


  That way, I wouldn’t cause the manor much trouble even if I suddenly teleported out of nowhere.


  “I don’t think that’s quite enough, though,” Prince Rena added. “We should have another safety net in place.”


  “I know I might worry you, but I’ve got Gem by my side. No matter what happens, I’m confident that we can make it out together.”


  Gem tilted its head; I wasn’t sure if it understood my words.


  “Just be careful when you’re with Vil,” Prince Rena warned again.


  “I know,” I replied. “And if I sense anything odd from him, I’ll be sure to report back.”


  “I’m counting on you.”


  But I’ve still got one more question left…


  “Um, are there any chances that the grand duke and Noah are in on Vil’s scheme?” I inquired.


  Prince Rena shook her head. “I’m pretty sure that two of them have nothing to do with his plot.”


  Much like Vil, I felt like those two had ample reason to bear a grudge against the royal family. The grand duke had been distanced from royal affairs and was reduced to a mere director of Vizer. In my humble opinion, that was a rather low rank compared to his other brother and uncle, who were a cardinal and a chancellor, respectively.


  As for Noah, this seemed rather obvious as well. He was forcibly raised to be and act like a woman all for the sake of marrying the crown prince, who also hid her gender and played the role of a man. Noah had no say in this matter whatsoever, and he was forced to adapt to the royal family’s whims—it wasn’t a stretch to assume that both the grand duke and Noah had more reason than Vil to hate the royal family.


  When Prince Rena confidently shook her head to deny my assumptions, I had no choice but to trust her words. 


  After I made my choice, I spent every free moment I had thinking about Vil. As they said, where there’s smoke, there’s fire. There was a reason behind unsavory rumors, though I wasn’t oblivious to the fact that gossip could be baseless as well.


  The scary thing about the rumor mill was that in the game of telephone, the rumors often warped and mutated as they were stretched further from the truth. If the rumors were false, the target would have their dignity tarnished through no fault of their own. Now, how should I handle a situation where I’ve heard unsavory rumors about someone I’m close with?


  I was determined not to shy away from the truth. Of course, I couldn’t take gossip at face value, but it seemed unwise to press the truth from the person in question. While I didn’t mean to ignore Her Highness’s words entirely, I struggled to believe her claims of Vil working in secret to overthrow the kingdom; the more I thought about it, the more I realized that some things didn’t add up.


  If Vil really did want to plot a rebellion, why would he use me? Surely, Alice or Prince Rena would’ve been a better target—he could easily cajole them into doing his bidding. Sure, I had a blessing, but it only had mild detoxification effects on anything I made. Maybe he’d put me by his side as a chef who didn’t mean him harm, and that made more sense. Even if a noble from the boonies disappeared, no one would bat an eye. My father could use everything at his disposal to search for me, but it could easily be swept under the rug by the knights, just as they did with the prince’s kidnapping case.


  Just thinking about that makes me depressed… But enough about me. Why was my uncle used in the prince’s kidnapping anyway? Someone as smart as Vil wouldn’t ask my uncle to take on such an important mission. Even if Vil considered that the mission could fail and hired people who, in turn, would hire others—going down a chain of command so he couldn’t be traced or tracked down—it still made no sense that my uncle, of all people, would be entrusted with the actual kidnapping. It felt like a sloppy attempt.


  The more I think about it, the more it seems like Vil wouldn’t be behind these stupid plots… How weird. I guess the next thing to do is to speak with him and try to scope him out. No one was perfect. Even Vil was bound to get sloppy in some way. If I spent more time with him and paid close attention to his words, maybe I could find some sort of clue.


  “All right, let’s do this!” I amped myself up, hoping to work harder than ever before.


  ***


  THE next day, Prince Rena returned to my side with teleportation scrolls that led to Marquess Leviathan’s manor.


  “I’ve got around thirty,” she said. “Will this be enough?”


  “More than enough, I think. Thank you so much!”


  I can probably use these even when there isn’t an emergency.


  “Um, and how much were these?” I asked carefully.


  “One gold coin,” the prince replied.


  “Huh?! No way!”


  She mentioned that even the cheapest costs five gold coins!


  “How much was it really?”


  “It was really only one gold coin,” the prince told me. “Trust me.”


  These scrolls were apparently handmade by a magic scroll artisan who served the royal family, and the prince had haggled the price down to one gold coin.


  “You looked surprised when you heard the price, so it was easy to imagine that these must be expensive,” she said. “I did my best to haggle.”


  “Th-Thank you…”


  Crap… I made the future king haggle for the price of scrolls! I lowered my head with gratitude.


  “Really, thank you,” I said. “I’m really happy.”


  “Thank goodness,” Her Highness said with a smile, looking visibly relieved. “The holidays will start tomorrow. I doubt you’ll meet him for a while, but still, be careful.”


  “I-I will.”


  I considered telling Her Highness that Vil would attend the Christmas party at Marquess Leviathan’s manor, but I didn’t want my friend to fret over vacation. I thought it was best to keep quiet. She had better things to worry about anyway.


  ***


  AS the students were gathered in the auditorium for the final assembly of the year, we listened to speeches from the headmaster and director, cleaned the classrooms, and received a massive amount of homework for each subject.


  Cries of agony and dismay echoed throughout the classroom when we heard the horrible news, but when Professor Whipp handed out bags of enchanted treats for all of us, my classmates all smiled and hollered with delight. The bell rang to signal the end of class, and my classmates, who usually raced out of the room to head home, lingered and stayed. The holidays would start tomorrow, and many of them chatted away, reluctant to part ways with their friends.


  Ehr, who normally saw me off and returned to his dorm room, stayed behind as well. He’d spend his holiday season at the manor of Baron Muller.


  “He says he’s looking forward to my return,” Ehr confessed.


  “Oh? That’s good news,” I replied.


  No longer did my friend look gloomy and dark about relying on others. He must’ve found a way to rely on his guardian whenever needed.


  “Will you head straight to Marquess Leviathan’s manor?” he asked.


  “No, not yet,” I replied. “I need to take care of the plants in the greenhouse and report back to Professor Whipp so that she can take over during the holidays. At the soonest, I’ll head to the manor in two days.”


  “Looks like you’ve got a lot to do.”


  “I’m fine. Plus, I get paid, so I’m really grateful for that.”


  “Huh… Maybe I should work too…”


  “You should focus on your studies. It really is tough when you don’t have enough time to prepare and study for class.”


  “I know, I know. But it gets me worried when I’ll have no cash at all upon graduating from school.”


  That, I can relate to. Who knows if we can make a living solely through magic following our graduation? I’m really concerned about that as well. I was so worried, in fact, that I decided to save up some money and conserved where I could with hopes that I’d have a decent nest egg after my education.


  “Hey, why don’t you start working in your second year?” I suggested. “Since our first year is all about learning the basics, I think that’s worth focusing all your energy on.”


  “Yeah, you’re right,” Ehr agreed.


  He claimed that he wished to work part-time in his second year. Thank goodness. At least he’s got all of his first year to focus on school activities.


   


   


   


  Chapter 4: Find the Truth!


   


  AS the students brought out large bags from their dorms to rush home, I stayed behind in the greenhouse with Gem to work. The plan was to collect all the herbs during the holidays and let the soil rest for a while. Hence, today’s work was simple: I just needed to pluck herbs. The crops could also be dried and preserved for long periods; Professor Whipp would do so during the vacation season. Just as I finished my work, Professor Whipp arrived.


  “Oh, did you finish already?” she asked.


  “Yes, Gem helped me out.”


  “Ah, what a good child.” She reached out to pet my familiar, but Gem dodged her hand. “Hee hee, it still won’t let me touch it,” she chuckled.


  “Gem’s a moody one. You might have better luck another day.”


  “Always subject to the spirit’s whims, I see…”


  I handed her the key to the greenhouse and told her what I’d done so that she could take over during my days off.


  “Thanks to you, Misha, I was able to focus on my classes and research,” the professor said. “Thank you, my dear.”


  She flashed one of her genuine smiles, but I could no longer be sure—she was a high elf who’d lived for centuries, and she could easily trick a girl who only lived a few decades, if I were to count my previous life.


  “Will you head straight to your guardian’s manor?” she asked.


  “No, I’m thinking of preserving the ingredients and food I still have,” I replied. “I’ll head there after.”


  “Ah, you’re a busy child.”


  “I just don’t want good food to go to waste.”


  “Well, just be sure to enjoy your holiday,” Professor Whipp said before she left.


  Only when she vanished could I let out a long sigh. I was nervous speaking with her, and I didn’t even want to imagine how anxious I’d be speaking with Vil. Just as his face flashed across my mind, the man in question appeared, much to my surprise. His gallant strides enchanted me, and for a moment, I didn’t mind if I was used by a man like him. I quickly shook my head to rid myself of such silly thoughts.


  “Misha!” he said. “You haven’t headed to the marquess’s manor yet, I see.”


  “N-Nope!” I stammered. “I’ve still got some stuff to do here.”


  “Is there anything I can do to help?”


  “Nope, nothing!”


  He claimed that he was going to head home after this. There was a long line in front of the carriages, so he’d use his dragon familiar, Sacred, to fly home.


  “Want me to bring you over to the Leviathan’s manor?” he offered.


  “No, no, that’s fine,” I replied. “I’ve still got stuff to do.”


  “You don’t need to hold back.”


  “I’m not at all.”


  As I firmly declined his offer, he flashed me a look like a pitiful puppy that was tossed away on a rainy day. I almost went back on my word with Prince Rena and asked him to take me home, but I held myself back.


  “Vilfried, if you’re in need of any meals during the holiday season, please send me a magical creature! I’ll be more than happy to send you some food,” I said to change the topic. 


  “No, there’s no need for you to do that over the holidays,” Vil replied. “Rest up.”


  “But…”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  His considerate words and his gentle gaze really allowed his kindness to shine through. I don’t feel like he’s the type to trick others so that he can overthrow the government… But still, it was too soon to reach an answer. What if he’s kind only to me for some other reason?


  “But if there’s anything you’d like to do over the holidays, Misha, I’d be more than happy to join you,” Vil added.


  “Hmm, like what?” I wondered.


  “Anything. Shopping, studying, researching, investigating—I don’t mind. I’ll join you.”


  Wait, maybe I’ve got something… I’ve been wondering where my uncle’s lurking. He’s technically gone missing… If Vil and my uncle are connected somehow, surely, he’d react when I bring up Uncle Guy.


  “Um, I have an uncle called Guy von Ritual,” I said. “He’s currently living in the royal capital, but he’s gone missing. I’d like to search for him.”


  “Your uncle?” Vil asked worriedly. “Perhaps he was dragged into an accident or something.”


  He sounds genuinely concerned.


  “Since when has he gone missing?” he asked.


  “He’s been missing for a while, actually,” I confessed. “Um, my father lent my uncle money, but no matter how many times our family reaches out, my uncle refuses to repay his debt.”


  “I see…”


  This was a half-truth. While my father lent Uncle Guy some money, he didn’t expect the cash back. My father had already given up on any money-collecting endeavors and assumed that any money he “lent” was gone for good.


  “If he’s been dragged into some kind of incident, it’s best to ask the knights instead of searching ourselves,” Vil suggested. “We should turn to them for help.”


  But the knights already had a past of sweeping Prince Rena’s incident under the rug. Unfortunately, that was the one suggestion that I couldn’t accept.


  “Um, I actually spotted my uncle before I entered this school,” I confessed. “But the moment I called out to him, he fled…”


  “Ah, I see…” Vil ruminated over the possibilities for a while before he turned to me apologetically. “As much as it pains me to say this, maybe he doesn’t have a way to repay his debt to your family. Hence, he continues to ignore you guys and cut communication.”


  “That’s my thought too. Which is why I want to question him once.”


  “I see. If that’s the case, I’ll help you out.”


  That was easy. We concluded that we should begin investigating before the Christmas party. Since it was such a festive event, we thought it best to resolve the issue with my family and enjoy the party with bright smiles. The party was in five days, so there was still a bit of time to begin our search. When would be best?


  “When do you plan on leaving here, Misha?”


  “In two days.”


  “Then why don’t we begin investigating during the fourth day of the holiday season? How does that sound to you?”


