

  

    [image: Her_Royal_Highness_Seems_To_Be_Angry_V3.jpg]

  




  

    

      
					[image: ]
				


    


  




  

    

      

        [image: ]

      


    


  




  

    

      

        [image: ]

      


    


  




  

    

      

        [image: ]

      


    


    The Reincarnated Princess and an Ancient Power


    Contents


    Prologue: The Stormy Villa


    Chapter 1: The Monster of Black Fog


    Chapter 2: An Uninvited Guest


    Chapter 3: Traces of Magic


    Side Story: The Girl’s Invitation, The Boy’s Determination


    Chapter 4: Disturbances During Extracurriculars


    Side Story: In the Decaying Cathedral


    Chapter 5: A Gambler Who’s Guaranteed to Win


    Chapter 6: Lucrezia’s School Festival


    Side Story: Despair and Hope


    Chapter 7: The One Who Wears the Wheel and Cross


    Final Chapter


    Afterword


     


     


     


    Translated by Katie Kimura


    Edited by Becca Chen


  




  

    Prologue: The Stormy Villa


    Prologue


    The Stormy Villa


    The Welde villa stood by a quiet river off the beaten path of carriages and pedestrians on the outskirts of Nirvaan, the capital of the Kingdom of Platina. Though it was a villa belonging to the royal palace, there wasn’t a soul in sight. The villa’s walls were built of rough gray bricks with ivy crawling across its surface, so it hardly looked like it belonging to the luxurious royal court.


    There was a terrible storm that night. Rain cascaded in waterfalls, pounding the earth, and raging winds shook the windows violently. Only the outlines of buildings could be made out in the hazy, stormy sky, making the eeriness of the Welde villa stand out even more.


    “Hey, get some boards from the warehouse! Hurry!”


    “I’m on it! Hey, you! Could you take this to his room?!”


    The voices of men and women rang out in the corridor as lightning flashed, visible through the windowpanes.


    Until recently, the villa had only been visited by the people who came to keep it maintained. But now, it served as a place for Rocheford, the first prince of Platina, to rest and recover. 


    A few dozen servants, the ones rushing throughout the corridor at that very moment, now lived there to care for the prince.


    “I-I’m back!” A man sprinted into the room with a bucket of water swinging in his hand, but he came to an abrupt stop when he saw the first prince being held down by several people, struggling and screaming like a fiend. The room was a complete mess, broken furniture and other objects strewn everywhere. The large window that ran along one side of the wall was completely shattered. Wind and rainwater poured in through it, soaking the bed and carpet.


    “Just put that somewhere over there and come help us!”


    “G-Got it!” Plunking the bucket on a nearby table, the man rushed over to the bed. Normally, it would be extremely improper for a mere servant to grab a member of the royal family, but in an emergency like this, no one could be bothered to care about that sort of thing. 


    The first prince had started acting strange earlier that afternoon.


    After the sun had set, he’d suddenly let out a roar and began to rage in distress. The servants who found him had tried to deal with him themselves but could only stand there helplessly. Things got worse when it started storming, leading to their current predicament. 


    “Grrrrrrr!”


    The prince had been emotionally unstable since before he came to the villa. He had been like this ever since he got caught up in the incident with the monster at Lucrezia Academy in the capital.


    His condition fluctuated, with periods of stability interspersed with irregular periods of frenzy. As a result, all of the servants were experienced in dealing with the volatile first prince. However, none of his previous attacks could compare to this one.


    “Hngh… Ahhhhh!”


    How much time had passed since his fit had begun? He had been twisting and thrashing about on the bed, but all of a sudden, he calmed down as if the tension inside him had been cut. Seconds later, he passed out.


    The tempestuous wind and thunder outside had stopped as well. Only the rain continued to fall quietly.


    The servants were exhausted, but their work wasn’t over yet. There was plenty to do, including repairing the smashed windows, washing the carpet, and cleaning up the strewn glass.


    “What happened to this window?” a young butler picking up glass shards asked.


    “Hmm? Oh, you don’t know?” An older butler proceeded to tell him what had happened.


    When the prince had his fit, the servant who found him had tried to care for him but had been unable to do so. They had tried to approach the prince’s bed but were thrown to the other side of the room by a powerful force. At the same time, there was a thunderous roar, and the window had been blown off, including its frame.


    “Could it be because of the storm?”


    “No, it’s… Take a look at this.” The older butler beckoned the younger butler to look outside through a gaping hole in the wall. Below, on the ground level of the first floor, there was a large amount of broken glass and a bent window frame.


    “What? It was broken from inside?”


    “So it seems. I have no idea what happened, though.” The senior butler threw the pieces of glass he had collected into a wooden box and shrugged his shoulders slightly, the remnants of his fatigue showing in his expression.


     


    The black, fog-like monster sprang out, smashing the villa’s window and its frame from the inside. The monster, which looked somewhat like a giant wolf, thrashed about in pain before running off, fleeing the scene.


    “Argh, that kid spat out the black fog.” 


    People peered into the first prince’s bedroom from afar. A young man holding a telescope sat atop the gray castle walls that surrounded the Welde villa. His pure white robe was drenched from the recent storm and clung to the castle walls. However, he didn’t seem to mind and instead pulled the robe over his head, using it as a raincoat rather than a jacket.


    “That prince was almost there… Ah, the fog’s escaped in the direction of the capital,” he remarked lightly. “Is that bad?” 


    “It doesn’t matter,” another man rudely interrupted. “Was that one the ‘pitch-black fog of ancient times’?” Unlike the young man, this man was wearing his robe the correct way and had his hood pulled down over his eyes, completely obscuring his face.


    “Hmm, it was no good. Just a normal black fog. It was incomplete because it was interrupted by Miss Filiaregis, after all. What a bust. Do you have any idea how much trouble I went through to find that sword?”


    “Whatever. We’ll just have to find another important ancient relic.” Neither the young man nor the man in the white robes sounded disappointed, almost as if they had expected this result. 


    “We’d better report this to the master later… Wait, I’m sure he knew this would happen! As always, he made us go on a fool’s errand…”


    “Watch your tongue, Jacqudaw. I will not have you badmouth our master.” The man in the white robe stared daggers at the younger man named Jacqudaw, who simply shrugged.


    “Oops, pardon me. I was glared at by his loyal retainer. Still, you have such a beautiful look in your eyes when you scowl at me like that, Mil. Keep it up and I might fall for you, kiddo.” Jacqudaw let out a lighthearted, carefree laugh. He hardly seemed perturbed by the icy glare Mil shot at him as he continued to spout jokes. 


    “Anyway, it’s super hard to see with this thing,” he suddenly said, pointing at the telescope he’d been looking through. “I’m not a fan of these ‘tools of modern civilization.’” Rivulets of water poured endlessly over the glass of the telescope. They must have been ruining his view, because he was desperately fiddling with the instrument, trying to get it to focus.


    “It’s because of all your bad karma.”


    “Whaaat? So mean. We’re friends, aren’t we, Mil? Can’t you help me out?”


    “No. You and I are acquaintances at most.” Not playing along with the carefree and chatty Jacqudaw, Mil turned his back on the villa after confirming that it was no longer of any interest to him. “We’re done here. Let’s hurry back.” Glancing up at the clouds, which were still letting out torrents of rain, Mil flicked his white robes and pulled his hood further over his eyes. The hand that tugged on the hem of his hood was clad in a black glove embroidered with a coat of arms depicting a wheel and a cross.


    “Yeah, yeah. You’re so stuck up, Mil.”


    “I told you not to call me that.” The man in the white robes started walking, not bothering to hide his displeasure.


    Jacqudaw watched him before pocketing his telescope and pulling on his own robes. He got to his feet, an earring in the same shape as the crest on Mil’s glove dangling from his left ear. In the midst of the pouring rain, the two white figures leapt down from the gray castle walls. Chapter 1: The Monster of Black Fog


  




  

    Chapter 1: The Monster of Black Fog


    Chapter 1


    The Monster of Black Fog


    One afternoon, toward the end of her summer vacation, Leticiel was reading in the garden with a few books and a notebook beside her. It was shortly after lunch and the grass was a little damp from the storm the day before. 


    In the garden of Leticiel’s manor, there was a large tree with lush, green leaves. Leaning against the trunk of the large tree, she frowned as she glared at a book on liberal arts.


    Hngh… Liberal arts are so boring… But I have to study them…


    There’d been a difference of more than twenty points between her best and worst subjects on the spring semester’s final exams. For some reason, it annoyed Leticiel, so she was using her summer vacation to bolster her knowledge in her weakest subject. However, due to the events surrounding Claud’s rescue, she’d only recently been able to concentrate on her studies.


    “Claud, have you seen Miss Dro… Oh!”


    “Hey, Nicole. Miss Drossell is over there.” Claud and Nicole watched their mistress’s battle with the subject from a short distance away.


    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her struggle with her studies before,” Nicole commented.


    “It’s certainly unusual, but considering how worried she was about her test results, I suppose it’s not that strange.”


    “Yes. Her enthusiasm for studying hasn’t changed one bit, at least.” Ruvik joined them and the three servants watched over their mistress as she read under the tree.


    Drossell didn’t often stumble or fail in her studies even in Ruvik’s memories, but she was no superhuman. It was only natural for her to have subjects she liked and disliked. More than anything, he was touched to see her studying diligently again, the way she had in the old days. She hadn’t so much as picked up a textbook in the past two years.


    “My lady, I brought you some tea.” He walked over with tea and a scone. “Would you like to take a break?”


    “Hmm? Oh, Ruvik. Thank you.” Leticiel stopped transferring information from the textbook into her notebook and closed it. She can organize her thoughts later. 