  “That sounds good to me. Thank you.”


  Vil turned to leave. I invited him to enjoy a cup of tea with me, but he refused, claiming that I surely was busy with my affairs. He instead opted to stay out of my way.


  “Misha, if you need anything, anything at all during the holidays, please feel free to reach out,” Vil said. “My door is always open.”


  He handed me three magic scrolls. I’d never seen this sort of spell inscription before and failed to understand what it was for.


  “Um, what spell does this scroll contain?” I asked.


  “You can summon me whenever you wish with it,” Vil said with a straight face. 


  I almost dropped the scrolls on the ground in astonishment, but I managed to clutch them tightly. Why did you make these scrolls, and why’d you hand them over to me?!


  “You can use them for anything,” Vil said. “When you’re in the middle of studying and need help, when you’re lost, or maybe when you want someone to talk to on sleepless nights. Anything.”


  No way! No, no, no! I’d feel so bad for doing that! I was beyond shocked and struggled to eke any words out.


  “U-Um, do you usually hand these scrolls out to your family or someone important to you?” I asked carefully.


  “Of course not,” Vil replied. “I’m only giving these to you. I wouldn’t even give them to the king if he asked.”


  I almost screamed. Why in the world does he treat me like I’m someone special? Even if he were treating me well solely to use me for one of his schemes, he’s being way too generous! I don’t get it! I almost clutched my head in my hands out of pure agony and confusion.


  “Th-Thank you,” I stammered. “I’ll use these if I get the chance to.”


  Vil gave me a satisfied nod and left. How in the world could I use such a precious scroll? I tossed them into Gem’s mouth and had it keep them safe. Needless to say, another loud sigh escaped my lips.


  ***


  I’D planned on doing some stuff before I left for the holidays, but I was so tired that I just headed straight to bed. I must’ve been exhausted since I slept for over ten hours straight that night.


  I woke up on the first day of vacation and got to work to prepare some preserved food. I made some bouillon and focused on the beef shank that I had left. I sprinkled salt and sugar on the meat and rubbed the mixture in. Next, I stewed it. I carefully removed the scum, and once almost all the moisture had evaporated, I added more salt and sugar before taking the meat apart.


  I turned off the heat and cooled the meat to make my corned beef. When stuffed into a jar and placed in a fridge, it could last for weeks. With this method, the meat I used to make bouillon wouldn’t go to waste.


  I grabbed other chunks of meat to turn into bacon, cured some in salt, and made the remainder into rillette. After successfully preserving the meat, I turned to the vegetables. I made sweet pickles out of root vegetables while leafy greens were cured with salt. I took the time to stew the tomatoes before turning them into a paste that I could store in jars. When I saw the shelf lined with jars of preserved food, I felt incredibly at ease, likely because I was so used to the harsh winters in Lawlife.


  Next up was fish. I took a herring, sliced it into three pieces, and added plenty of salt and sugar. I let that rest for a while, and a few hours later, I patted it dry to remove the moisture and placed it in a jar with onions, celery, dill, bay leaves, and enough oil to submerge the fish. This would preserve the herring for a while. I also smoked, salt-cured, and dried some fish to make them last for a good while. The remaining ingredients I had left were potatoes and carrots, which would last a while anyway. Now, all of my food would be fine over the holidays.


  I went to bed early, exhausted by a full day of cooking. On my second day of vacation, I decided to leave Vizer. All of my belongings were stored inside Gem, and I could head to the marquess’s manor without carrying hefty luggage. However, I wasn’t keen on visiting the Leviathans without any kind of gift, so I decided to get some sort of souvenir for them.


  The carriages that transported students between the city and the school had already stopped and were on holiday. I thought it was a bit too early for them to stop working, but I suspected most of the students went home during the last day of class. Maybe I was the only student who remained behind.


  “I guess I have to walk,” I muttered.


  Just then, Gem popped Blizzard out of its mouth and offered it to me.


  “Right! Flying!”


  Only those who passed the flight exams were allowed to fly for short distances, more specifically, within the royal capital. In other words, I could fly from school to the city with no issues. I hopped aboard my broom, but before I chanted my spell, I turned to Gem.


  “What’ll you do?” I asked.


  Gem tilted its head for a brief moment before it extended a tendril and wrapped itself around Blizzard’s handle. I guess it can dangle off my broom just fine, huh…


  “Don’t move around too much while we’re flying,” I warned.


  Gem nodded. This was the first time I’d use the flying charm outside of class, and I nervously chanted my spell.


  “Take flight, Volare!”


  My broom floated in the air about as high as the trees. Gem dangled from the broom handle like a piece of melting cheese, and I feared that it might stretch all the way to the ground.


  “Gem, you’re a bit too long!”


  My familiar took my advice and quickly shrank, reducing itself to the size of a plastic bag in the supermarket. I was more nervous than I thought, and I felt my palms grow clammy. If I released my grip on my broom here, I’d turn upside down. I tightly clutched Blizzard and prepared to head out. I was more excited than scared, and as I flew higher than the school building, I let out a gasp.


  “W-Wow!”


  From above, I could see that Vizer’s campus was in the shape of a magic circle. The school building, the club buildings, and the dorms comprised the magic core, which created a powerful barrier that surrounded the premises. Who even came up with this? It’s so awesome…


  There was more greenery on campus than I thought, and from the sky, I even spotted a few buildings that I didn’t recognize. The moment I tried to leave the school premises, a magic circle suddenly appeared, blocking my path. I was so surprised that I almost fell off my broom, and Blizzard was forcibly brought to a screeching halt.


  “Huh?! What’s going on?!” I yelped.


  The magic circle forced me to sign my name to reveal my identity, along with a pass that permitted me to exit the school premises. This is probably to prevent anyone from flying out of school and to block any intruders from flying in. I was impressed by how secure the school was. I don’t have a pen though… Can I just scribble in the air? I wrote down my name with the tip of my finger, and the magic circle glowed and vanished.


  I didn’t have any permits, but since we were on vacation, it likely wasn’t necessary. And to my delight, I could fly just fine after that.


  “Whew! That surprised me!”


  I slipped out of Vizer’s barrier and headed to the royal capital. If one flew too high, they might risk running into flying monsters, but they were rare and didn’t pop out often. They were, however, stronger than most, and I wasn’t keen on taking the risk. Committing to memory the lesson I learned in class, I flew as low as I could to avoid any combat.


  Of course, monsters prowled about on the ground, so it was best to be careful. Luckily for me, my flight ended without a hitch, and in a flash, I reached the castle district. I flew to the central city and descended upon a roof with a weathervane in the shape of a migratory bird. It was an indicator of sorts that welcomed magic users to land on the roof as they pleased. There was even a ladder situated nearby, and I gratefully used it to head down.


  Once I was on the ground, I saw a donation box. I was grateful for this service, and so, I placed one bronze coin inside. Huh? Where’s Gem? I glanced around and spotted my familiar on the roof.


  “Come on down, Gem,” I called.


  Or maybe spheres don’t do well on ladders. I suggested that it just jump off, but it shook its body.


  “Are you scared?” I asked.


  It gave a small nod. I didn’t know Gem was afraid of heights… Gem’s got a cute side, too. But it seemed fine with heights until now… It’s gone higher before. Maybe it doesn’t know how to use the ladder, or does it feel like acting spoiled toward me or something? I considered climbing back up and having Gem flatten out so I could roll it up and carry it under my arm, but then a different idea hit me.


  “Gem, why don’t you try liquifying yourself and crawling down the ladder?” I suggested.


  Gem often acted like a real slime and could change its body at will. Since it was a jewel slime, it acted more like a pool of mercury than slime, but it could shift its body as it wished. Gem thought for a moment and took my suggestion. Like liquid dripping down a ladder, it slowly crawled down.


  “Well done!” I praised when it reached the ground.


  Gem happily flickered, and I petted it lovingly. You’re so cute, aren’t you? My familiar turned back into a sphere and followed me. I told it to be sure to stick close behind—I didn’t want it to get lost.


  When I stepped out of the alley and onto the main street, I was overwhelmed by the crowd. It hadn’t even been a month since the royal capital entered its social season, but the streets were already teeming with nobles from various regions. I felt like Blizzard would get in the way and entrusted Gem with my tool.


  Shops lined the central city, and I felt tempted to shop around, but I’d already decided on my shop for the day—a lemon cake shop that Alice had raved about. I walked around with Alice’s letter of introduction in my hand when I spotted a long line. Maids, manservants, and servants of various nobles were all lined up. They’re not all in line for what I think, are they? I timidly checked the front of the store, and sure enough, it was the lemon cake shop.


  “It must be very popular,” I groaned.


  This line must be two hours long. Other shops sold delectable treats, but my heart was already set on the lemon cake—I got in line. After a while, one of the employees came out to ask about everyone’s orders, presumably to check if there was enough in stock. Finally, it was my turn.


  “Welcome— Ah!” the employee gasped.


  The moment they spotted Alice’s letter of introduction, I was quickly ushered through the back entrance.


  “Right this way, please!”


  Puzzled, I was guided inside a tidy café. A cup of tea and a slice of lemon cake were brought out for me. I learned that this was a special salon that only regulars of the store were allowed to frequent. The lemon cake was scrumptious, and the tart icing complemented the sponge cake that had some lemon zest inside. I was enamored by the deliciousness, and after I took my time enjoying my slice, an employee came out to take my order.


  I ordered about twenty cakes, and they were immediately wrapped up for me along with a twenty percent discount. This must be the power of Alice’s family! I’m so, so grateful! 


  Since I’d safely secured the lemon cake, I decided to head to Marquess Leviathan’s manor. His residence stood deep in the forest where there were strong winds, poor weather, and thick fog—it was unwise to head there on Blizzard.


  And so, I rented a carriage. I had a voucher for a free chartered carriage that I’d received from the marquess, meaning that money wasn’t an issue. I boarded the carriage with Gem in tow and headed for the marquess’s house. My first flight must’ve used a bit too much of my mana and energy. As the carriage clattered on, I slowly grew drowsy, and my eyelids began to close. I dozed off, only to be awoken by a hefty weight on my knees.


  “So…heavy…” I groaned.


  I turned to my lap and spotted Gem there, its body liquefied as it rested atop me.


  “Huh? Gem?” I asked. “Are you acting spoiled?”


  My familiar gave a familiar ding-dong sound as though to tell me that I was right.


  “H-How did you make that sound?!” I cried. “I’ve only heard that ring in my previous life when I was watching a quiz show on TV!”


  I was so surprised by Gem that my drowsiness vanished. I begged to hear that sound again, but Gem only turned away and refused to make a peep. I knew that my familiar was moody and often did stuff on a whim; no matter what I said, it wouldn’t listen to my request. I gave up and glanced outside. The carriage had moved through the forest, passed through House Leviathan’s gates, and entered the grounds.


  Were the mandrakes and black rose vines doing well? As I continued staring out the window at the creepy critters, I was surprised to see a different scene unfold in front of me. Lanterns with a curious glow greeted my entrance as floating balls of fire decorated the manor. These alone were creepy enough to send chills down my spine, but I even spotted something buried in the dirt that eerily resembled a human hand. These hands wriggled about, and I almost screamed from fright.


  Wait… No, those aren’t hands. They’re small trees. The fact that they can still move and writhe is creepy, though. I suspected that they were magical plants, and it seemed House Leviathan had become creepier than ever before, making it stand out even in the forest.


  I calmed myself and stood in front of the entrance. Gem flew out of the carriage door with so much energy that I was worried it might shatter its body, but it turned into a liquid and landed safely. I grabbed the ogre-shaped knocker and gave a few raps when the usual butler peered through.


  “Yes?” the butler asked. “Ah, why, if it isn’t Lady Misha! Welcome home, good lady.”


  “I’m back,” I replied. The butler had some blood on his face, and I handed him a handkerchief as I pointed that out. “You’ve got a spot of blood on your cheek.”


  “Oh dear…” the butler said. “I apologize for being so sullied. It’s unseemly, isn’t it?” The butler bowed profusely and took my handkerchief to wipe off the blood.


  “What were you doing, if I may ask?”