    Nicole joined them. “You seem tired, my lady.” She peered at Leticiel.


    “Do I?”


    “Yes. You seem pale, or rather, gaunt. Would you like me to give you a massage?”


    “Oh, that sounds lovely. Could you please focus on my shoulders?”


    “Of course!” Nicole scurried over. Since Leticiel had been leaning against the tree trunk, she moved so Nicole could get behind her.


    “What subject are you studying right now, my lady?”


    “Liberal arts. How can the nobles of today study such tedious subjects?”


    “I know it’s difficult, but it’s a subject that’s needed for your exams.”


    “Still, boring is boring.” Leticiel complained to Ruvik, scone in hand, while Nicole rubbed her shoulders. She could focus on the subjects she liked for days on end, so she never knew how tiring it could be to grapple with a subject she didn’t like.


    “Then would you like to challenge me to a match for a breath of fresh air? Taking proper breaks is important, after all.” From his pocket, Ruvik pulled out a deck of rectangular cards with patterns. Some of the cards had numbers written on them while a few others had both letters and numbers. They came in only two colors: black and red.


    “Oh, how nostalgic.” Leticiel recognized those cards. Nao had taught her a few of the traditional games from his hometown in her previous life. One of them had been Trump.


    “Yes. I can still remember how we played against each other back when I was first hired.”


    “Right…” Leticiel said after a beat. She had no idea Ruvik had played Trump with Drossell.


    So Drossell played it too, huh? For some reason, that feels strange, she thought as their party returned to the manor. 


    Ruvik shuffled the cards. “What shall we play today?” he asked. “Old Maid, Blackjack, a memory ga—”


    “Old Maid,” Leticiel murmured without thinking, cutting him off. 


    Actually, she didn’t know any of those games. But just one of them—Old Maid—had a familiar ring to it.


    “I knew you’d choose that, my lady.” Ruvik smiled, wistful. He began dealing out the cards. “Then allow me to get the cards ready.” 


    Despite having chosen the game, Leticiel had no idea what one did in Old Maid. She accepted her cards while wondering what she should do. It wasn’t like she could suddenly stop the game. Staring at the cards she’d received, she wracked her brain.


    …Huh? Though she’d been lost in thought, Leticiel automatically reached out to take a card after just one look at her own hand. Do I remember how to play because of Drossell’s memories? She moved subconsciously, muscle memory leading the way, as she became accustomed to the rules. She began to feel a sense of déjà vu, and she couldn’t help wondering what kind of life the girl had lived. 


    Ah, now it’s coming back to me. Leticiel had been determined to learn the rules while playing, but the rules were almost the same as the ones Nao had taught her a long time ago. In Nao’s hometown, the rules said to deal fifty-three cards, including one joker, and the player who was left with the joker was the loser. There were no joker cards in this day and age, so the game was played with fifty-one cards, excluding one queen, and the last player to have a queen left was the loser.


    So the queen who isn’t paired off is the “Old Maid,” huh? The game’s name was certainly straightforward. It seems like in every period, women of a certain age are expected to get married, Leticiel thought with a wry smile.


    “…Huh? I lost again.” Before she knew it, they had been playing for an hour. Leticiel was starting to get irritated. For some reason, no matter how many games they played, she could never win against Ruvik. “I feel like I’m doing my best, but… Ruvik, do you know some sort of trick to win?”


    “No, that’s not it. It’s just… I’ve been watching Nicole’s expressions from behind you…”
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    “Gah! It’s m-my fault?! I’m terribly sorry! Forgive me for being so easy to read!”


    She watched the lively back-and-forth between the servants before looking up at the leaves of the trees that could be seen from her window.


    Looking at them reminded Leticiel of her previous life. There had been similar trees near the capital of her home country, Regenerose. She had often played at their feet.


    She had played with her parents when she was young, read books with the teacher who taught her sorcery, and after she’d met Nao, they had discussed politics and she had listened to tales of his hometown in the shade of those trees.


    Ah, the memories… Leticiel was struck by plain sentimentality and a tiny bit of loneliness.


    As Leticiel was lost in the past, she suddenly heard the voices of a young boy and girl call, “We came to play!”


    “Huh? Whoa!”


    “M-My lady!”


    A young girl and boy shot out of the open window. The visit was so unexpected that Leticiel was unable to react and nearly fell off her chair.


    “Got you, Drossell!”


    “We’ve got you, Drossell!”


    That seemed to be enough to satisfy them, as her twin guests quickly came down from above Leticiel to sit neatly. They were the twin spirit kings Tina and Deet, whom she had battled before.


    “You two seem to be doing well,” Leticiel commented.


    “We are! We came to play.”


    “Yeah, we’re doing great! We came to play!”


    “But is it all right for you both to be here? Won’t the other spirits be worried about you?”


    “It’s fine.”


    “It’s okay!” Tina and Deet raised their joined hands together as if they were cheering. Although worried about the validity of their statement, she decided to just keep a close eye on them since they’d insisted that it was fine.


    “Drossell, what are you doing?”


    “What is that, Drossell?”


    “These are playing cards called Trump.”


    “Trump?” the twins echoed, tilting their heads questioningly. Apparently, Trump didn’t exist as a pastime in the spirit world. 


    “Hmm, how should I explain… Would you like to try it?”


    “Yeah, I wanna try!”


    “I want to try! It looks fun!”


    Tina’s expression didn’t change in the face of the unknown game, but her eyes sparkled. On the other hand, Deet flashed Leticiel an innocent and wide smile.


    “Ruvik, do you know of any good games they could play?” Though she had played some Trump games before in her previous life, she couldn’t immediately think of a game that would be easy for beginners.


    “Well, how about a memory game?”


    “A memory game?” Tina and Deet asked in unison.


    “Yes. It’s a difficult game that requires a great deal of recollection. Once it’s done, you’ll be tired both mentally and physically.”


    “Wow, that’s so scary!” the twins chimed.


    Back when Nao had taught Leticiel how to play Trump, he’d also taught her a game like that. 


    Could he be talking about Concentration? The first time I learned about it, I thought it was a terrifying game too…


    Contrary to Leticiel’s thoughts, the twins didn’t seem bothered and were genuinely interested in the game.


    “It seems fun.”


    “Yeah, it sounds interesting!”


    Tina and Deet wasted no time rushing over to sit at Ruvik’s feet so he could teach them how to play the game. It was only Ruvik’s second time meeting the legendary spirits, so he was nervous and somewhat stiff, but he explained the rules in a way that would be easy for the two spirits to understand. It was indeed Concentration, the game Leticiel had learned before.


    All fifty-two cards—jokers excluded—were lined up with their backs facing up. Each person took turns flipping over two cards of their choosing. The person who flipped over the most pairs would win, so it was a game that required a good memory.


    Tina and Deet will certainly be able to play this. Leticiel and Ruvik joined them for a total of four players, but there was a series of incidents during the game.


    “Hey, Ruvik. Is it against the rules for two people to team up?” Leticiel asked.


    “Erm, I believe it might be…”


    “What? But we can’t win against Drossell if we’re playing alone!”


    “Whaaat?! Drossell is way too strong!”


    Once Leticiel had won four games in a row, the twins had started working together. When she pointed this fact out, she received a fierce backlash.


    “Drossell, just watch this time. We’ll play against the butler.”


    “All right,” Leticiel agreed. “I’ll watch.”


    “Take a break for a bit, Drossell! Oh, Miss Maid!”


    “Yes?!” Nicole squeaked.


    Apparently, it wasn’t fun if Leticiel was playing. Somewhat reluctantly, she decided to sit on the sidelines. Nicole, who had come to deliver drinks, was roped into playing, and the spirit kings went up against the servants.


    During the game, a debate broke out about the twins sneakily using sorcery. By the time they realized it, the sun was already sinking in the west. The group had lost track of time.


    “Gyah! Oh no, I need to get dinner ready!”


    “I’ll help you,” Ruvik said. “But let me clean up the playing cards first. My lady, please wait a while longer.”


    Nicole jumped up and rushed off to the kitchen. After quickly gathering the cards that were spread across the table, Ruvik followed her.


    “Tina, Deet, what will you do now?” Leticiel asked.


    “I’m hungry, so I want to eat.”


    “We’ll eat here! I’m hungry too!”


    The twins nodded at the same time, their hands clasped together. Since they were twins, they looked completely in sync.


    I thought spirits and humans didn’t get along? Leticiel thought bemusedly. The twin king spirits were friendly and seemed attached to herself and the servants at her manor.


    Back when they’d battled at the academy during Leticiel’s summer vacation, she’d heard that the spirits despised humans so much they had covered their village with a special barrier, cutting them completely off from the human world. Yet she couldn’t sense that kind of hatred from these young spirits at all.


    “Oh, right. There’s something I wanted to ask you two.”


    “What?” they replied in unison, Deet drawing out the word a tiny bit longer. Their heads were tilted questioningly.


    Leticiel had been so caught up in the memory game that she’d almost forgotten. “You’re looking into a black fog or something, correct? Will you tell me about it?”


    There had been a crowd during their last battle, so she hadn’t been able to hear any details. And the last time they had come to play at her home, all they said was that there was a black fog in the area. 


    If the black mist the twins were talking about was the monster she had fought at the academy, there were many things she didn’t know about it: what it was, where it came from, what its connection to Rocheford was, etc.


    “The black fog?” the twins echoed, blinking their wide, sparkling eyes. They exchanged looks.


    “It’s exactly what it sounds like. It’s bad, so we’re going to defeat it.”


    “We’re getting help from around the world to get rid of it!”