  “I was preparing turkeys for the feast during the Christmas party.” He claimed that the turkeys had to be killed and prepared now so that their meat would be nice and tender on the day of the big celebration. “Turkeys must be killed three days or so in advance,” the butler explained. “That way, rigor mortis loosens and the muscles relax, making for a nice and tender texture in your mouth.”


  “I-I see…” I muttered.


  Upon closer inspection, I noticed a few turkey feathers stuck on the butler’s attire. I gently plucked out some feathers, and the butler smiled and thanked me.


  “Do look forward to the party,” he said. “There’ll be a luxurious feast awaiting you.”


  “Thank you! I will!”


  I was notified that the marquess and marchioness were waiting for me; now wasn’t the time to be chatting away with the butler. I rushed to the living room, and the Leviathans stood up to greet me. The marchioness rushed toward me first and gave me a warm, gentle embrace.


  “Welcome home, Misha,” she said brightly.


  “I’m back,” I replied.


  The marquess also approached me and kindly patted my head. My heart grew warm and fuzzy at such a lovely welcome, and the two went on to state that they heard about the food poisoning incident at Vizer’s annual ball.


  “I wasn’t sure if I should write about that matter in a letter…” the marquess confessed.


  “As you can see, I’m totally fine,” I assured him. 


  I went on to provide further details of what had occurred that night, and the Leviathans looked at me, wide-eyed.


  “Not a single death?” the marquess gasped. “Everyone’s quick thinking and actions must’ve saved lives! How splendid and admirable!”


  “Indeed!” the marchioness agreed.


  Just thinking about that incident sent shivers down my spine. I was truly glad that it was resolved without issue. When it was time to switch topics, Gem brought out the lemon cakes that I’d bought as a souvenir.


  “Right!” I said. “Um, I bought these cakes in the city. I hope you enjoy them.”


  “My!” the marchioness gasped. “These lemon cakes are from the famous Jaune Brilliant!”


  The marchioness revealed that she’d heard rumors about how delicious Jaune Brilliant’s cakes were, but they were so popular that she was unable to go out and purchase them.


  “Surely, the line for these was terribly long!” she cried.


  “No, thanks to my friend, I didn’t have to wait too long to purchase them,” I told her.


  “Is that so…”


  The marquess didn’t seem clued in on the latest trends and snacks, but the marchioness was visibly delighted, and I was relieved that I made the right choice. We sat around a table to enjoy some tea and lemon cake as we happily chatted away. Then, I remembered that I wished to thank them for the party invitation.


  “Thank you very much for the invitation to your lovely party.”


  “It must’ve surprised you, I’m sure,” the marquess said. “My wife sent out the invites without any prior warning.”


  “Oh, but I was very happy to receive one. Ehr also mentioned that he’s looking forward to it.”


  “That’s good to hear.”


  I was told that the sons of House Leviathan would return for the festivities as well. I was very excited to meet them. Right, and I have to tell them that I’m heading out with Vil. I’m not eager to do so, but if something happens to me, I have to let them know who I’m with.


  “Um, during my stay here, I’ll be heading out with Vilfried for a bit,” I said.


  “Oh, my!” the marchioness squealed with a beaming smile as she clapped her hands together. “You two are going out on a date!”


  “A date?!”


  I almost reflexively tried to deny the claim, but the alternative was to tell the truth: that I was looking for my uncle, who was under suspicion of committing a serious crime. Since I obviously couldn’t say that, I thought it’d be more convenient if they wrongly assumed a date.


  “I’ve been worried about that boy, you know,” the marchioness said. “He’s been alone for all this while and hasn’t let anyone close to him.”


  Vil told me about that. As the grand duke’s son, everyone only sees his social rank and not his true self. He said that he gave up on socializing with others.


  “So many women were lining up in hopes of getting engaged to him,” the marchioness added. “Even the neighboring nation’s princess was among the candidates, but he rejected them all.”


  I’m not special to him. He only likes me because I don’t offer him special treatment as the son of a grand duke. That’s all. I felt compelled to clear up this misunderstanding, but if I did so, I’d only be shooting myself in the foot. I needed some sort of excuse to head out with him. I gritted my teeth and held my tongue.


  After I parted ways with the Leviathans, I spent my free time in the room that was prepared for me. I took out the outfits I’d brought with me from Gem’s mouth and stored them in the dresser.


  With almost no time to spare, I immediately got to work on the ludicrous amount of homework that we received over the break. Dinner rolled around, and I joined the marquess and the marchioness for a hearty meal. The food was lavish, and I smacked my lips with delight as my first night with my guardians ended. Needless to say, it was a delightful time.


  ***


  THE next morning, I prepared to head out with Vil in search of my uncle. As I pondered over what to wear, one of Marchioness Leviathan’s maids arrived with an adorable, shell-pink dress.


  “May I suggest this outfit for today?” the maid asked politely.


  “It’s so cute!” I cried. “But where did you get this dress?”


  “Marchioness Leviathan prepared it for you.”


  “Wow…”


  I was grateful enough that the Leviathans graciously became my guardians, but they even prepared a set of clothes for me—they’d gone the extra mile. I was moved to tears by their kindness and hospitality, and though I felt bad for taking so much, I gratefully accepted the marchioness’s goodwill. The maid didn’t just help me get into the outfit; she even styled my hair and did my makeup. My hair was usually down, but it was now neatly braided behind my head.


  “I’ll use this ribbon to tie your hair,” she said.


  “Thank you.”


  The velvet ribbon I was shown was so beautiful and had such a bright luster that I was almost blinded by it. When I was given a mirror to check myself, I was astonished. At most, I put on some lip gloss because I was generally so busy, but the girl who stared back at me in the mirror seemed like a completely different person.


  “What do you think, Lady Misha?” the maid asked cheerfully.


  “It looks perfect!” I gushed.


  The maid giggled before she apologized for doing so. Generally, people only thanked servants during times like these, but my unexpected reaction and visible excitement must’ve been a bit humorous. When the maid left, Gem arrived and stared at me. It tilted its head as though it were staring at a stranger.


  “How rude!”


  I walked out into the dining area, where the Leviathans were. They saw me and praised me to bits.


  “You’re always so adorable, but you look very beautiful today,” the marchioness said.


  “Vil will be pleased, I’m sure,” the marquess added.


  “Ah ha ha…” I let out a dry laugh, quite certain that Vil wouldn’t notice the difference. He was always surrounded by stunning beauties, and no matter how much I dressed up, I couldn’t even compare. 


  For breakfast, I enjoyed some freshly baked croissants, crunchy bacon, and rich mushroom potage. There were even soft-boiled eggs, and they were all delightful. I especially enjoyed how crispy and crunchy the bacon was, and I wished to know how it was made. I’d tried to emulate the same crispiness many times myself but had failed.


  The food was so delicious that I ate until I was absolutely stuffed. I reflected on my gluttony and promised myself that I’d go on a diet tomorrow. 


  A maid dropped by to fix my makeup; even if I was abundantly careful, lip gloss was bound to smear off during meals. She applied a brighter, strawberry color this time, a bit different from the gloss this morning.


  “How do you like this color?” the maid asked.


  “It’s adorable,” I replied. “Thank you so much.”


  The maid leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “It’s a special color for your date.”


  My face turned bright red. I wanted to tell her that she had it all wrong, but I held my tongue.


  A few minutes later, I received news that Vil had arrived. Just hearing his name made my heart skip, and since everyone kept whispering that this was a date, I really began to feel like I was going on one. He arrived wearing a simple waistcoat and jacket, looking more mature than when he was in his school uniform. I felt oddly embarrassed that I couldn’t look him in the eye.


  I heard footsteps echo closer, and when they were finally right beside me, I still kept my face down, unable to look. I squirmed and fidgeted nervously, holding my breath to hear his voice.


  “Misha,” Vil murmured. “Can I touch your cheek?”


  “Huh? Sure, go right ahead,” I replied.


  It was just the cheek, and that didn’t seem like a big deal. When I quickly gave my consent, his fingers brushed against my face. The moment he did so, my eyes snapped up to gaze at him. Our eyes locked instantly, and I only grew more embarrassed at this awkward air.


  “You’re beautiful,” he whispered.


  “Huh?!” I gasped.


  Wait, what did he just say?! My ears are playing tricks on me, right? He didn’t say what I think he said, did he?


  “Did you get all dressed up because you’re going out with me?” Vil asked.


  “Er, um…” I stammered. “The marchioness wrongly assumed that we’re going out on a date, so she had one of her maids dress me up…”


  “I see… Then I must thank the marchioness for her assumptions.”


  Is…he happy to see me in a dress? Is he? I’d never received a reaction like his in my life, and I felt so indescribably embarrassed and sheepish. How do I even begin to explain this feeling?


  “Shall we go, Misha?”


  “Yes, Vilfried.”


  He froze in place. “We’re no longer at school, and we’re all alone. You don’t need to call me by my full name. Did you forget our promise?”


  “Oh… Right. Yes… I recall our promise.”


  I think it was because he no longer wished to be called “Mr. Vil” by me. And then we reached a compromise…


  “Then will you say my nickname?” he asked.


  “Vil,” I said. “Does that make you happy?”


  He responded with a satisfied nod. I feel bad for being so casual with the future Grand Duke Lindenburg, but, well…whatever. I should focus on finding my uncle today.


  “Here, can you check this document?” Vil asked as he handed me a rolled-up sheet of paper.


  Puzzled, I took the document and unfurled it; it was an investigation report on my uncle. “H-How did you get this?”


  “I asked a detective that I know to look into it.” He claimed that he immediately got to work researching after we parted ways and hired a detective. There was even a portrait of my uncle, and sure enough, it was him.


  “This is my uncle,” I confirmed. “I’m sure of it.”


  “Got it,” Vil replied. “Thank goodness.”


  My father had failed to find my uncle’s whereabouts, but in a mere day and a half, Vil’s detective had done it.


  “Guy von Ritual. Your uncle, and the man who currently works as a butler in Count Twild’s manor,” Vil said. “He’s gotten involved with some unsavory individuals, and at night, he fools around with various women. He’s about a hundred gold coins in debt.”


  I didn’t expect my uncle to be living an honest life, but it seemed he’d indulged in debauchery more than I’d thought.


  “I’ve scheduled a meeting with Count Twild,” Vil said. “I doubt that even your uncle can run or play dumb in front of his master.”


  “Y-You’re so smart! Awesome plan!”


  Vil had already spoken with the count as well. Vil mentioned that he was bringing a friend who was a niece of the count’s butler (i.e., me); the count was asked to keep everything a secret to stage a tearful surprise reunion. This ensured that my uncle wouldn’t even have the chance to escape.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “Just to ask, did you have any sort of lead?” Vil inquired.


  “No, none. My plan was to just go downtown and ask around.”


  “Good. Then I’m glad I did this.”


  There wasn’t much time until our scheduled meeting with the count.


  “We’ll head there atop Sacred,” Vil said.


  “Okay.”


  Maybe I’ll have Gem tag along just in case…


  “Um, Gem, I have a request,” I said. “Is it possible for you to turn invisible so that you won’t stand out?”


  It was a long shot, but Gem, to my surprise, immediately became invisible. What can’t you do, Gem? But now, the problem is that I can’t see it either… Hrm…


  “Gem, is it possible to barely make you visible so that only Vil and I can see you?”


  Gem appeared very faintly to my eyes.


  “Thank you,” I said. “That’s perfect.”


  Sacred was on standby in front of the fountain. The water in the fountain was a bloody crimson, much to my surprise.


  “The marchioness’s taste is unusual as always,” Vil remarked.


  “I-It’s certainly unique,” I nodded. 


  Apparently, this was a special show for the festivities; the manor was creepier than usual for the big event.


  When Sacred spotted me, it let out a happy, “Mwee!”


  It’s so cute, as always…


  “Meow! Meow!” an adorable cry echoed beside me.


  It wasn’t a cat but a crying Gem; just like before, my familiar must’ve thought that Sacred was a rival. Gem cried out to get my attention in hopes that I wouldn’t dote over the dragon.


  “You’re the cutest in the world, Gem,” I said. “Don’t you worry.”


  Satisfied, Gem stopped crying.


  “Misha, your hand.”


  Vil was already atop Sacred’s back and reached out to pull me up. I took his hand and sat atop the saddle as Gem wrapped itself around me like a seatbelt. I wasn’t sure if it did it out of concern for my safety or if it refused to get atop its rival’s back, but I knew better than to question Gem. 


  Vil gave the signal, and Sacred flapped its wings.


  After two or three flaps, I felt my body float up. After I’d learned how to fly, I was only baffled as to how something as huge as a dragon could take to the skies, but Sacred swiftly flew higher and higher into the air. When the dragon’s shadow appeared over the city, kids and adults alike looked up in astonishment.


  “Sacred, you’re amazing!” I praised. “You can soar through the sky so well!”


  It was so large, but I felt safer and steadier atop its back than on Blizzard. The dragon remained very still, and I couldn’t even feel the wind against me; a magical barrier must’ve shielded riders from the wind. I wondered if Vil had activated some sort of spell, but that wasn’t the case. Sacred’s magic ensured that all riders would be comfortable.


  I patted Sacred’s back lovingly when Gem again proved that it was full of surprises. It turned back into a sphere before it threw itself off the dragon’s back.


  “Wait, what?!” I cried.


  I was terrified that it would fall, but Gem floated in the air and soared beside the dragon.


  “H-Huh?!” I gasped. “You can fly?!”


  It turned back to me proudly as though to show off this skill. Please face forward when flying. No, no, that’s not the issue right now! What on not-Earth?! I was so shocked that I staggered and leaned to one side. Vil placed an arm around me and drew me close, stabilizing my body.


  “Misha, don’t move around too much in the air,” he warned.


  “B-But look!” I spluttered. “Gem’s soaring in the air like nothing’s wrong! It’s hard to stay calm!”


  “I…guess so. I’m actually surprised myself.” Vil whirled around to watch my familiar, but he was as cool and composed as ever. He didn’t look at all shocked by Gem’s ability.


  “Gem, I know that you’re an amazing spirit, truly,” I said. “So please! Please come back to me!”


  My familiar bounced in the air and landed on Sacred’s back.


  “Wait, how did you just bounce in the air?” I asked. “What did you use as your footing?!”


  Maybe it was my fault for being surprised by every little thing, but it wasn’t like I could turn a blind eye to what I just saw. And of course, Gem wasn’t willing to provide any explanation at all. It turned back into my seatbelt as it used one of its tendrils to smack Vil’s arm away from me.


  “Gem, you really are amazing…” I murmured. “Far beyond anything that I could ever imagine…”


  I wasn’t exactly offering praise as much as voicing my astonishment, but my familiar flickered happily at my words of awe. All the while, we reached the sky above the count’s manor.


  “This house doesn’t have a clearing where Sacred can land,” Vil explained. “We’ll jump off.”


  “Excuse me?”


  He forcibly peeled my Gem seatbelt off me and carried me in his arms. My familiar wrapped itself around my torso and glowed red as though to display its anger, but Vil didn’t seem to care one bit.


  “What do you—”


  “Keep your teeth clenched,” Vil warned.


  “Uh?!”


  Vil jumped down toward the count’s garden with me in his arms, but I didn’t feel a stomach drop as one would experience on roller coasters. In the blink of an eye, we’d reached the ground.


  “W-Wait, how did that happen?”


  “Looks like Sacred used its teleporting magic to bring us here,” Vil remarked.


  He claimed that his plan was to jump off and use magic to soften the landing. I wish you’d at least tell me stuff like that beforehand… This is bad for my heart, I swear…


  Sacred flew a few loops in the sky before it flew off into the distance. Count Twild’s garden was decorated with towering rose hedges that formed a labyrinth. This would take some time to walk through.


  “I wish we were teleported to the entrance,” Vil grumbled.


  “We should thank Sacred for helping us land safely,” I pointed out.


  “I guess you’re right.”


  After about ten minutes of wandering around, we finally made it to the entrance. Vil grabbed the knocker and rapped it on the door; it quickly opened for us. There wasn’t anyone behind the door—it was a magical one that automatically opened. I couldn’t sense anyone at the entrance, but I spotted a small shadow about as tall as a three-year-old holding a broom.


  The moment I let out a gasp, the shadow melted away between the flower stand and some vases, vanishing before my eyes.


  “Must be a housekeeping fairy,” Vil said.


  “I’ve never seen one before,” I replied.


  These fairies were in charge of cleaning, laundry, and cooking. Usually, a mage was summoned to form a contract with a fairy, tying them down to a house. These fairies worked in exchange for the mana permeating through the land, but I pitied them. Personally, I’d feel guilty for tying them down in such a way, and I felt bad for them.


  There were still no signs of any servants. It seemed this manor was supported by magic and housekeeping fairies instead of employees; we didn’t know where to go when a middle-aged man arrived and bowed to me. He claimed to be the head butler of the manor, meaning that there was more than one butler around. That relieved me. Frankly, I was worried whether my uncle could manage and run an entire manor, so I was happy to see that the task was delegated to someone else.


  “Welcome,” the head butler said. “Thank you for coming. I shall escort you to my master.”


  At least we found someone who can guide us. Thank goodness. Of course, it was only natural for a manor to have a guide, but this house was clearly a touch different. The Twild Manor was filled with various forms of magic that were hard to miss. The lights automatically turned on as if there were sensors, and colorful flowers bloomed when I approached them. There were even paintings that displayed actual locations. Had I not attended magic school, this would’ve impressed and amazed me. 


  As we passed through the halls that gaudily showed off magic, we reached the room where the count awaited us. 


  The head butler knocked on the door. “My lord, Lord Vilfried von Lindenburg has arrived,” he announced.


  “Let them in,” a voice replied.


  The head butler bowed and opened the door. Inside was a man in his forties who had a woman sitting beside him. She was in a dress that showed a bit too much cleavage, perhaps a bit too showy even for dinner parties, and she flashed a charming smile. Is she his mistress, maybe?


  “Thank you for coming here, Lord Vilfried,” the count said. “Please, sit over there.”


  We sat on the sofa, but right across from us was the woman’s cleavage. I didn’t know where to look and wished that the count would make her leave, but it wasn’t my place to say anything.


  “You claim to have business with my butler, correct?” the count asked.


  “Yes,” Vil replied. “If you could bring Guy von Ritual here, I would be very grateful.”


  “But of course.”


  Count Twild summoned his head butler and ordered that Guy be brought over. This was also a great opportunity to find out whether Vil and Uncle Guy were acquaintances. There was a good chance that my uncle used a fake name when he tried to kidnap the prince, so this was a perfect time for me to be on high alert.


  I waited about five minutes, and the door opened without a knock. My uncle emerged with an old, unironed shirt and a pair of old pants.


  “My lord, please give me a break,” Uncle Guy whined. “It’s my day off. Or are you here to grant me a new woman that I can play with?”


  Wow, that was the worst entrance I can even imagine… Unbelievable.


  “Guy, you’ve got a guest,” the count said.


  “For me?” my uncle asked.


  Vil stood up and bowed toward my uncle. I decided to hide in Vil’s shadow and watch.


  “Huh? Who’s this guy?” my uncle asked.


  Which means they don’t recognize each other… Vil whirled around and tried to gauge my reaction, his gaze asking if we had the right guy. And Vil doesn’t seem to be familiar with my uncle either. I nodded to confirm that this was our target, and Vil swiftly introduced me to him.


  “I’d like to introduce a certain lady to you,” Vil said.


  “Yeah? Who?” my uncle snapped.


  I stepped out of Vil’s shadow and appeared before my uncle. “Long time no see, dear uncle,” I said.


  “Huh?! You’re—” Uncle Guy started.


  “Yes, your adorable niece, Misha. I’m here because I’ve got a few things I’d like to ask you.”


  “I-I don’t know you! I’ve never seen you in my life!”


  Really? You’re gonna act like you don’t know me? I expected my uncle to deny his crimes, but I didn’t think that he’d treat me like a total stranger. But even if I condemned him here, he’d only get sent to the knights, who were clearly happy to turn a blind eye to his crimes. If he insisted that there was no proof that he kidnapped the prince, he’d get released within the day, and that was that.


  There’s a criminal right in front of me, and I can’t do anything about it… How frustrating. But still, today was very fruitful. I was at least able to learn, to my relief, that Vil and my uncle were completely unconnected. 


  As my uncle tried to flee, Vil reached out to grab his arm.


  “H-Hey, let go of me!” Uncle Guy shouted.


  “You’ve got a debt owed to Misha’s father,” Vil growled. “Why don’t you pay him back?”


  “I-I’m not in debt!”


  “Guy, just how much do you owe to this lady’s father?” Count Twild asked.


  “What?!” Uncle Guy cried. “I-I’m not…”


  “Go on. Out with it.”


  The count glared at my uncle, who croaked like a defeated frog. Finally, my uncle came clean.


  “Five…silver coins or so,” Uncle Guy muttered.


  Unbelievable! Now, he’s totally lying about his debt! I’m not going to let his lies slide here!


  “You’ve borrowed ten gold coins from my father,” I said firmly.


  And according to Vil’s detective, you’ve got around a hundred gold coins in other debt, but I won’t mention that for now.


  “Is this true, Guy?” the count asked.


  “Er, well…”


  “If you don’t tell me the truth, I’ll fire you.”


  “Y-Yes! It’s ten gold coins!”


  The count then made a surprising claim. “Very well. Then I shall pay that debt back in his stead!”


  What?! Shouldering my uncle’s debt?! What a fabulous employer! Pfft… Yeah right. I can see ambition and greed glittering in your eyes, Count Twild. I bet you’re trying to make the future grand duke owe you one while earning points with Vil. It’s plain as day on your face, you know. My uncle, on the other hand, turned red like a maiden in love as he rushed to the count’s side and bowed deeply.


  “Count Twild, thank you so much!” Uncle Guy cried. “Will you shoulder my debt for me?!”


  “Of course he won’t!” I snapped, immediately shutting that down. “I’ll have you pay out of your own paycheck, Uncle Guy.”


  “If my employer’s paying for me, I practically earned it myself! What’s the big deal?”


  “That’s not the point. You have to work hard, reflect on your actions, and respectfully pay your debt back to my father. It only holds meaning when you work hard and use that hard-earned money to repay your debt!”


  My uncle didn’t seem to get it, but I felt like anything else I’d say would fall on deaf ears. Looks like a good time to retreat. I glanced at Vil, and he nodded back.


  “Uncle Guy, this world is made so that you won’t be able to get away with doing evil,” I warned. “Even if you get lucky and evade the eyes of others, God will punish you one day.”


  My uncle, perhaps recalling his misdeeds, turned pale, but it seemed he didn’t even have a smidgen of good in him that compelled him to turn over a new leaf and start anew as an honest, working man. 


  Just as we were about to leave, Count Twild stopped Vil again, insisting that the debt could be repaid.


  “Count Twild, forgive me, but this is a matter between my uncle and my father, not you,” I said firmly.


  No way was I letting this count somehow form ties with the grand duke’s house, much less make the grand duke owe the count. I firmly refused the offer and left the count’s manor. 


  Ugh… I’m so…exhausted. We walked toward a clearing and had Sacred pick us up from there.


  “Um… My uncle must’ve surprised you,” I muttered to Vil.


  “Well, admittedly, his refusal to accept his faults is rather impressive,” Vil confessed.


  “I couldn’t agree more…”


  My uncle brings shame to the Ritual family. I was confident that my immediate family members were all serious, diligent, and hardworking people, but my uncle’s family often acted out in the most unexpected of ways.


  “I’m sure that if the grand duke learns that I’ve got an uncle like that, he wouldn’t want me to hang around with you, Vil,” I muttered.


  “Why say that?” Vil asked. “That uncle has nothing to do with you.”


  “Sure, but those born in noble families can’t completely be separated from their family name. Inevitably, even the bad eggs would be linked back to us.”


  “I…can’t deny that. But on a personal note, I haven’t really changed my opinion of you. You’re you, and your uncle is your uncle. You’re two separate people.”


  “Thank you.”


  No doubt Vil must’ve experienced something similar for many years as the heir to the grand duke and the Lindenburg name. He must’ve been frustrated about being linked to unsavory individuals. I was incredibly grateful for Vil, who continued to interact with me no matter who I was or who I was related to.