    “Help? The eight spirit races scattered across the world are working together?” she asked.


    “Eight?” the twins said together, looking at each other once more. 


    “There aren’t eight. There are seven,” Tina explained.


    “Yeah, seven!”


    “What?” Leticiel blurted, shocked. There’d definitely been eight races a thousand years ago. “The spirit races are Fire, Water, Wind, Lightning, Earth, Light, Void, and Darkness, right?”


    “No, the Darkness spirits are gone.”


    “The Darkness spirits were chased out of the village.”


    That was the first time Leticiel had heard of this. Just what had happened in the past thousand years?


    “What do you mean, they’re gone?” she asked.


    “Hmm… Well, they did something bad, I guess?”


    “Hmm… They basically betrayed the spirit world, I guess?”


    Evidently, the twins were just as in the dark as she was. Leticiel had only ever focused on the relationship between the spirits and humans, but it seemed something had happened between fellow spirits.


    Just as she was about to ask the twins another question, Nicole, who had returned at some point, timidly spoke up. “Um…” 


    It must be dinner time. “Will dinner be ready soon?” 


    “Yes, it’s almost done.”


    “Dinner…”


    “Dinner?!”


    Tina and Deet’s eyes lit up. Leticiel decided to put her questions aside and leave the subject there for today.


    “I’ll go help Nicole and Ruvik,” she told the twins. “What will you two do?”


    “We want to play a little longer.”


    “We’ll go eat later!”


    “Really? Then I’ll call for you once everything is ready.”


    “Okaaay!” the twins replied enthusiastically before quickly flying off somewhere.


    “Hey, mister! We saw you at the big manor before.”


    “Mister, mister! What are you doing?”


    The twins approached Claud, who was working in the garden near the pond.


    “Hey, you two,” he greeted. “I’m removing the weeds from around the water. Would you like to try?”


    “Yes!” the twins chimed.


    The three of them looked like a father with his children as they worked near the pond. Claud, who had a child of his own, knew just how to handle the twins.


    Seeing that the twins were being taken care of, Leticiel headed over to Nicole and Ruvik. She felt bad leaving the three alone together and told herself that she’d go to pick up the twins soon.


    Putting on an apron she found nearby, Leticiel walked to the kitchen where she prepared dinner with her two servants. Since they were working together, it didn’t take very long before they were done.


    “All right, I think that’s just about everything.”


    “Yes,” Leticiel agreed. “Could I ask you to set the table? I want to check on the spirits.”


    “Of course,” Ruvik said. Leaving that task to him and Nicole, Leticiel went outside to gather the twin spirits.


    She expected to find Tina and Deet playing in the garden, but they weren’t there. She looked around the area, but they were nowhere to be seen.


    “Claud, where are Tina and Deet?” she asked. The gardener was diligently tending to the flower beds.


    “Those kids? They went to play over there a little while back.”


    “I see. Thank you.” Leticiel headed in the direction he’d indicated, but she still couldn’t find them.


    Huh? Could they have gone home? She couldn’t ignore the possibility that they were simply playing hide-and-seek, so Leticiel decided to search throughout the garden.


    Just as she reached the edge of the garden, she heard a muffled shout of, “You idiots!” come from deep within the shrubbery. She drew closer, curious, but someone seemed to have cast a soundproofing spell or something, as she had to get quite close to hear.


    Careful not to make any noise, Leticiel crept through the bushes. Finally, she stopped when she saw light coming from deep within them. She peered through the branches. 


    “We followed you because you’ve been frequently visiting the human world since that investigation. Just what do you think you’re doing?!”


    Leticiel could see the twins, their shoulders slumped, along with two adults. She couldn’t see the adults’ faces well because of the angle, but they were likely spirits, as well.


    “Haven’t we drilled into you the idea that you must not let your guards down around humans?”


    “Exactly! If you, my adorable children, are deceived by humans, you might say that you want to marry humans in the future! The very thought makes me shudder!”


    “Honey, please lower your voice.”


    The woman sounded enraged, and the man sounded worried. Leticiel imagined that the only people who could scold spirit kings, even if they were children, were the spirits kings’ relatives.


    Could they be Tina and Deet’s parents? She had no way of confirming. Since she couldn’t sneak away, Leticiel decided to keep listening.


    “W-Well, Drossell is nice.”


    “‘Nice’? Do you really want to be just like that traitor?!”


    “Eep!” Tina and Deet yelped, cowering in the face of the female spirit’s anger. 


    What traitor? Was there a spirit who had interacted with humans in the past?


    “It took two hundred years for you two to finally be born as spirit kings! Are you aware of that?! As royalty, you will inherit what we have protected for so long! Despite that, you two are—”


    “Okay, okay. Let’s stop th…” The male spirit suddenly stopped mid-word and spun to face the bushes. “Who’s there?”


    Leticiel immediately knew that those words, spoken in a low voice full of warning, was directed at her. 


    Oops. Did he use some sort of detection spell? Leticiel hadn’t used sorcery because she knew that spirits could sense shifts in aether and she didn’t want to be noticed, but her choice seemed to have backfired. She hesitated for a second before giving up and coming out of the bushes; it wouldn’t be a good idea to try and stay hidden.


    As she thought, the adults who had been speaking were spirits. Judging from the paleness of their hair, they were from the Western village.


    Spirits’ hair and eye colors were determined by their attributes and race. Fire spirits had red coloring and water spirits had blue coloring. Light and Void spirits, who lived in the Western village, were white and gray, respectively.


    “Drossell…”


    “Drossell!”


    Tina was clearly nervous to see her, while Deet was surprised. The female spirit who had been lecturing the twins glared at Leticiel.


    “So you’re the human who’s been deceiving these kids…” The female spirit’s shoulders were shaking, her face so red that Leticiel wouldn’t be surprised if steam were to come out of her ears. 


    “Wh-Wha…?”


    Leticiel was shocked when the female spirit suddenly started to create a hot ball of light without listening to what she had to say. She didn’t even have a chance to explain herself.


    The woman was definitely preparing to blow the whole manor away. Nothing would be left if she dropped that heated bomb on it.


    Leticiel immediately cast a counter-reflection spell around the spirits. Naturally, she didn’t forget to use Void aether to strengthen it. 


    KA-BOOM!


    Leticiel completed her sorcery at almost the same time that the female spirit’s spell activated. An oppressive burst of light enveloped their surroundings. She instinctively closed her eyes.


    The light and explosion soon dissipated. Leticiel crouched on the ground, one hand keeping her upright. She was pale, all the blood draining from her face.


    Th-That was close! Her back was unpleasantly sweaty. Outside the barrier, the peaceful scenery remained unchanged. But inside, the ground where the spirits had stood was hollowed out, and smoke rose from the vegetation that had been burned to ash on the scorched earth.


    “You can use sorcery with Void attributes?” the male spirit asked in disbelief. To be honest, Leticiel didn’t have the wherewithal to answer him.


    It’s a good thing she didn’t use all of her power to attack. Though Leticiel had put everything she had into creating her barrier over the female spirit, there were cracks here and there. The female spirit had likely held back a little, not thinking she needed to put any real effort into blasting the manor away. Despite that, her spell had been incredibly powerful. Leticiel broke out into a cold sweat at the realization.


    “Could you be…?”


    CRAAASH!


    A loud sound rang out in the darkening sky. Far in the distance, a flock of birds flew off all at once.


    The sound came from somewhere east of the manor. Ignoring the spirits’ calls to her, Leticiel immediately cast a spell to strengthen her body and leapt easily on top of the manor’s outer walls.


    “Wha…?” From her position, Leticiel could see a jet-black monster roaring and letting off black particles. She was rendered speechless at the monster’s sudden appearance. Since it was shrouded in black fog, it reminded her of the monster she’d fought during the battle against Rocheford, but this monster’s aura was far more malicious.


    “Wh-What is that?!” The female spirit popped up behind her, eyes wide in shock at the sight of the monster. Before she could get her bearings, Leticiel had already leapt down from the wall and was running in the monster’s direction.


    “Hey, human! Where are you going?” the male spirit, who had followed the female spirit, shouted, astonished.


    “To the monster, of course!” she called back.


    “What?” The spirits gave her dubious looks, but Leticiel didn’t have time to waste. Without hesitating, she ran closer to the beast.


    GRRRR!


    The monster swayed from side to side, roaring mightily to intimidate Leticiel when it noticed her coming.


    Didn’t I defeat this creature before? Just what is it?


    In the time it took for those thoughts to cross her mind, she found herself right in front of the creature’s claws. Using what she had learned from the previous battle, Leticiel got ready to use Void attribute counterspells.


    However, a ray of light came flying from behind her and hit the monster right in the head. The afterimage of the spell leaving the female spirit’s hand had just disappeared when Leticiel turned to look at her.


    “A puny human is no match for this. Get out of the way!” The female spirit glowered. Leticiel knew that, nowadays, spirits hated humans, but she wondered what exactly she had done to earn such vitriol.


    The monster’s head had been blown clear off by the direct hit, yet that wasn’t enough to defeat it. Displeased, it let out a low growl and black fog spurted out from other parts of its body, bubbling up and gathering around its missing head.


    It doesn’t have a corporeal body? Leticiel watched the monster start to repair its own head with the fog. Could this be the black fog the twins had been talking about?


    Once its head had been restored, the monster let out a hissing roar, and pivoted, running off in another direction. Leticiel noted with alarm that it was heading for the royal capital, Nirvaan. Not only that, but it was making its way for the highway to the capital. In the distance, a farmer could be seen pulling a cart loaded with hay along the road. 