  “Have you got some time, Misha?”


  “Hm? I do.”


  “Then let’s take a little break.” He wrapped his arm around my waist and whispered into my ear. “Hang on tight.”


  He was so close to me, and his voice rang loudly in my head; I thought that my heart would burst. I didn’t want him to keep making me so nervous, but of course, I could never say that to him. As Sacred sped up, I felt like we plunged into the vast ocean in the air. I gazed at the sky that stretched on endlessly, and oddly enough, any concern I had seemed so minuscule and trivial. 


  Vil then handed me a red magic stone.


  “What is this?” I asked.


  “A fire hand warmer,” he explained. “Put it in your pocket, and it’ll keep you warm.”


  He claimed we were headed toward a high-elevation location, meaning that it was rather chilly. Personally, I didn’t mind a bit of cold, but I wanted to accept Vil’s goodwill. After about an hour of flying, we reached the cold tundra, blanketed with a sheet of snow.


  “We’ll be walking for a bit,” Vil warned. “Will you be okay?”


  “Of course.”


  Gem transformed into a cloak and wrapped itself around me. The snow was only about five centimeters deep, and we could easily trek through it. After a short walk, we reached a forest of trees covered in frost.


  “Is there something beyond here?” I asked.


  “Yeah.”


  He didn’t fill me in on the details, which meant he wanted to keep the big reveal a surprise. We walked for about fifteen minutes until we reached a certain clearing. I’d thought that it was just more snow, but on closer inspection, I spotted some white herbs growing in the frost. I’d never seen anything like it before.


  “Vil, what are these?”


  “Snowflake grass.”


  “You mean…the material you listed for my snow wand?”


  “That’s right.”


  I knelt down and took a closer look at the plant. It was white from the tips of the leaves and stalk to its roots. It was absolutely beautiful. These herbs could be dried, crushed into a powder, and mixed with water to paint wands.


  “You searched for snowflake grass for me…” I murmured.


  “You can say that,” Vil replied. “Honestly, I just knew that this spot was the only area near the royal capital that had the right conditions for snowflake grass. I didn’t actually know that any were growing here.”


  He simply followed a hunch and brought me here, only hoping that we might find these precious plants.


  “If there weren’t any here, I was going to suggest that we grow some in this area,” Vil added.


  “I had no idea…” I murmured. “They don’t seem easy to raise, so I’m glad that we found some.”


  I didn’t think that he was spending so much time and effort on my wand…


  “Thank you, Vil.”


  When I gave him my heartfelt gratitude, he responded with a beautiful smile. I really don’t think that he’s the type to aim for the throne and scheme against others… He’s smart, so even if he had a plan in mind, I don’t think he’d go out of his way to use me. Besides, if he were so ambitious, I don’t think he’d have the time to teach me or help me make my wand… I want to believe in him. All I need is proof, concrete evidence.


  Since I planned to meet him tomorrow as well, I decided to be a bit bolder in my own investigation. If, after tomorrow, I still believed that he was in the clear, I’d no longer doubt him.


  ***


  THE next day was the big party. Just as I was about to wear my Vizer school uniform, I received news that Ehr had arrived. I welcomed him in the drawing room, and he looked as nervous as ever.


  “You sure I look okay?” he asked anxiously. “I don’t look weird, do I?”


  “You don’t look weird at all,” I reassured him.


  Normally, he looked a bit more casual—the first button of his shirt was usually undone—but today, he wore his uniform properly to avoid embarrassing Marquess Leviathan, who extended the gracious invitation.


  “Misha, will you get changed soon, too?” Ehr asked.


  “I will.”


  The marchioness arrived to greet us. “Ah, perfect!” she exclaimed. “I’m glad I caught the both of you. Now then, come this way.”


  She claimed that she wanted to show us something, and, confused, Ehr and I followed her. The marchioness took the lead and guided us toward a walk-in closet. She opened the door to reveal a set of torso mannequins in the center of the room. One wore a jay-blue dress, and the other a spiffy tailcoat.


  “Um, and these are…?” I asked.


  The marchioness smiled brightly. “Your and Ehr’s formal attire, of course!”


  “What?!” Ehr and I yelped as one.


  The dress was one that the marchioness had worn the year prior. She added ribbons and lace to it, transforming it into a whole new gorgeous outfit. The tailcoat was formerly worn by one of the sons of House Leviathan. It was tailored and fitted to suit Ehr’s size.


  “I prepared these in secret,” the marchioness said giddily. “What do you guys think? Do you like the outfits?”


  “I-I do,” I said. “They’re absolutely gorgeous.”


  “Um, er, must I… I-I mean, I didn’t expect you to prepare an outfit for me as well,” Ehr stammered nervously.


  We both gave a deep bow of gratitude. For the first time in my life, I was given such a beautiful and stunning dress for a Christmas party. No doubt they rearranged old clothes for our sake, hoping that they would be easier for us to accept—had they been sparkly, brand-new outfits, we might’ve declined out of sheer guilt.


  “Hee hee, I’m so glad and relieved that you like it,” the marchioness said. “I’ve always wanted to prepare outfits for my kids. But my two sons joined the royal guards, and they hardly ever return home. Even during Christmas, it’s rare that they visit me.”


  She thanked us instead, overjoyed that her dream of making fabulous outfits came true, and Ehr and I vehemently shook our heads. We were the ones who needed to thank her.


  The marchioness quickly got to work. She dispatched two maids to help me, and it started with a bath. The maids insisted on helping me scrub myself clean, but I turned that down. Once I was out and clean, they rubbed some pleasantly smelling hair cream into my locks while they carefully dried my hair. They polished my nails until they shone and even rubbed some oil on them to make them glisten. They gently massaged me to get rid of any swelling, gave me a face mask with some nice cream, and did a full beauty treatment to make my skin glow.


  I thought they’d gone the whole nine yards already, but they went on to fit me into the dress. They did my makeup and styled my hair as well. They did what was called a fishbone braid for today’s party, and as my locks were all tied up and neat, they gently draped my braid over my chest. The hairstyle looked so intricate and detailed that I could only commend the craftsmanship.


  Lastly, I wore earrings and a necklace and had a lace fan in my hand. The ensemble was complete. I was blown away by the marchioness’s skilled maids, and thanks to their efforts, my mediocre appearance was transformed into a visage of a stunning noblewoman. I thanked the maids repeatedly, appreciating their efforts for this party.


  A maid poured a cup of tea for me, which I was enjoying when I was informed that Vil had arrived. When I heard he was headed my way, I sat up straight. He’d greet the marquess and marchioness before he would see me, and the maid swiftly left the room just before Vil arrived, giving us some time alone together.


  Vil stepped into the room wearing a tailcoat. His bangs, usually down, were gelled up, and he looked more gentlemanly than usual. The moment he laid his eyes on me, he broke into a gentle smile.


  “I get to see you dressed up and so beautiful two days in a row,” he said. “I’m a very fortunate man.”


  This is my chance! I can pry a bit deeper into his affairs.


  “Oh, I’m flattered that merely getting dressed up makes you feel so fortunate,” I said. “But surely, you’re hoping for something more—a greater sort of happiness. Am I wrong, Vil?”


  He widened his eyes at me with surprise. What just flashed across his mind? Surely, it’s not the throne, is it? Please say that it isn’t. I nervously watched him and vehemently prayed that he wasn’t aiming for the crown.


  “Misha, how did you know?” he whispered.


  “W-Well, someone like you surely wishes for something more, something greater,” I replied. “I’m just assuming, though.”


  “You’re exactly right.” He approached me and gripped my hands tightly. “Will you be able to grant me what I desire?” he asked.


  “I-I wouldn’t know,” I stammered. “I must hear your wish first.”


  “Of course.”


  My hands still clutched tightly in his, he went down on one knee as he gazed up at me nervously. He won’t tell me to throw my life away so that he can become king, will he? My heart pounded nervously with dread as I patiently waited for what he had to say. Vil needed a few moments before he steeled himself and parted his lips, voicing his innermost desire.


  “Misha, will you become my fiancée?” 


  “Pardon?!” I gasped.


  I didn’t expect a proposal here. I stared back at him blankly, my mind failing to process his words. What did he just say? I don’t think I quite caught that… My ears are playing tricks on me. I’m sure of it. That’s all it is. But Vil repeated himself, dispelling any doubt in my mind.


  “If you refuse, I plan on remaining single for the rest of my life,” Vil said. “And in that case, I believe a different royal will become the grand duke of my house.”


  He…really wants me to be his fiancée… Wait, what?! Why?! How did this happen?! This was a man who was promised a bright future as the next grand duke. He must’ve had a countless number of other wishes, but instead, he claimed that his one and only desire was to be with me. And he claims that he can just abandon his social rank if I can’t be with him?! What in the world?!


  No way. No way does he want to marry me. I don’t believe it. What if marrying me would lead him to climb the ranks? It’d secure his role as the next Grand Duke Lindenburg, and that would be the closest path to the throne, right? Maybe I’m just a pawn…


  “Wh-What if the grand duchess is far too heavy a burden for me to bear?” I asked in a quavering voice. “What would you do then?”


  “Then I’ll marry into your house and be viscount,” Vil said firmly. “In fact, I don’t mind moving to your home in Lawlife. I can shovel snow off the roof and remove icicles. I’ll do it all.”


  “Just so you know, my sister and her fiancé are actually set to inherit the house. Even if you marry me, you’ll get nothing at all. Do…you still wish to be with me and marry into my house?”
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  “Of course. I don’t mind that. So long as you’re with me.”


  I could only stare back blankly, my jaw hitting the ground.


  “Vil…” I murmured. “Don’t you…want anything for yourself? Whether it be power, status, wealth, or authority?”


  “No, not really,” he replied simply.


  I… What?! I… I can’t believe it. I stared right back at him, trying to hear his true thoughts.


  “Um… Why?” I asked. “Why can you just so easily cast these things aside?”


  “Because I don’t need them. I’ve lived my entire life until now in an environment that anyone would’ve envied,” he replied. “And not once did my heart feel full.”


  He was born into House Lindenburg and raised to be the next grand duke. His future was assured, and he was raised with a strict education. He had to learn manners and etiquette, and it was expected of him to be the perfect, shining example for others to see.


  “I’ve lived my life feeling empty,” he said. “Not once did I feel at ease. But everything changed when I met you, Misha. Every day, you extended your kindness to me, and I was surprised by how relaxed and calm I felt in your presence. Just being with you made me feel at ease. Over time, I began to truly wish that I could spend all of my time with you. That I would always have you by my side.”


  I never would’ve dreamed that he saw me that way… My heart grew warm and fuzzy.


  “But you were born into a very lucky environment,” I said. “You were born special. Don’t you wish for more?”


  “What exactly do you mean? What do you think I can obtain?” Vil asked.


  The throne… Should I say that? It sounds too direct. Maybe I should just aim larger…


  “Like…the world?” I ventured.


  Vil let out an unusually loud laugh, his cheery voice filling the room. “Dominating the world…” he said between laughs. “If that’s what you want, Misha, I’ll do my best.”


  “N-No need!” I stammered.


  “Ah, it’s a pity that you won’t see me do my best, then.”


  It honestly doesn’t sound like you’re joking, and that bit scares me. I guess I went a bit too extreme…


  Vil took on a more serious expression as he stared into my eyes. “Every single being will be born into this world with nothing at all. As they grow and age, they don’t just obtain unnecessary knowledge. They’ll become greedy for items and become attached to all sorts of things. It’s precisely these items that I believe distort and warp a person. But at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter how much power, wealth, or authority that one obtains—none of these things can be taken with you to the afterlife when you die. Some people are foolish and yearn for things that are far beyond their means.”


  Though everyone was granted the same life, not everyone was born equal. That was simply the way of the world. Yet, one thing came equally to all, regardless of wealth or status.


  “Death is what plagues us all,” Vil said.


  Just as he said, everyone would die one day. Not a single soul would be spared.


  “Since we know that we will all die one day, until that time comes, I wish to live calmly and happily,” he continued. “And for that, I need you, Misha. No one else.” He stood up and gently hugged me, his whispers softly echoing in my ears. “Please, Misha. Won’t you marry me?”


  A tear rolled down my cheek. I was certain. This man wasn’t aiming for the throne. He wanted me and simply wished to live out the rest of his life in peace. As I wept, Vil patiently stayed by my side and waited for me to calm down. It took some time to finally compose myself and stop my tears.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “My mind’s just a muddled mess…”


  I didn’t just feel lucky that Vil chose me. There were still suspicions swirling around him, and I thought it best to clue him in on these unsavory rumors.


  “Um, can you cast a spell to prevent any outsiders from listening to us?” I asked.


  “Sure,” Vil replied. “Can I ask why?”


  “I want to tell you a secret.”


  “All right.” He didn’t pry further and activated a magic circle around us. “No one can listen in on us now,” he reassured me.


  “Thank you.”


  Thank goodness he’s quick on the uptake. I placed a hand over my chest and took a few deep breaths before I steeled my resolve and told him all about Prince Rena’s intel.


  “Truth be told, a short while ago, I heard some rumors about you,” I said.


  “About me?” Vil asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Doesn’t sound good.”


  It seemed my face gave it away. I responded with a small nod and gave him more details.


  “The rumors stated that you were plotting against the royal family to drag them down and start a rebellion,” I said. “Your ultimate goal is apparently the throne. That’s what some are saying about you.”


  “What?!” Vil asked, looking more surprised than ever before. “Why in the world would I aim for the throne?!”


  “I know. I know that you aren’t. When I first heard the rumors, I couldn’t hide my disbelief.”


  “Who did you hear this from?”


  “Prince Rena.”


  There was a good chance that Her Highness was being tricked by someone as well.


  “Before Prince Rena entered the magic school, she was actually almost abducted,” I revealed.


  “She was?!”


  My father had told me he would handle it and that I didn’t have to do anything, so I didn’t act on it before. 


  “And the one who tried to kidnap her was my uncle, the man you met the other day,” I revealed.


  I told him that I’d coincidentally stumbled upon the incident and managed to save the prince.


  “My father’s initial plan was to track down and corner my uncle, but my uncle couldn’t be found,” I explained. “My father then went to the knights and reported the incident, but Prince Rena’s kidnapping incident was swept under the rug, thereby preventing any sort of fuss…”


  “What? The knights did that?!” Vil cried.


  After all, these knights were tasked with protecting the crown prince. If word spread that she’d been kidnapped, that would be a huge blow to the knights’ reputation.


  “That’s not all,” I explained. “People are suspecting that you are the mastermind behind the kidnapping incident.”


  “Who in the world would spread that nonsense?!”


  “I haven’t a clue…”


  But it looks like someone else is trying to pin Vil as the mastermind…


  “In fact, some assume that it wasn’t just Count Raid who poisoned you,” I added. “Some of the higher-ups of the kingdom might’ve helped out because they fear that you’ll start a coup. While Count Raid undeniably targeted your life, he might’ve been used as a scapegoat for other crimes…”


  “How utterly foolish…” Vil said with a loud sigh that went on for so long that I worried he’d run out of breath. “What I can gather is that someone is trying to pin all these crimes on me. And that person is the one who’s likely aiming to take the crown for themselves.”


  Vil realized why the king had been sick for so long. Clearly, someone was lurking in the shadows, hoping to assassinate His Majesty and ascend the throne.


  “Who would do something so stupid?” Vil wondered.


  “Who indeed…”


  He couldn’t seem to come up with a culprit. As Vil furrowed his brows and took in this torrent of information, he turned to me with a pained look.


  “I’m surprised that you still remained by my side despite those terrifying rumors,” he muttered.


  “Well, I was trying to gauge your reaction…” I started.


  “Like dominating the world?”


  “Ah, you can read me like an open book.”


  “Thinking back, that was an odd question to ask.”


  I refused to blindly trust rumors. I wanted to investigate matters until I was satisfied and trusted in my own information and judgment.


  “I…think that I was desperately searching for reasons that made you into a good person,” I said. “From the start, I didn’t want to believe that you were aiming for the throne.”


  “Thank you, Misha.” Vil looked like he was about to burst into tears as he clutched my hands. “It must’ve taken a lot of courage to speak with me.”


  “Yes, but when I heard how selfless you are, I was confident that you weren’t aiming for the crown,” I replied. “I’m sure of it.”


  “Selfless? Me?”


  “Yes, you.”


  “I’m asking to marry you. Can you really think that I’m totally selfless?”


  “Well…” A bit surprised by that response, I slumped my shoulders. “You even heard that my uncle tried to kidnap the prince,” I said. “Do you still wish to be with me?”


  “Of course,” Vil replied. “You’re you. And he’s him. Two separate people.”


  That’s the second time I’ve heard that… He’s really seeing me for who I am and reaching his own decision. I couldn’t even begin to describe just how happy I was to hear him say that.


  “Thank you, Vil,” I said warmly.


  “Then will you become my fiancée?” he asked hopefully.


  “Er, I’d like some time to think about that.”


  He gazed at me, a touch surprised. It seemed Vil had already asked the Leviathans if he could get some alone time with me, which was why the maid swiftly left the room. Normally, an unmarried man and woman weren’t allowed to be in a room together, but Vil swore that he wouldn’t do anything with me, and his earnestness and diligence earned the marquess and marchioness’s permission.


  “Misha, you can have some time to think about it,” Vil said. “But during our next lengthy holiday, will you let me come with you to Lawlife? Could you introduce me to your family?”


  He must be talking about spring break. We get a week off then. I was thinking of heading home during summer vacation when we get a month off…


  “W-Well…” I started.


  “You can introduce me as one of your friends,” Vil said.


  My father might be so surprised to see the son of Grand Duke Lindenburg that he’ll fall ill. My mother’s smile would certainly freeze from all the nervousness. I feel like Claire and her fiancé, Marius, would easily accept him, though…


  “I don’t plan on saying that I’m one of your potential marriage partners or anything,” Vil added hastily.


  You make it sound like I’ve got a lot of potential partners, but… Um, I wish you wouldn’t phrase it like that. It’d only bring more misunderstandings.


  “I just want your family to be aware of me,” Vil said.


  “I’d love to, but I think spring break won’t be long enough,” I said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “It takes ten days to travel there and back. We only have a week off for spring break.”


  “Oh, I’ve got that part covered.” He claimed that we could fly to Lawlife on Sacred. “I actually calculated the time it takes on Sacred from the royal capital to Lawlife.”


  It might take five days by carriage for a one-way trip, but atop Sacred, Vil said that it’d only take about ten hours, even with some quick breaks.


  “Only ten hours?!” I gasped.


  “Yeah,” Vil nodded. “Sacred can also cast spells to shield you from the cold and protect you from the wind. The passengers can comfortably enjoy a trip in the sky, and it’ll be quick.”


  Hm, if it’s that quick, maybe I can bring Vil to Lawlife… Plus, I do want to see my family again. But introducing Vil alone? That might bring all sorts of problems… Oh, I got it!


  “Er, can I invite a friend as well?” I asked.


  “Hm, I guess that’s fair for an initial visit.”


  An initial visit… Uh, but I think if Ehr and Alice come along, Vil will be treated as one of my friends, and nothing more.


  “Then when the next vacation comes up, I’d love to hash out details for this trip,” I said.


  Vil looked relieved and happy with that response.


  ***


  THE Christmas party at the Leviathan’s manor kicked off. The marquess and marchioness sat in the seats of honor along with Vil, who sat beside them. Ehr and I sat in the lower seats—this was actually at our behest. We wanted to learn about the manners and etiquette of high society.


  Ehr, dressed in a dapper tailcoat, looked very nervous because he’d seen all the cutlery lined up. We’d learned table etiquette at school, but we normally ate with only a spoon or a fork; we rarely had a chance to test out our skills during formal occasions. He wasn’t sure if he could use them correctly. Ehr looked so stiff that I decided to tell him a funny story. I’d seen Gem and the marquess’s butler staring at each other quietly, communicating only through small jiggles. When Ehr heard that, he burst into a fit of laughter and looked a lot more relaxed.


  “Just keep your eyes on Vilfried and follow his cue,” I said. “I plan on sneaking glances at him and stealing his technique if I ever get lost.”


  “You’re so smart!” Ehr praised.


  “More cunning, I think.”


  “Ha! I gotta be cunning, too!”


  If we’re too serious and nervous, we’ll only tire ourselves out, I thought. We had to relax, observe our surroundings, and make sure that we didn’t stand out. That was good enough. 


  As I chatted away with Ehr, Marquess Leviathan’s sons appeared to join us for the party.


  “I’ve returned, Father,” one said.


  “It’s been a year,” the other added.


  Both of them bore a striking resemblance to the marquess, much to my astonishment. I learned that the two sons were twins. They were friends with Vil as well, and both parties exchanged a quick greeting. The marquess then introduced his sons to me.


  “You might not be able to tell the difference, but this one’s Egmont, and this guy’s Egmunt,” he said.


  The twins looked like they were in their thirties or so; their burly physiques and glimmering eyes left a lasting impression. Their beards, grown out to cover their faces, reminded me of a bear. The marquess also reminds me of a bear. I guess three bears have gathered for the feast.


  As I spoke a little with them, I realized the twins were polar opposites. The older brother, Egmont, was quiet and drank a lot. The younger brother, Egmunt, was rowdy and cheery, but he didn’t drink one bit.


  “I always thought my house was so gloomy and wasn’t keen on returning home, but if these adorable kids are around, I’d like to head home every week,” Lord Egmunt said jovially.


  “They’re usually staying at the dorms,” Lord Egmont calmly pointed out. “Even if you return weekly, you’d only run into our gloomy father.”


  “Ah, you’re right!”


  It was fun talking with them. Once the formal dinner was over, the marquess and marchioness urged Ehr to stay the night. My friend politely refused, claiming that his guardian was waiting for him back at home. 


  As I sent him off, I decided to give Ehr a present I had prepared.


  “Here, Ehr,” I said. “A Christmas present.”


  I told him that it was my homemade berry tart, and Ehr’s eyes grew wide with surprise.


  “I thought gifts on Christmas were just the stuff of fairy tales!” he cried.


  This was apparently the first time he received a present on this day, and he looked delighted.


  “Thanks, Misha! I’m really happy!”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” I replied with a smile.


  “But I haven’t prepared anything for you…”


  “Don’t worry about it. So long as you’re happy and healthy, that’s the greatest gift I can wish for.”


  “You’re like my mom, Misha…”


  “Urgh!”


  At least treat me like an older sister! Sure, I might sound like someone in my thirties, but I can’t help it!


  “I’ll see you in the new school semester!” Ehr said.


  “See you then,” I replied.


  He smiled as we parted ways. 


  Vil would stay the night, and Lord Egmont and Lord Egmunt invited him for a chess-like board game. They were playing around after the meal. Lord Egmont invited me as well, but men and women often were separated for after-dinner games. I politely declined. I decided to join Marchioness Leviathan in her private quarters for some tea and ginger cookies.


  “How was our Christmas party?” the marchioness asked.


  “It was so much fun!”


  The whole grilled turkey was fantastic, and I loved the creamed potatoes and sautéed Brussels sprouts that came with it. I’d never had carp pie before, but it was a classic dish of the royal capital. I loved the sausage soup, and the dessert, plum pudding, was amazing as well. Never in my life had I enjoyed such a lavish Christmas dinner, and I enjoyed every bit of it.


  “I’m glad that you and Ehr joined us,” the marchioness said. “Thanks to you both, my sons decided to drop by for the first time in a good while.” It seemed the twins were extremely busy and struggled to take time off and return home. “They said that they received a day off for the first time in a month.”


  “It must be tough being a member of the royal guards,” I said.


  “Yes…”


  When news spread that Vil had been poisoned, there were fears that the king was also at risk. Security became tighter than ever.


  “My sons are knights, but they’re closer to the king’s personal attendants,” the marchioness said.


  Apparently, this was a coveted and special position even among the royal guards. The Leviathan twins worked under the king’s direct orders, making them a bit different from regular knights. I was relieved that neither Lord Egmont nor Lord Egmunt was too involved with the knights. I didn’t think I’d have these thoughts during the party… I want to at least enjoy tonight to its fullest. I remembered that I had also prepared a present for the Leviathans. 