    I don’t think it’s a good idea to fight here. With the highway nearby, there was a high possibility that other people would get caught up in the incident. With this in mind, Leticiel cast spells on the monster to try and move it to another location.


    The monster roared. Mist erupted out of its body, the fog thinning out into a black blade that shot right at Leticiel.


    “Hey, human! What are you doing?!”


    “We’ll cause unnecessary damage if we fight here. I’m going to lead it somewhere else.”


    Neutralizing the black blade with a Void barrier, Leticiel ran off, luring the monster into the forest, which was upstream of the river that ran near her manor.


    Now that we’ve made it here… what now? She gazed at the monster, thoughts racing.


    The monster’s body had dissipated a little when it had used its power. Though it was possible to defeat it with force, that would likely cause too much damage to the surrounding area, plus there was a chance that it would escape.


    In that case, I can narrow its range of movement and make it use up its power. There must be a limit to the amount of power it could hold in its misty body. Leticiel turned to the spirits who had chased after her. 


    “Excuse me, could you please hold off the monster while I set up a barrier?


    Her sudden request stunned the spirits. Very quickly, that surprise turned to anger. Affronted that a young human they didn’t even know would say such a thing, the female spirit spat, “Don’t be ridiculous! How dare you, a mere human, give us orde—”


    “Now, now,” the male spirit interrupted. “We want to defeat this monster, as well. You know that her proposal makes sense strategically. We’re fighting the black fog. We mustn’t forget that, right?”


    “Hmph!” Mollified, the female spirit moved to the front of the group without sparing Leticiel a single glance.


    Tina and Deet joined them and it wasn’t long before countless rays of light fell through the sky, piercing holes in the monster. As Leticiel was preparing to send up her own spell circles, the male spirit brushed past her.


     “Human, we don’t know what you’re trying to do, but…” He trailed off before his lips twisted into a dark smile. “If you fail, we’ll erase you. Please don’t take it the wrong way.” 


    Despite the smile, his words were anything but cheerful. They would cooperate with Leticiel for now, but if they sensed that there was a chance she would try to harm them, they would kill her immediately.


    I definitely believe they would make me disappear…


    The threat certainly sounded real coming from someone who hated humans so much.


    Leaving the spirits in charge of stopping the monster, Leticiel rushed to the front lines to prepare her techniques. The monster made a few attempts to chase after her, but the spirits prevented it from doing so each time.


    The technique she was planning to use was an expanded version of binding barrier sorcery. It was a technique she had created by herself in her previous life, and it used a combination of Light and Void sorcery. What made it unique was that it was possible to enter the barrier, but impossible to leave it.


    This is the last bit! Leticiel finished firing the last point in the formation. She immediately shouted to the spirits still fighting the monster, “Get out of the woods!”


    At her cry, the spirits all flapped their wings and evacuated into the sky. A moment later, Leticiel slapped both hands to the ground, activating the spell technique she had fired out.


    GRAAAAWRRRR!


    A five-pointed star appeared on the ground, trapping the monster in a translucent white barrier. The monster, engulfed in Void aether, let out a death cry and frantically slammed into the barrier in a desperate attempt to break it. But the barrier stayed whole, and the monster eventually collapsed onto the riverbank like a thread having been cut, dissolving into mist.


  




  

    

      

        [image: ]

      


    


    “Phew…” After watching the monster’s final moments, Leticiel released the barrier spell and the spirits descended to the earth.


    “So, you really were able to see that fog monster,” the male spirit said quietly. He turned away from the spot where the monster had disappeared and stared at Leticiel. “To think you have the power to destroy the black fog despite being human…”


    Leticiel also gazed once more at the place the monster had been defeated. There were no traces left of it, but she had certainly been able to see it earlier. “Are you saying it’s supposed to be invisible?” she asked.


    “Yes, to normal humans’ eyes it is. When it can be seen, it is usually because the host is purposefully or involuntarily emitting it, or… if you are attuned to the black fog…”


    “I see.” So, the black fog was invisible to humans except under special circumstances and the host’s power was needed in some way to make it visible. Leticiel wasn’t sure why she was able to see it, but she decided to just listen to what the spirit had to say. “I don’t see the host around here, though.” 


    In response, the male spirit silently pointed in the direction of a building that had been shrouded in black. If she remembered correctly, that was…


    Isn’t that the direction of the royal palace’s villa? And if she wasn’t mistaken, that was where Rocheford was currently recuperating.


    “The black fog used to be there, but I can no longer sense it. It likely separated from its host in that building.”


    If Rocheford was the host, then perhaps that monster was a manifestation of the black fog. A thought suddenly crossed Leticiel’s curious mind.


    “Excuse me, but I defeated a beast covered in a black fog before at the academy. Could it have been the same mist?” It was more of a confession than a question.


    The male spirit’s eyes widened in shock. “Is that so? You’ve even defeated a manifested monster…” His expression tightened as he continued, “I see. So that’s why the black fog disappeared in the academy’s forest.” Placing his hand on his chin, the male spirit nodded in satisfaction and understanding at the new information. Yet when he gazed at Leticiel, there was still doubt in his eyes. “Still, how did you learn such powerful sorcery? Nowadays, humans almost never use it.”


    “Erm…”


    How should she answer that? It wasn’t like she could say that she had memories from a thousand years ago. After thinking for a bit, she decided to change the subject. 


    “Um, I thought I was your enemy.”


    That fact had nearly been forgotten after fighting alongside the spirits and listening to them, but humans were supposed to be the enemies of the spirits. Was it okay for them to teach her so much?


    Lowering his gaze, the male spirit enunciated, “It’s not that I trust you. However, it’s true that you’re different from other humans. That’s all.”


    The male and female spirits once again soared into the air and flew off into the western sky without even a goodbye. Tina and Deet glanced back at Leticiel as they also floated up.


    “Um, thank you, Drossell.”


    “Sorry, Drossell. We can’t have dinner with you.”


    “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Take care getting home.”


    “We will!” the twins echoed, nodding. Holding hands, they chased after the older spirits. After seeing them off, Leticiel restored the torn-up ground to its previous state and returned to her own manor.


    “M-My lady! Where did you go off to? What’s the matter?” Naturally, Ruvik, Nicole, and Claud were surprised when Leticiel returned, looking completely exhausted.


    “Mmm… I’m just a little tired.” 


    “Huh? T-Tired? What in the world were you doing?”


    Since normal humans couldn’t see the black fog, Ruvik and the others had thought that the fuss earlier was due to some kind of natural disaster and were extremely worried about Leticiel. Naturally, she didn’t tell her servants about the misty monster.


  




  

    Chapter 2: An Uninvited Guest


    Chapter 2


    An Uninvited Guest


    Nirvaan, the capital, was the busiest it had ever been. Well, perhaps that was an exaggeration. At the very least, it was the busiest Leticiel had seen since coming to this era.


    The main street that was usually a thruway for people and carriages was now lined with stalls and temporary shops. The carriages and pedestrians had inexplicably moved away from the road, instead gathering on the sides of it. 


    “Is there some sort of event going on today?” Leticiel wondered, puzzled by the unusual situation. She had come into town to accompany Ruvik on his shopping trip.


    “Did you not know, my lady? There’s a parade today to welcome home Prince Lionel, the second prince.”


    “Hmm.” A group of eager, energetic young ladies passed by them. Disinterested, Leticiel’s eyes shifted to the items lined up in the stores they walked by. They fascinated her more than the parade.


    “I had predicted as much, but… are you not interested, my lady?”


    “Not particularly,” Leticiel answered amicably. Besides, she had just met Lionel at the duke’s manor the other day. That somewhat ruined the effect of his “homecoming” parade.


    A thousand years ago, citizens would come out to greet members of royalty when they returned home from war, but they wouldn’t waste time and money by going out of their way to hold a parade on a different day. She almost felt bad for the second prince, who had to return home a second time just for this.


    Music blared loudly, and she jolted, instinctively bracing herself. They were much louder than she had expected. 


    It seemed like the parade had started. Leticiel was at the back of the crowd and couldn’t see the road very well, but she could hear footsteps and the sounds of wheels amid the hustle and bustle.


    One of the girls in front of Leticiel complained, “Hey, I can’t see anything!”


    “I doubt we’ll be able to feast our eyes on His Highness unless we go to the front of the crowd,” another replied.


    “Oh, I see him! It’s Prince Lionel! He’s so handsome!” a third said.


    “No way!” the other girls echoed. They all seemed delighted to have seen the prince. People all across the main street shouted out Lionel’s name.


    The carriage Lionel was riding in happened to pass right in front of Leticiel and she caught a glimpse of his face through the gaps between heads in the crowd. Lionel, who was dressed in extravagant formal wear and sat in an open-top carriage, wore a gentle smile as he waved gracefully to the citizens watching the parade.


    As he waved, his gaze met Leticiel’s for just a moment. It wouldn’t be polite to ignore him, so Leticiel gave a slight nod in greeting.


    “Is something the matter?” Ruvik asked. “Would you like to watch the parade?”


    “No, I have more fun walking around town,” Leticiel answered. If the event was just one where royals sat in carriages and waved to their citizens instead of actually coming into contact with them the way they had in their victory marches a thousand years ago, there was no point in sticking around.


    “You really are strong-willed, my lady.” Ruvik gave a troubled sigh. 


    She surveyed their surroundings in an effort to find a way out of the packed crowd. “It doesn’t seem like we’ll be able to get through the main street. Let’s take a detour. Ruvik, do you know any shortcuts?”


    “I do, in fact. Let’s go this way.” Turning their backs on the noisy parade, Leticiel and Ruvik slipped through the crowd and entered a nearby alley. They never noticed Lionel watching them curiously from his vantage point in the carriage.