  “Um, if you don’t mind, will you please accept this?” I brought out two handkerchiefs, one for the marquess and one for the marchioness. I embroidered snowflakes out of silver thread onto them.


  “How lovely!” the marchioness gasped. “You’re very good at embroidering; I can see that.”


  “Thank you.” This wasn’t just normal embroidery. I actually had some magic woven within. “If you’re outside and shake the handkerchief to the side, you can make snow fall,” I revealed.


  “A magical handkerchief?!” the marchioness cried.


  “That’s right.”


  The marchioness was eager to test it out, and we stepped out onto the balcony.


  “Aren’t you cold?” I asked worriedly.


  “I’m just fine!” the marchioness replied. She eagerly took the handkerchief and shook it left and right. At once, snow fell upon her. “Snow! Look, it’s snow!” she cried like an excited girl.


  Her eyes twinkled enthusiastically as she whirled around to face me. Since snow was a rare sight in the royal capital, she enjoyed it.


  “Thank you so much for such a fantastic gift! My husband will surely be delighted!”


  I spent every night before bed sewing a few stitches. I was happy that I made it in time.


  “Oh dear, one of the snowflakes on the handkerchief vanished…” the marchioness murmured.


  “Yes, the number of snowflakes corresponds to the number of snow spells you have left,” I explained. 


  “Oh no… I had no idea. I already used one up!” She seemed sad that the embroidery vanished and claimed that it was a waste to see the decoration disappear.


  “I can sew on the snowflakes any time,” I reassured her. “Please use it whenever you wish.”


  “Thank you, Misha. I will keep this near and dear.” She took my handkerchief and carefully stored it in a jewelry box as though to keep it safe.


  ***


  ONCE our little teatime was over, I took a bath and changed into a very comfortable nightgown. I fell into bed and placed my arms under my pillow when my fingers hit something. I took out the item; it was a velvet bag tied daintily with a ribbon.


  “To Misha von Ritual,” the bag read.


  The letters, so neat and uniform, belonged to Vil. It seemed he’d prepared a gift for me as well. He must’ve asked a maid to place it underneath my pillow. I undid the ribbon, revealing a beautiful hand mirror decorated with lovely jewels.


  “I feel like this belongs to a princess…” I murmured.


  Where did he even get this? When I checked the back of the mirror, it was inscribed with a magic circle.


  “What is this?” I wondered. I traced the spell with my finger and tried to read it when the mirror began to glow.


  “Huh?!” I cried. “Wh-What in the world?!”


  “It’s communication magic,” a voice replied.


  “Vil?!”


  I turned the mirror over and saw Vil’s face reflected in it. I almost let out a shriek.


  “Huh?!” I gasped. “Communication magic? Why did you… How…”


  “You said that we can’t meet just the two of us since we’re not engaged,” Vil replied. “So I made this mirror.”


  “You made it yourself?!”


  “Yeah.”


  He said that he bought a mirror, carefully placed each jewel on it, and inscribed it with a magic circle. There was even an anti-bugging feature, allowing us to communicate without concern. If we wanted to share secrets, we could talk through this mirror. He’s amazing…


  “Exchanging letters is nice, but there might be times when we want to hear each other’s voices,” he added.


  “You’re right,” I replied. “Thank you so much. I’m so happy to receive this gift!”


  He looked visibly relieved. Little did he know that I actually had a present prepared for him as well. It was a silver ear cuff that was cast with a defensive spell. Vil didn’t have pierced ears, but I was so sure that an earring or ear accessory would suit him well. An ear cuff didn’t require one to pierce their ears, so I thought it was a good choice.


  But when I saw him all dashing in his formal attire today, I felt like anything I bought wasn’t worthy of him. My items couldn’t be worn by someone of his rank. I didn’t cheap out, of course. I bought one that was rather expensive, but Vil was born into wealth, and he only knew of the best items in the world. Anything that I could buy wasn’t good enough for him.


  “Um, I’m sorry, I haven’t—” I started.


  “Huh?! What the?!” Vil gasped.


  He looked surprised, and when I gazed into the mirror, I realized that he had tossed his own somewhere else.


  “Why are you here?” Vil asked.


  He didn’t sound like he was in danger; rather, he was scolding someone familiar to him. Lord Egmunt had some alcohol to drink, which was rare, and perhaps the drunk royal guard had wandered into Vil’s room. I couldn’t hear the voice of this new guest, and I could only watch, confused. Just then, a familiar sphere appeared on the other end of the mirror.


  “Could that be…” I started.


  “Gem!” Vil scolded.


  No mishearing that one! Oh yeah… I sort of lost sight of Gem after I got out of the bath. Why’s it in Vil’s room?


  “Gem, what are you doing there?” I asked gently.


  My familiar ignored my words and turned its back on me. I thought that I had to rush toward Vil’s room to catch it and drag it back, but I realized that I was in my pajamas. The gown was thin, and this was not the right outfit to show to others. Wait, Vil was watching me in this the entire time we were speaking through the mirror… I suddenly felt embarrassed. I quickly grabbed a thicker robe and wrapped it around my body, firmly closing the front. No! Now isn’t the time to be worried about my outfit!


  “Gem, come on back!” I called.


  Yet, my familiar refused to listen. Why is it visiting Vil? I stared intently through the mirror when Gem stuck one of its tendrils out. Atop the appendage was the wrapped gift that I’d hidden.


  “Wait! Gem! No!” I cried.


  “Huh? What is that?” Vil asked. “A gift for me?”


  I’d neatly written, “To Vilfried von Lindenburg” on the card, and as Vil read his name, his face was filled with joy. He turned to me happily. He grabbed the mirror and smiled at me.


  “Is this a gift from you to me?” he asked, hope in his voice.


  “Er… Yes…” I muttered.


  I didn’t think Gem brought my gift over to him… Arghhh! My familiar didn’t need to go through all the trouble!


  “Can…I open it?” Vil asked.


  “Of course,” I replied. “It’s really not much, just a small gift…”


  “I doubt that’s true at all.”


  He placed the mirror back down to open the package, and Gem picked it up instead, holding it up so that I could see Vil’s reaction. His eyes sparkled with excitement like a child as he opened his gift.


  “Is this…” he started.


  “Yes, an ear cuff,” I replied.


  The moment he touched the accessory, he gasped and turned to me. “Is your mana imbued in this, Misha?”


  “Yes, I weaved a little spell for protection.”


  “Amazing…”


  Vil quickly put the ear cuff on. It was his first time wearing any sort of ear accessory, it seemed, and he had a bit of trouble wearing it, but he managed somehow.


  “How do I look?” he asked.


  “Wonderful! You look absolutely dashing!” 


  I knew it! Vil looks great with ear accessories! I’ve got a good eye for stuff like this! Oddly enough, when I saw the ear cuff on him, the accessory looked like the most expensive stuff that money could buy. He really can make everything look good… I was actually a bit worried about the price—it was all I could afford—but if the wearer was elegant, anything they wore looked equally elegant and of excellent quality.


  “Thank you, Misha,” Vil said, all smiles. “Never in my life have I felt so happy opening a Christmas gift!”


  Vil confessed that he’d seen me give Ehr a gift and was depressed that there was nothing for him.


  “I wouldn’t have thought that you prepared such a wonderful present for me!” he gasped.


  And I wouldn’t have thought that you’d be so happy. Thanks to Gem, I’m able to see him smile so cheerfully. 


  As we continued the festivities into the night and enjoyed each other’s gifts, Vil sat up straight and stared right at me. He wished to speak of his plan from here on out.


  “First, I’d like to find whoever is trying to pin me for all the crimes you stated earlier,” he said. For that, he wished to strike first. He claimed to have a tactic that would effectively remove all suspicions about him.


  “What’ll you do?” I asked.


  “I’ll rescind my claim to the throne,” Vil said firmly.


  “You’ll do what?!”


  Sure, if Vil no longer had a claim to the throne, he’d lose all motive for his supposed crimes, thereby clearing his name. But…


  “Are you sure?” I asked carefully.


  Not everyone was blessed with the position to become king. It would be a shame if Vil was forced to give up on being a sovereign solely because of a criminal who tried to make him into a scapegoat.


  “If that can clear my name, it’s a small price to pay,” Vil said. “Besides, I’m not interested in the throne. Not one bit.”


  He went on to state that if he became higher up on the ladder and closer to the crown, people would look at him with even greedier and more ambitious eyes. He couldn’t withstand that.


  “If, for whatever reason, I do become king, it’d only make things more difficult since I wish to marry you,” he finished.


  “Er, it’s already difficult enough between the grand duke’s house and my household, I’ll have you know.”


  Those connected to the royal family generally had to marry royals from other nations. Political marriages were the norm. If a lady of House Ritual married the heir of House Lindenburg, the rumor mill would start, and people would claim that I tried to marry into money—a morganatic marriage.


  “People will definitely point fingers at me…” I muttered.


  “Don’t worry,” Vil replied. “Anyone who points and mocks at you will have their fingers broken by yours truly.”


  “You’re scaring me a little…” I trembled at the thought. The scary thing with Vil was that I never quite knew when he was joking or being serious.


  “As it currently stands, I don’t know who my enemy is,” Vil went on. “I’m taking a shot in the dark, but I just thought of someone who might be after me. I’m thinking of reporting to him that I wish to rescind my claim to the throne.”


  “To whom, if I may ask?” 


  “My father.”


  Grand Duke Lindenburg?! The king’s younger brother and Vil’s biological father?!


  “My father is the third-eldest brother of the family,” he explained. “Yet, he hasn’t received much wealth or authority.”


  Indeed, despite being brothers with the king, the grand duke was seventh in line for the throne. Huh, yeah… That’s always bothered me…


  “Uh, forgive me for asking, but your father is the king’s younger brother, isn’t he?” I asked. “Why is his standing for the throne so, um…low?”


  “There’s a reason for that…” 


  I could hardly believe my ears when he filled me in on the details. There were rumors that Grand Duke Lindenburg’s father wasn’t the child of the late previous king. He may have been the child of Grand Duke Surbelt of Roumoon, the neighboring nation.


  “Some claim that my grandmother, who was the princess of the neighboring nation, had a romantic relationship with Grand Duke Surbelt…” Vil confided.


  The rumors went on to state that Vil’s grandmother, who had given birth to two potential heirs, felt her job was done as queen. She decided to have her third child with the man she truly loved and thus committed adultery with Grand Duke Surbelt, eventually giving birth to Grand Duke Lindenburg.


  “And so, my father isn’t treated all that well among the royal family,” Vil said.


  What if Grand Duke Lindenburg, frustrated by how he was treated so differently from his two brothers, decided to exact his revenge on the royal family?


  “My father had always stated that so long as my younger brother, Noah, was around, that was good enough,” Vil muttered. “I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if the plan was to kill the king, drag others down, and turn Noah and Renhalt into his puppets. My father may be the overly ambitious type.”


  “That can’t be…”


  Was the grand duke actually trying to pin Vil as the criminal, kill the other royals, and take the nation for himself once his son was executed?


  “It’s odd, really…” Vil admitted. “The more I think about it, the more I become certain that he could be the mastermind behind it all.”


  But would a father really try to have his biological son shoulder all the blame to kill him off? If that was so, I truly couldn’t comprehend the thought process and mental gymnastics required to be so heinous. 


  In any case, Vil settled on rescinding his claim to the throne and reporting this to the grand duke. Even if the grand duke was against it all, Vil intended to push through.


  “It seems that many think that I’m trying to take the crown for myself, so I just want to quickly get rid of any royal claim to dispel these silly rumors,” Vil said. He wished to continue investigating the issue and mentioned one more plan he had in mind.


  “What would that be?” 


  “Making your wand, Misha.”


  Since I was always by his side, there was a good chance that I’d get caught in the commotion. He thought it best to formulate a plan that allowed me to fight back against enemies.


  “If you master your snow magic, it’ll protect you,” Vil said. “I’ve no doubt about it.”


  “You might be right about that.”