    “Finally, it’s quiet.” Leticiel followed Ruvik down the alley. They moved farther and farther away from the main street. Just putting a little distance between themselves and the parade brought peace and quiet back to the town.


    “Well, everyone is gathered at the main street today.”


    “Are parades that interesting?” Leticiel asked. 


    “We commoners rarely have the opportunity to see the royal family’s faces up close,” Ruvik explained. “Plus, Prince Lionel is anticipated to inherit the throne, so it’s no wonder that everyone’s excited.”


    “Hmm…” 


    Apparently, the second prince had a good reputation. If Rocheford were to hold a homecoming parade, would the townsfolk welcome him so eagerly? Definitely not.


    Leticiel casually looked around as they walked through the alley. Until now, she had mostly walked down fairly large streets with many people and hadn’t been through many narrow alleyways like this one. According to Ruvik, however, the small shops in these alleyways held surprisingly more hidden gems than the flashier streets on the main thruways. It turned out walking around town could be very interesting.


    Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of the roof of a strange structure in a gap between buildings and let out a questioning noise. A triangular roof as sharp as a needle stretched toward the sky. At its tip sat an enormous cross. “Huh? Is that a church?” 


    The cross looked like it would break under the slightest pressure. Leticiel couldn’t help but ogle at the completely unbalanced exterior.


    “That? I suppose it’s a church, but technically it’s an abbey.”


    “An abbey?”


    “Yes, the Clovis Abbey. Have you forgotten?”


    Apparently, the abbey had deep ties to Duke Filiaregis’s family. The head of the family three generations before Scarlough had invested in and been involved with its establishment. The building had been built in the slums and the abbey provided free medical care and food to poor people. In one corner of the commoner’s quarter, separated from the nobles’ quarter by the Atris River, there was a slum where refugees from other countries and people who had lost their homes or jobs lived. 


    “You often visited back when I had first started serving you, my lady. How nostalgic.”


    “Right…”


    Had Ruvik been raised in the slums? How did he meet Drossell? There were so many questions Leticiel wanted to ask him, but she swallowed them down.


    Ruvik was definitely talking to “Drossell.” Leticiel, who was only borrowing Drossell’s body, felt like her relationship with him would crumble if she were to ask such things now.


    Since they had come to the town to buy daily necessities, Ruvik visited various stores, buying this and that. Leticiel trailed him, inspecting the shops’ interiors. Surrounded by items that hadn’t even existed a thousand years ago, she was naturally extremely excited. 


    “Perfect. Ruvik, were you able to buy everything we needed?” Leticiel asked after they had gone to five or six stores and returned to the main street.


    “Let’s see…” Ruvik carefully checked his shopping list then nodded. “Yes, we should be good.”


    Having bought everything they needed, they decided to return to the manor. Leticiel wouldn’t have minded exploring the city more thoroughly, but there would always be plenty of opportunities to do so, so she decided to call it a day.


    Though they had just finished shopping, they weren’t carrying any packages. It wasn’t as if they had forgotten them; Leticiel had simply stored them in her subspace.


    “My lady, would you like to buy something while we’re here?” Ruvik asked.


    “Thank you, but I’m fine. I’m having fun just window-shopping,” Leticiel said. They engaged in small talk while walking toward the southern gate. They had arrived in a horse-drawn carriage but had left it in a parking area near the gate when they left to go shopping.


    “Come on, say something!” a voice shouted from the alley they had just passed. Stopping in her tracks, Leticiel backtracked and peered down the alleyway. 


    Several men had a shabbily dressed girl with honey-blonde hair crowded against a wall in the dark alley. They looked like they might attack her at any moment. Clutching a large cylinder that towered over her, the girl stared at the men. It was obvious from the way she held it so carefully that she wasn’t going to give it up.


    Leticiel came up from behind and grabbed one of the men’s hands before it could swing down and hit the girl. “What are you doing?”


    Ruvik looked back and forth from Leticiel’s position to the empty space beside himself. He looked amazed, clearly astounded at how she had gotten there so quickly. Since she’d used sorcery to accelerate her movements, she didn’t give him an explanation.


    “Wh-Who the hell are you?!”


    “Don’t mind me, I simply happened to be passing by.”


    The man tried to shake Leticiel off, but she didn’t so much as budge. That was only natural. Leticiel had cast a strengthening spell on herself, so there was no way an ordinary human could oppose her.


    “Th-Then it’s none of your business! Let go! It’s this girl’s fault for running into me and not apologizing!”


    “I shall not let go. If I do, you’ll hurt her, correct? I cannot allow that. If you’re looking for someone to fight, shall I be your opponent?”


    “A-Are you makin’ fun of me?!”


    Two of the thugs seemed to have run out of patience and attempted to strike Leticiel, anger visible on their faces. Yet Leticiel remained unfazed and, still holding the leader thug’s wrist, shoved him into one of the others, sending him flying with all her might.


    “Grawrgh!” The man who’d been about to hit her was unable to dodge; both men took a mighty fall.


    At the same time, Leticiel ducked under another man’s punch. Grabbing his right arm, she swept his legs out from under him and pinned him to the ground.


    “Ouuuch!” he screamed, pounding his left fist on the ground while his right arm was painfully twisted behind him.


    “W-We’ll remember this!” Spitting out a third-rate, throwaway line, the man and his minions fled with their tails tucked between their legs. As soon as they rounded the corner and were out of sight, Leticiel dashed over to the girl.


    “Are you all right?” she asked. The girl looked at Leticiel but remained silent. “Where are your parents? Or did you come with someone else?” Once again, the girl was silent. “Um…”


    It was no use. She didn’t seem like she would speak at all. Not only could Leticiel not communicate with her, but she had no idea what to do with the girl looking so teary-eyed. Was she mute? 


    “May!” While Leticiel fretted, she heard a desperate cry from the end of the alley. A girl with chestnut-colored hair tied in a ponytail came running up to them.


    The moment she heard that voice, the girl with honey-blonde hair jolted. A wide smile spreading across her face, she yelled, “Arry!” The girl—May, apparently—ran toward the girl who had called her name.


    Oh, so she can talk.


    “Are you all right? Did something happen?” the girl with the chestnut-colored hair asked, a concerned look on her face.


    “May… I didn’t do anything…” May glanced over at Leticiel, drawing the other girl’s attention to her and Ruvik as well. After exchanging a few words with May, the girl approached Leticiel.


    “Thank you so much for saving her! Come on, May. You need to thank her properly too.”


    May hid behind the chestnut-haired girl, only half of her face showing. For a while, she watched Leticiel and Ruvik without saying a word, but then in a faint voice, she timidly said, “Thanks.” She must be shy.


    “No need to thank me, I simply wanted to help. More importantly, what are you doing in a place like this?” They were in a fairly dark alleyway off of the main roads. It seemed like a dangerous place for a woman to come alone.


    “I was looking for someone. We were together up until a little bit ago. She disappeared when I looked away for just a moment…” The girl in the ponytail grumbled that “that person” always went off on their own. It seemed like the two often got separated.


    “I see,” Leticiel mused. “Would you like my help?” It might be dangerous for the two girls to go alone, but the ponytailed girl shook her head.


    “Oh, no! It’s fine. I appreciate the thought, though.” 


    “But it’ll be dark soon,” Leticiel pointed out.


    “Yes, I think we’ll stop for now and stay the night at the abbey down this road.”


    “All right. I hope you find the person you’re looking for.”


    “Thank you!”


    After saying goodbye to the girls, Leticiel returned to the street once more with Ruvik in tow.


    Leticiel thought back to the thugs and sighed in dismay. “Troublesome men exist in every era, hmm?” 


    Seeing how upset his lady was, Ruvik said, “I believe those thugs were the bodyguards recently hired by the Meyer Company.”


    There were countless trading companies in the royal capital of Nirvaan, but the Meyer Company stood out in terms of size and sales. Originally a medium-sized regional trading company, it had doubled its number of stores and sales in just a few years since moving its headquarters to the royal capital.


    However, their forceful methods had earned them a bad reputation. There were numerous dark rumors about them, such as shoddy products, bribing nobility, working with thieves, and so on. 


    “So not fighting doesn’t equate to peace…” Leticiel murmured.


    “That’s right. Even if there is no war, the lives of ordinary people are still very difficult. I saw men like those thugs all the time in the slums.”


    So Ruvik had lived in the slums in the past. Since she was acting as Drossell, Leticiel couldn’t ask for more details. Nodding, she let the conversation go.


    How had Ruvik ended up serving Drossell? And why had Drossell chosen to keep him by her side? Leticiel’s curiosity only grew stronger.


    They weren’t far from the southern gate when Leticiel suddenly stopped in her tracks. Right in front of her, a friendly-looking peddler with a scruffy beard and a big turban on his head was chatting cheerfully with a well-dressed middle-aged man. He had a big backpack beside him.


    “Oh, sir! You have a great eye. Thank you for your patronage!”


    Leticiel wasn’t interested in the peddler himself, but the item he was holding had caught her attention.


    “My lady? The southern gate is this way.”


    “I’d like to make a pit stop.”


    The peddler was holding under his arm a manuscript that was obviously very old and also looked very rare. It was extremely tempting to Leticiel.


    The peddler had started to put away his belongings but stopped when he saw Leticiel. “Hmm? Oh, ma’am! Are you interested in my products?” 


    He’s far more friendly than I’d expected. She flashed a bright smile at him. “Are you closing up for the day?” 


    “Ah, I thought it was time to get a move on.”


    “I see. By the way, what is that book?”