  The last time my mana went a little wild, it made snow fall throughout an entire area and could have extended further if not for the school’s barrier. That could easily stop enemies in their tracks, and my spells could be used in other ways as well.


  “I’ll look into materials a bit more,” Vil said. “Could you try preserving the snowflake grass that we found yesterday?”


  “Will do.”


  Now that we had a plan in mind, we could act. Though I didn’t know who the culprit was, I could never forgive whoever tried to make Vil into a scapegoat. I swore with Vil that we’d catch the mastermind behind it all.


   


   


   


  Bonus Story 1: Noah’s Affairs


   


  MY mother had always been weak and frail. She was recuperating and receiving treatment for her health in a land far away. Hence, my world contained only my father and my older brother.


  My father was a stern man, and I could rarely sit down and have a casual conversation with him. My brother was similar; he would never let injustice or indolence slide, but he would send me a gift every year on my birthday and occasionally send me letters asking how I was doing. He seemed to care a bit about me.


  My older brother had almost been kidnapped once when he was a kid. Royal boys with a claim to the throne were in a constant state of danger, and my father had also been the target of a few assassination attempts before. And so, the moment I was born, my gender had been hidden, and I lived as a woman. Acting like a girl was a method to protect my life. I knew that this measure was well-intentioned, but there were many times when I felt frustrated and upset. I wasn’t permitted to do some things that normal people were allowed to do.


  Often, I’d wondered why I had to go through all of this. Why me? What did I do to deserve it? I lashed out at my wet nurse and maids to blow off some steam. Since my father made the decision, I had no choice but to obey. I knew that, but I couldn’t suppress the anger and resentment that welled up in my heart. But no matter who I complained to, everyone around me told me to endure it and to hold myself back. Only my older brother seemed to be on my side. He apparently had gone to my father and severely criticized these actions.


  “You’re going a bit too far with this ruse,” my brother had said.


  Just hearing stories of my brother worrying this much about me made me so happy. My older brother was always on my side, no matter what, and that was a pillar of support for me. 


  One day, my father dropped a bombshell on me—I was set to marry Crown Prince Renhalt.


  At first, I couldn’t believe it. Two boys couldn’t marry. There’d be no heir for the royal family. But I quickly learned that I was wrong. Prince Renhalt was also raised to hide her gender, just like me. The crown prince was a woman, but even the king, for whatever reason, didn’t know that. How my father knew the truth about the crown prince when even the king didn’t, I had zero clue. I’d asked him before, but he never gave me an answer.


  When I asked my father if he raised me as a woman so that I could marry the crown prince, he nodded. I’d thought that he would again refuse to tell me, but for whatever reason, I learned the truth about that. I tried to take after my brother and make a complaint or two about how unfair this all was, but I couldn’t muster the courage to do so.


  As days passed, I periodically met up with Prince Renhalt. She didn’t seem angry or resentful of the fact that she was forced to live as a man. In fact, she seemed rather cheerful and optimistic. She was different from me, who was filled with anger and negativity and took it out on those around me. The crown prince seemed like the pinnacle of a perfect person.


  The fact that there were people out there in this vast world who were just like me, forced to live under a different gender, gave me a ton of courage. It didn’t take long for me to grow fond of the crown prince. I was certain that with her by my side, I’d be able to wade through the stormy waves of life. However, to be a suitable person to stand by her, I had to work hard. The prettier and daintier I was, the manlier and more powerful Prince Renhalt would look.


  The moment the realization hit me, I worked to be cuter and womanlier than ever before. I attended finishing school to become more feminine. One day, out of the blue, my father summoned me. Prince Renhalt was going to conduct the crown prince’s ceremony ahead of schedule.


  I was admittedly a bit surprised; I thought that it would be done when she turned twenty. I pressed my father for answers, but he didn’t respond. He simply said that the queen had made her choice. The maids whispered that perhaps the ceremony date was hastened because Prince Renhalt would struggle to fit into a man’s outfit when she turned twenty. The older one became, the more difficult it would be to hide their physique.


  I guess that makes sense, I thought. I can see why the queen wants to hasten the date since all eyes would be on the crown prince during that ceremony. Her Highness’s gender has to remain hidden… But underneath all this logic, I was once again vexed. It felt like all of our hard work was for naught—that anything we did to hide our identities was meaningless. Unfortunately, I had no choice but to obey.


  On the day of the banquet, I made a shocking discovery. My brother was with a woman I’d never seen before, and he was smiling happily. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I had no idea that a man so stern, diligent, and serious could flash such a gentle and kind smile. And the woman? She looked like any other woman that I’d ever seen—nothing special at all.


  I couldn’t forgive her for approaching my brother. I was adamant about following them so that I could corner the girl and ask what sort of relationship she had with him, but the shapewear was so tight on me that I hardly had time for anything else. I decided to rest a bit and head back to the venue when the woman with my brother showed up to save me.


  Her name was Misha von Ritual. She belonged to a noble family out in the middle of nowhere, and I’d never even heard of her family name. She didn’t seem at all suitable for my brother. She seemed like the caring kind, a mother hen who watched over others; she was incredibly calm for her age, and perhaps that somehow earned my brother’s favor. I don’t get it. What does she have?


  To my surprise, she was apparently good friends with Prince Renhalt as well, and I failed to see how they had any connection at all. I was frustrated. I felt left out, as though I were the only one who failed to see her charm.


  Misha von Ritual, however, also saved my brother’s life. Had she not been there, my brother would’ve surely been gravely injured. I was thankful for her, but that didn’t mean that she was allowed to get too close to him.


  I planned on keeping a watchful eye on that woman. If she had any plans on using my brother for her own nefarious schemes, I’d never forgive her. I swore that I’d keep a careful eye on her actions to make sure that she wouldn’t get one past me.


   


   


   


  Bonus Story 2: The Duties of an Auxiliary Student


   


  BECAUSE I became Vil’s auxiliary student, I was assigned to assist with the head prefect’s duties. He told me I didn’t have to worry about it and to focus on school, but honestly, I wasn’t allowed to just sit back and watch. All the students at this school admired Vil, and since I was his auxiliary student, I received envious gazes from many.


  If this envy turned to resentment or anger, I would be in danger. To make sure that there was no opening for others to take advantage of, I had to fulfill my role as an auxiliary student. And so, after classes, I joined Vil to help him with his head prefect work.


  “It’s nothing much, really,” he said.


  As we talked, we headed to the courtyard surrounded by trees. I was confused about why we were here when a dark fog looming in front of us surprised me.


  “Wh-What is that?” I asked.


  “Can you see it too?” 


  “I can.”


  The black fog slithered around like some kind of creature.


  “Can you chase the fog around for me?” Vil requested.


  “Certainly,” I replied.


  I followed orders and approached the black fog as it drifted away from me. Vil took his chance. He quickly took out a bottle and sprinkled water over the fog. Sizzles rose in the air as the black fog dissipated into the ether. He crouched down.


  “You all right?” he asked. He was speaking to a weasel. It was a magical creature, and when Vil gently shook its body, it snapped back to its senses.


  “It seems weak,” I said. “May I give it a potion?”


  “Yeah, go ahead,” Vil replied.


  I sprinkled my potion on the weasel, and its fur regained its glossy sheen as light filled its eyes. The weasel bowed at us before it scampered off into the wilderness.


  “What just happened to that creature?” I asked.


  “Probably affected by miasma,” Vil muttered.


  Miasma was the result of strong negative energy. It could manifest and turn visible, negatively affecting all sorts of creatures.


  “Miasma tends to pool when so many people gather,” Vil said.


  Anger, sadness, fear, hatred, envy, and anxiety were all normal feelings that one might have on a bad day. These minuscule feelings could easily accumulate and build up when many people gather in one area, and that could turn into miasma. Since Vil could see miasma, he was tasked with purifying the area with holy water.


  “I didn’t think that you could see it too, Misha.”


  “It’s the first time I saw it,” I replied. “Maybe it’s because I’m so close to you, Vilfried.”


  “Makes sense. We resonated our mana and became connected, so that may have made it easier for you to see.”


  The trees in the courtyard were planted to collect miasma, and Vil periodically purified the area.


  “I’ve never seen it possess another being like it did today,” Vil said.


  “I see…” I murmured.


  Loud cheering behind us abruptly cut our conversation short. I jolted with surprise and turned around to see squirrels, mice, and other magical creatures gathering around us to thank us for our work.


  “Wh-Why are they…” I stammered.


  Vil seemed used to this attention, though, and he waved in response. I hastily followed suit and bowed, receiving the appreciation of the other animals.


  Night quickly came, and we were now on patrol of the quiet campus. It was beyond creepy.


  “Shouldn’t be much on the school premises…” Vil murmured.


  “Eep!” I cried.


  I thought I saw a white shadow around the corner. Vil must’ve seen it too since he quickly gave chase.


  “Wait!” he shouted. He unleashed his mana like a spiderweb and captured the white shadow in one go.


  “Ah… Help…” the ghost wailed.


  The ghost seemed like the spitting image of a specter depicted in books.


  “Why are you here?” Vil asked.


  “I’ve always wanted to go to school!” the ghost cried. “That’s it!”


  “Residual thoughts…”


  This was no ghost—it was just the manifestation of someone’s strong emotions to go to school. Vil chanted a purification spell, and the ghost shrieked.


  “Eeeeek!” it screamed.


  Before long, it vanished without a trace.


  “Er, that specter just returned to its usual body, right?” I asked.


  “That’s what I believe, yes.”


  How creepy… I thought. If I were all alone, I would’ve cried with terror. Vil also went around the campus and told any remaining professors to return home. If he found any unlocked doors, he locked them as well.


  “This should do it,” Vil said.


  And so, the head prefect’s duties were done for the day. He claimed that he didn’t do this every day, but it was still an important job that must take quite a bit of effort.


  “I’d like to tag along with you again next time,” I said.


  “Are you sure?” Vil asked.


  “Definitely!”


  I hoped that my presence would decrease some of Vil’s workload. After all, that was my duty as an auxiliary student.


   


   


   


  Afterword


   


  HELLO, I’m Mashimesa Emoto! Thank you for picking up the second volume of Goodbye, Horrible Fiancé, Hello, Fun Magic School Life!.


  In this volume, we got a sneak peek of Misha’s snow magic power that went wild, Gem’s unexpected abilities, Vil’s passionate feelings for Misha, and Ehr and Alice’s deepening friendship! I think we saw quite a bit! I hope you enjoyed this volume, along with everyone’s antics!


  I’ve been living as a shut-in as usual these days, but I used to do stuff, you know. I went to theaters or on small trips; I’d even gone on a trip to catch a live concert. But I’ve strayed from these hobbies and have started to live more within the confines of my home. Why? Because I’ve got a cat!


  I don’t want to spend even a second away from my beloved pet, so I’m unable to stay overnight on trips. In fact, I can’t really venture far without my cat anymore. How can I go on vacation and leave my friend behind?!


  I’m also assuming the cat must need me as well. I envy my family members who get to go on trips, but I’m very happy to be with my cat. Every second with my furry friend is priceless, and I wouldn’t trade it for the world. My cat is only about a year old, but I cry when I think about how many years we have left together.


  I never knew that cats were so adorable, innocent, kind, and surprisingly thoughtful of humans until now. My kitty is growing cuter by the day, and I would’ve never known this had I not raised a cat myself. My pet is so, so cute! Oops, I never intended to prattle on about cats like a certain duke’s daughter in my series.


  I created Alice before I brought a cat into my life, and I would’ve never dreamed that I’d be crazy about kitties like her. My cat is just so gosh darn adorable. I’m also surprised that I’m very devoted to my cat and will happily serve my beloved friend.


  I have to wake up at four every morning, but it’s no trouble at all. I’ll happily do it for my cat! Yes, I think I serve my cat very well. It really is very fun.


  I’ve actually mentioned a ton about my cat in the afterword of my other work (Expedition Cooking with the Enoch Royal Knights), so some people might think that I’m talking about my cat again, but… Well, I think I’ll continue talking about my cat.


  I would greatly appreciate it if you would stick with me as I rave about my pet. It’s time for me to head off! Thank you so much for reading until the very end!


  I pray that we can meet again in the next volume!


  [image: Other Series]
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