    “Huh?” The peddler blinked in surprise and turned his gaze to the ancient book Leticiel was pointing at. “Ma’am, you’re interested in this?”


    “Yes, very. How much is it?”


    “Well… This isn’t for sale.” The peddler smiled awkwardly, scratching his head. “I’m a bit of an antiques enthusiast, so I collect these sorts of things for myself.” 


    “I see… That’s unfortunate.”


    “Sorry, hahahaha. But I have lots of other items! Would you like to take a look?”


    “No, thank you.” Though she didn’t let it show on her face, Leticiel was depressed. But if the book wasn’t for sale, there wasn’t anything she could do. Setting the ancient manuscript aside, Leticiel returned to Ruvik.


    “Are you sure?” he asked.


    “I can’t force him to sell it to me. It’s unfortunate, but I’ll have to give up.” Leticiel’s eyes fluttered closed, but they flew open again, now with a sparkle in them. Ruvik immediately knew that a strange switch had flipped in his mistress. His suspicions were confirmed almost immediately after.


    “Let’s go to the royal library right now!” she said.


    “Wait, what logic made you come to that idea?”


    “Because I saw an old book, and it’s now made me really want to read one. I can read all the books I want at the royal library, can’t I? Isn’t it perfect?”


    “I see…”


    “You can head back to the manor if you want, Ruvik. You’re tired, aren’t you?”


    To be honest, Ruvik was more scared to let her go alone. He sighed in resignation. 


    On the other hand, Leticiel’s eyes sparkled as she turned back to the street they’d just walked down.


    Needless to say, Ruvik’s stomachache returned for the first time in a while.


    The peddler gazed curiously at Leticiel’s back as she left.
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    “Phew, that was fun.” Leticiel stretched, looking refreshed.


    “I’m happy to hear that.” Ruvik followed behind her, looking exhausted. It had still been bright out when they arrived at the royal library, but now the sky in the west was bright red. They had stayed right until the library closed at dusk, so it had gotten quite late.


    “Sorry to make you come with me, Ruvik. Though you could have gone back to the manor without me, you know.”


    “No, I couldn’t possibly have returned without you, my lady.”


    Leticiel’s carriage traveled through the outskirts of the royal capital. The small yet elegantly designed carriage passed through the main gate of the manor, stopping in front of the entrance.


    Ruvik opened the carriage door. “Please watch your step, my lady.” 


    “Thank you… Oh?”


    She was just about to enter the manor when she caught sight of something parked in front of the entrance. 


    A luxurious, elaborately decorated carriage sat on the opposite side. A man wearing a wide-brimmed hat sat in the driver’s seat and inclined his head to them.


    “Someone’s here.”


    Seeing the carriage, Ruvik’s eyes opened wide and his expression stiffened. “I-It’s probably someone from the duke’s manor.”


    When she took a closer look at the carriage’s body, she saw that it was painted gold and had the coat of arms of the Filiaregis family: a long sword and a flag crossed over the emblem of a shield engraved with an eagle.


    Leticiel frowned. What business could they possibly have with me now?


    Though she was wary, she had no choice but to go in. She inhaled deeply before entering the manor.


    “W-Welcome back, my lady.” Nicole, looking a little paler than usual, greeted Leticiel just inside the entryway.


    “I’m back. Are you all right?”


    “Oh, yes. I’m fine…”


    So she said, but Nicole was pale and didn’t look “fine” at all.


    “I saw the duke’s family carriage. Is someone here?”


    “Miss Salinya is here.”


    Salinya? Leticiel frowned. She had only met Salinya once, on the day she had reincarnated into the duke’s family. She hadn’t seen the woman since.


    “Did she say something to you?” she asked Nicole.


    “N-No! She just… asked me a few questions.”


    “What questions?”


    “Um… She wanted to know how you’re managing your finances, and how you’re cleaning and managing the manor…”


    Leticiel fell silent. She vaguely remembered that the looks Salinya had given her hadn’t exactly been friendly back when they “met” for the first time. She didn’t know what the woman’s goal for visiting was, but she didn’t have a good feeling about it.


    “Where is Miss Salinya?” she asked finally.


    “I showed her through to the parlor. She’s waiting for you there.”


    “Thank you.” Although still concerned about Nicole, Leticiel headed for the parlor and opened the door to find Salinya sitting on a sofa, drinking tea. Behind her, a servant was waiting. When Salinya saw Leticiel enter the room, she put down the teacup and offered a soft smile.


    “My, Drossell. I’m glad you seem to be doing well.” She rose from the sofa, a fond look on her face, but when she saw Leticiel’s expression, her brows furrowed into a pout. “Oh, what is it? You look so scary.”


    After a pause, Leticiel said, “Long time no see, Miss Salinya.”


    Salinya’s eyes widened. “Goodness! Miss Salinya? You sound so stiff! You never used to treat your dear older sister that way.” She was a little surprised at Leticiel’s greeting—specifically, the manner of address she had used.


    “Please don’t mind, I simply said it on a whim.”


    After a pause, Salinya said, “I see.” Although she was still wary, she sat back down as if nothing had happened. Leticiel sat down on the sofa across from her, the round table in between them.


    “So, why are you visiting? Please keep it short.”


    “Oh my!” Salinya gave an exaggerated gasp and covered her mouth. “Don’t be so cold. I heard everything from Father and came to check on you because I was worried. How is your life here?”


    “I’ve been having a good time,” Leticiel answered honestly, but Salinya’s anxiety only seemed to increase.


    “Have you encountered any difficulties? If you need anything, just let me know and I’ll send it over.”


    “No, you needn’t go so far.”


    “Oh my, there’s no need to be shy. You can ask me for anything you can’t ask Father for.”


    “There’s no need for that.” 


    Leticiel was speaking curtly so Salinya would hurry up and go home, but her sister continued to ask questions about her current lifestyle, such as if Leticiel had any problems, if she had enough employees, if she needed money, and so forth.


    “I heard about what happened at the academy. Is that how His Majesty noticed you?”


    “It was just a coincidence.”


    Though Salinya seemed like a nice, normal elder sister at first glance, from the way she was talking, Leticiel got the feeling that she was trying to gauge her reaction and draw something out of her.


    “I heard that Prince Rocheford has been released from his treatment. Have you seen him since that incident?”


    “No. Going to visit him would only complicate things.”


    “Oh, that’s no good. He’s your ex-fiancé after all, plus it’s your fault he fell ill, isn’t it?”


    “We’ve already broken off our engagement. Besides, you’re wrong if you think that the crown prince’s illness was my fault. If you insist on assuming that it is, why don’t you ask His Majesty for the truth?”


    Where had that rumor even come from? Leticiel let out an exasperated sigh at Salinya’s inquisitive, nasty remarks.


    The older woman didn’t have a retort for Leticiel’s suggestion. She simply listened, her expression unchanging. 


    “Besides,” she continued calmly, “you know that His Highness hates me. I’m sure a visit from someone he hated would only slow down his healing.”


    Salinya stared at her with a straight face. Finally, the older woman said, “You’ve changed again since the last time I saw you.”


    “Is that so? This is how I usually am.”


    “You changed completely two years ago, on the day of your birthday party. I was worried because, until you entered the academy, you would take your anger out on those around you and have temper tantrums. But I’m glad that your emotions have cleared up. I’m happy that you’ve returned to your calm self, Drossell.”


    Gazing at Salinya’s expression, Leticiel wondered what had happened to Drossell at the birthday party two years ago. Salinya had scowled at her the first day they met, so it felt strange to be praised so lavishly now. It made Leticiel wonder if she was up to something.


    “By the way, Miss Salinya, would you mind leaving now? I’m not feeling well.” The conversation would have gone on and on forever if she didn’t do something; this was the perfect time to cut Salinya off. Besides, she genuinely didn’t feel well. Something inside her was itching to run away from her sister as fast as possible.


    Leticiel knew next to nothing about Salinya, so it must have been Drossell’s memories and emotions influencing her. She didn’t know what had happened between the two sisters, and there was no way she could find out. All she wanted to do now was to get away from the woman in front of her.


    Salinya didn’t seem bothered by the fact that she had been dismissed. She was silent for a moment, her expression blank until she plastered on a smile. “Oh, I see. Your constitution is as frail as ever. I’m sorry for prattling on for so long. I’ll leave now.”


    Leticiel followed Salinya out of the parlor to the front entrance. Her carriage driver opened the door for her. Just before getting in, Salinya turned to Leticiel, hand grasping the door.


    “If you ever need anything, you can come to the main manor. We’re family,” she said.


    “I appreciate the thought,” Leticiel replied. Her tone made it very clear she’d be doing no such thing.


    “Goodbye, then. I’ll stop by again some time.” Salinya climbed inside and the door closed behind her. The sounds of the whip and horse neighing overlapped as the carriage quietly started to move. Salinya peeked out the window, waving in Leticiel’s direction. There was a gentle smile on her face, but in Leticiel’s eyes, it looked forced, like she was trying to hide her true feelings.


    Once the carriage had disappeared beyond the gate, Leticiel sighed deeply and returned to the manor. She still didn’t understand Salinya’s purpose for visiting, but if her goal was to use her familial ties as an excuse to fulfill her own desires, Leticiel didn’t want to see her again.


    “U-Um, my lady, I’ll get dinner ready!” Nicole’s relief at Salinya’s exit was palpable; she was slowly returning to her usual self.


    “Ruvik, could you help her?” Leticiel asked as Nicole strolled to the kitchen. “I’m going to my room.”


    “Understood,” Ruvik said.


    After the servants left, Leticiel returned to her room. Taking the music box out of her drawer, she started to wind it. The music box had been given to her by the son of an antique dealer as a thank you for repairing a clock. As music began to sound from the music box, Leticiel sighed and sank deep into her sofa. She didn’t recognize the song, and it didn’t invoke any feelings of nostalgia, but for some reason, listening to the music box made her feel calm.


    On her desk, directly across from her sofa and coffee table, sat a mirror. Leticiel gazed at her reflection. Every time people talked about sides of Drossell that Leticiel didn’t know about, she was forcibly reminded that this body was not her own. 


    The face she had seen countless times in the mirror suddenly looked like a stranger’s. This body… What kind of a past did Drossell have? What kind of people was she involved with?


    That night, Salinya appeared in Leticiel’s dream.


    It was a silent scene from Drossell’s memories, a time she couldn’t remember—at least, Leticiel couldn’t remember. 


    The two were in a corridor in the duke’s manor and Salinya was walking toward her. Her appearance still had hints of youth to it; she was probably the same age that Drossell was now.


    Drossell paid no attention to Salinya’s presence. She quickened her gait, trying to pass her sister as fast as possible.


    Salinya’s mouth moved as they passed each other.


    In a world where all sound should have disappeared, that single word dug right into Drossell’s heart, causing her suffocating agony. Her mind went blank; before she knew it, she had run off. 


    She ran and ran, trying to shake off the word that clung to her. Salinya’s word still echoed in her mind.


    “Murderer…”
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    Going back in time a few hours, Salinya had just left Drossell’s manor and gotten into her carriage with her servant. As soon as the manor was out of sight, she dropped the fake smile.


    “Hah, it’s finally over.”


    “E-Excellent work, my lady,” the servant riding with her said timidly.


    Salinya thought back to her sister’s behavior as she stared out the window. She’s as strange as the rumors suggested. What could be the reason? 


    Drossell had always been taciturn until two years ago when her personality took a dramatic shift. At first glance, she seemed to have reverted to her former self, but now she showed no interest in the duke’s family. Not only was she not afraid when she looked at Salinya, but she spoke to her older sister without reservation. It was a side of Drossell that Salinya had never seen before.


    “Hey, you.”


    “Y-Yes?!”


    “Do you have any information on Drossell’s lifestyle? You must have heard rumors, even if you don’t have any direct ties to her.”


    The servant averted his gaze at his mistress’s question. He had barely interacted with Drossell back when she had been living in the manor.


    “E-Erm… I’ve heard that she has friends.”


    “She does? I find that hard to believe.”


    “I don’t, um, know what they’re like,” the servant said, sounding unsure. “But I’ve seen them from a distance while accompanying Miss Christa to the academy.”


    Salinya placed one hand on her cheek and narrowed her eyes in interest. Friends, huh? Hmph. Come to think of it, Christa had also said that Drossell had a few good friends at the academy.


    “Um, my lady, after this…”


    “Take me to Clovis Abbey,” Salinya said without waiting for the servant to finish talking. The servant did not question her; he simply relayed their destination to the driver.


    The carriage passed through the southern gate of the capital, skirted around the main street, and arrived at the Clovis Abbey near the slums. An elderly woman dressed as a nun was already waiting for Salinya when she alighted from her carriage and set foot in the entrance.


    “Welcome, Lady Salinya,” the woman greeted.


    “Oh my, thank you for coming to greet me, Abbess.” Salinya smiled sweetly at the abbess. “I came to see a priest today. Is Father Jack here?”


    “Yes, he just returned two days ago. Have you come to pray?”


    “Yes. And I thought I’d chat with him, as I usually do.”


    “I understand. I’ll show you to the confessional room, then.”


    “Please do.” Nodding to the abbess, Salinya turned to the servant who had come with her and said, “I’ll go on my usual inspection with the abbess. Please wait here until I return.” The abbey, which was funded by the duke’s family, was a place she had visited several times before.


    “Y-Yes! Understood, my lady,” the servant replied obediently and Salinya left with her guide. 


    The women proceeded down the corridor on the first floor. At the end of the corridor on the left was the confessional room. This was an abbey, but it also functioned as a church.


    “This way,” the abbess said. After showing Salinya into the confessional room, she bowed and left. 


    It was somewhat dark inside the confessional. A small window with finely woven wooden latticework was installed in the wall directly across from the entrance, so the light on the other side was almost completely obscured.


    Salinya sat on a chair as she waited for her intended visitor. Finally, she heard footsteps and the sound of a door opening on the other side of the small window. Then there was the sound of something being unlocked and the small window slid open.
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    “Hello there. Long time no see, Lady Salinya.” A young man wearing a brown monocle over his right eye and a too-wide smile greeted Salinya.


    “You seem to be doing well, Jacqudaw. Though I suppose I should call you Father Jack now.”


    “Haha, only if you have something to pray about or confess for, Lady Salinya,” Father Jack—aka Jacqudaw—joked, knowing that that wasn’t Salinya’s purpose for visiting. “What can I help you with today?”


    “There are some people I want you to look into. Gather information on them.” They faced each other, the small open window between them.


    I think I’ll mess with Drossell’s friends a little. Resting her elbow on the prayer stand and leaning her cheek against her hand, Salinya’s lips twitched into a faint smile. She looked like a mischievous child.


  




  

    Chapter 3: Traces of Magic


    Chapter 3


    Traces of Magic


    Summer vacation had ended and several carriages passed through the main gate to Lucrezia Academy early in the morning. Leticiel also arrived in a carriage driven by Ruvik, but since she didn’t attend classes, it didn’t matter whether they had started or not.


    “Oh, Miss Drossell! Long time no see!”


    “It’s Miss Drossell! Morning!”


    Mirandalette and Hilmes, who had arrived before her, greeted her the moment she entered the academy. There was still time until classes started, but since it was the first day, there were quite a few students scattered around the entrance. Most of them were fidgety girls who seemed nervous about the start of the school year.


    “So the new semester has begun… Miss Drossell, how was your summer vacation?”


    “I didn’t do anything particularly new,” Leticiel said. “But I did get a new servant.”


    “Wow, what are they like? Will they train with us?” Hilmes asked, his eyes sparkling.


    “No, he won’t.”


    “Leif, it’s very rare for a servant to be a musclebrain like you,” Mirandalette quipped. She called him by his middle name—a privilege she held as his fiancée. It had been a while since Leticiel heard this banter.


    “Is there anything you want to do this semester, Miss Drossell?” Mirandalette asked.


    “No, I don’t plan to change anything.” She had no intention of attending classes and would spend her time freely reading books or researching.


    Mirandalette burst out laughing. “Haha, you certainly haven’t changed!” 


    Suddenly, there was a commotion behind their group and a girl shrieked, “He’s here!” When Leticiel looked, she saw the girls who had been mingling around the entryway had, for some reason, clustered at the main gate.


    “What’s going on?” Leticiel frowned, a touch of anger in her furrowed brows, as she watched the group slowly get bigger. She didn’t like loud places or crowds.


    “Huh? Haven’t you heard, Miss Drossell?”


    “Heard what?” 


    Mirandalette’s eyes widened, shocked that Leticiel was out of the loop. Hilmes, eyes sparkling like a child’s, answered in her place.


    “Don’t be surprised when you hear this but starting today… Prince Lionel will be attending this academy!” 


    As if on cue, a young man with a mature face, indigo hair, and gray eyes cut through the crowd of girls and entered the entryway. Leticiel blinked. He gave a gentlemanly wave to the girls, who were still shrieking. Then he turned to face forward and his eyes met Leticiel’s.


    “It’s nice to see you again, Miss Drossell.” Lionel gave a mild smile when he reached their group. She hadn’t seen him since Claud’s rescue at the duke’s manor and his homecoming parade.


    “I had no idea you’d be attending here, Your Highness.”


    “I’ll be joining you and your classmates starting today. I do hope we can get along. Though I’ve heard the rumors about you, Miss Drossell, so I don’t know if I’ll be able to speak with you in the classroom.” 


    Apparently, Lionel would be in Primary Class 2. Leticiel was also enrolled in Primary Class 2, though she’d barely shown up since her first day.


    “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go and greet the headmaster. I’m looking forward to being able to chat with you again.”


    “Thank you. So am I. If we have a chance,” Leticiel said. 


    Lionel maintained his gentlemanly and calm demeanor from the beginning to the end. As he crossed the corridor, the female students watching him leave could be heard sighing and whispering his praise.


    “Honestly, Prince Lionel is so cool…”


    “Yes, yes! I wonder if he’ll chat with us again…”


    “Guess what? I locked eyes with him earlier! He smiled at me!”


    “Prince Lionel is so cool…”


    One male student could be heard expressing his admiration amongst the girls, but Leticiel paid him no mind, turning to Mirandalette to say, “The second prince is extremely popular with the young ladies, it seems.”


    “He’s a gentleman skilled in both martial arts and academics, plus he doesn’t have a fiancée. I think it’s only natural that he’s popular,” the other girl said. 


    In this day and age, most noble children were joined in arranged engagements from a young age. Royalty chose their partners at even younger ages. Yet Lionel was sixteen and there was no sign of him choosing a fiancée. One of the reasons for his popularity seemed to be the fact that there were many young ladies hoping to become his bride.


    “Of the three princes, he’s said to have the most promise. You already know Prince Rocheford, Miss Drossell, and there are rumors that the third prince is strange.”


    “Strange? The third prince?”


    “Yes. Apparently, he’s obsessed with researching strange powers and wanders around the country… He never shows his face in political matters and stays holed up in the basement of his own manor. Sometimes people even hear explosions coming from it…”


    Well, Mirandalette certainly hadn’t held back. But if those rumors were true, he certainly did sound like a strange man. 


    “I don’t think it can be helped, though,” Mirandalette continued. “He became like that after his younger sister, the princess, died.”


    As far as Leticiel knew, the royal family consisted of the king, two queen consorts, and three princes. She’d never heard anything about a late princess. She felt awkward, as if she’d asked about something she shouldn’t have. “That’s… I’m not sure what to say. Poor man.”


    She’d heard the rumors about the third prince, though she didn’t know if they were true or not, but the second prince was an utter anomaly.


    Did his good reputation and acclaim exist because he was genuinely talented? Or did he simply look good in contrast to the other two ill-reputed princes?


    “Hilmes, do you admire the second prince?” she asked.


    “Huh?” Hilmes, who had joined the girls who’d been spouting praises for Lionel earlier, was a little caught off guard by Leticiel’s question, but his lips quickly stretched into a broad smile. He nodded. “Of course! After all, Prince Lionel is skilled in both the liberal arts and martial arts! He is gentlemanly and calm! His grades always place him at the top of the class, and he’s known for being a super-duper strong swordsman!”


    “Oh…”


    While Leticiel struggled to follow the conversation, Mirandalette, surprisingly, jumped in. She watched the two excitedly talk about Lionel, a slightly depressed look on her face. She wasn’t particularly interested in royalty or people’s statuses, but it seemed like Lionel was popular with men as well as women.


    “Oh, but you don’t have room to talk, Miss Drossell. I’ve been hearing many rumors about you lately,” Mirandalette said.


    “Huh? About me?” Leticiel stared in surprise.


    “That’s right. Haven’t you heard them?”


    “I haven’t been paying any attention to rumors.”


    Leticiel realized that, if she listened closely to the conversations around her, Drossell’s name was sprinkled here and there. It seemed like she was just as famous as Lionel. When she cast a spell to amplify their whispers in her ear, they sounded something like this:


    “Hey, Prince Lionel talked with Miss Drossell! I wonder if she really is amazing…”


    “Still, to think someone who was so tyrannical not that long ago has changed this much… It’s strange.”


    “Miss Drossell is beautiful. Plus, she excels in her studies. I can see why His Highness stopped to talk with her.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous. She’s so incompetent, she can’t even use magic. She’s just trying to curry favor with His Highness. Have you forgotten everything she’s done up until now?”


    It seemed like her bad reputation still clung to her, with people’s evaluations of her equally good and bad. Not that Leticiel cared one bit what others thought of her.


    In this era, everyone’s attention is on the upper echelon. Or rather, they’re the topic of everyone’s conversation. 


    People had whispered about Leticiel after the incident with Rocheford, but it made sense. That was just the way nobles in the upper echelon were.


    “Since His Highness will be in the same grade as us starting today, why don’t you go and talk to him?” Leticiel suggested to Hilmes.


    “What?! N-No way! I could never talk with a prince! I’m happy just watching him from far away! Hahahaha!” Hilmes spluttered, flustered.


    “Ugh, Leif! You’re acting like such a girl!” Mirandalette let out an exasperated sigh. To Leticiel, she said, “Well, we’d better get going.”


    “I’ll see you later.” 


    Leticiel watched Mirandalette and Hilmes make their way to their classroom, not turning until they were out of sight. The main entryway was now empty; the girls who had gathered there before were gone.


    Now that I think about it, where’s Zeke? She hadn’t seen him even once today. Though Zeke also didn’t attend classes, he always arrived at school with plenty of time to spare, so it was rare for him not to be there yet.


    Zeke’s absence bothered Leticiel, but she decided to head to the Great Library as usual. To get to the annex that housed the Great Library, she had to take the corridor that connected the main building to the annex.


    The entrance to the clock tower sat right at a ninety-degree bend in the corridor. There was a passageway on the second floor as well. The corridor on the first floor didn’t have any walls, allowing students easy access to both the front and back of the academy. 


    Just as Leticiel reached the entrance to the corridor, she saw Lionel walking ahead. “Oh, Miss Drossell,” the prince said when he noticed her. “We meet again.” 


    For some reason, Christa was standing behind him. When she caught sight of Leticiel, she shot a sharp glare at her sister and stomped away. 


    Leticiel wondered why Christa had been with Lionel, but she decided not to worry about it; she wasn’t interested in their relationship anyway.


    “Hello again, Your Highness. I suppose it’s too soon to say, ‘long time no see’?”


    “Heh, right. Where are you headed, Miss Drossell?”


    “To the Great Library.”


    “I see.” Lionel took out a pocket watch to check the time. “Well, I’m done here, so I’ll head to the classroom now.” 


    “Classes should be starting soon,” Leticiel commented.


    “Yes. Miss Christa was asking after my older brother, and our conversation dragged on a bit,” Lional said, closing the pocket watch and putting it away. “Well, I must be going. I hope we find another chance to chat.”


    He strolled past Leticiel. She had nothing else to say to him, so she continued down the hallway, as well.


    Watching Leticiel’s brisk departure, a glint appeared in Lionel’s gray eyes as he put a hand to his cheek, lost in thought.
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    As always, the Great Library was quiet and filled with the scent of books. David, who usually sat at the front desk, was nowhere to be seen. As Leticiel stepped inside, she heard a voice from deep within the bookshelves call, “Hmm? Who is it?”


    Was David organizing the bookshelves? The library was quiet, so Leticiel didn’t have to raise her voice. “It’s me, Drossell.”


    “Oh, Miss Drossell! Ahhh, please wait a moment… Hup!”


    Rustle rustle, thud thud…


    The sound of books being moved around carried on for a bit until David emerged from the shadow of a bookshelf. He was only as tall as Leticiel’s waist and his bushy beard and eyebrows covered half of his face.


    “Long time no see,” Leticiel greeted. “What are you doing?”


    David chuckled. “The other day, I received some rare old books from an old acquaintance of mine—a merchant. I’ve been shelving them.” He climbed onto a high rocking chair and peeked his head out from behind the counter. The rocking chair was his usual spot. “How can I help you today?” 


    “I’ll just be reading, as usual,” Leticiel said. “There are a few things I’m curious about.”


    The black fog and the monster, the strange powers from the Lapis Nation… There were many things that bothered her. Though the spirits had told her about the monster, she couldn’t just sit around and wait. She needed to gather as much information as she could.


    “I see, I see,” David said. “Do you need me to search the library for anything?”


    “Yes. I’d like to focus on books about magic, please.”


    All Leticiel knew about the monster she had fought during Rocheford’s incident and the misty monster she had fought the other day was that they were both related to the black fog. Since it was highly likely that the monsters had some sort of power other than sorcery, she was hoping to find a hint from the most widespread force in this era—magic.


    They might even be related to the power that had been used in the Lapis Nation eleven years ago. But she had found very few books on the Lapis Nation when she searched before, so she didn’t bother with asking David. 


    “All right. Please wait one moment.”


    David heaved a book so large and thick that he could barely hold it in both hands onto the counter and started flipping through the pages at a blinding speed, listing titles on a piece of paper beside the book. The sheer thickness of the library’s catalog reflected its status of holding the second largest collection of books in the country. It would be difficult for any normal person to find the book they were looking for.


    “All right! How about these, for starters?” Within five minutes, David had closed the catalog and handed Leticiel a piece of paper with the names of books written on it. Having worked at the library for numerous years, he boasted an incredible search speed; this much was a cake walk for him.


    “Thank you,” Leticiel said.


    “My pleasure. Feel free to ask at any time if you need anything else.”


    Thanking David, Leticiel walked between the shelves in search of the books he had listed. The books she was looking for were all concentrated on one shelf, so it wasn’t too hard to find them. Since there were so many, Leticiel cast a physical strengthening spell on herself and hoisted the large number of books to a desk.


    She started her research the second she’d sat down. She didn’t know how much information was available on the black fog and the monsters, but she wanted every scrap of information she could find.


    Hmm… All I know is that the power is a black fog.


    As she read about the mechanisms behind magic, Leticiel thought back to the time when the monster had used its own power. The monster she had fought with the spirits had expelled a black mist when it activated its power, thinning out its body. It had likely been fighting by releasing its own energy.


    Expelling the energy that’s inside your body sounds just like magic.


    Magic was a technique which took magical power inside one’s body and released it in a specific shape through the use of a formula. Once she had made that connection, it was all she could go on. Standing up, Leticiel gathered the rest of the books on magic and returned to her seat.


    Leticiel had always questioned magic as a power. The concept of magical power had existed a thousand years ago, but no one had ever established a way to utilize it. The formulas used in sorcery couldn’t be recycled for use as-is with magical power. If they could, they would have done so a long time ago.


    But the formulas I’m researching now can be used with magic, as well. 


    Right. If they couldn’t be used practically, Oswald wouldn’t have funded her research. In other words, the technique of “magic” had a hidden mechanism that allowed for the use of sorcery formulas.


    Something that exists in magic but not sorcery… Don’t tell me it’s those needlessly long chants.


    If that were the case, then the question became: where had the chants come from? Leticiel tried to trace the origins of magic by reading books, but to her surprise, all that remained was the history of magic over the last few hundred years. Stories about its birth weren’t mentioned anywhere.


    But I got the feeling that that monster’s magic was different from both magic and sorcery…


    Leticiel took a break from reading, sighing as she looked up at the Great Library’s ceiling. Her thoughts drifted to the unknown power the Lapis Nation had used in their erasure techniques, but she couldn’t see any common denominators between them.


    There was almost no information available about the Lapis Nation, and she really wanted to know what had happened in the past thousand years. Hilmes had said that Lucas had participated in the war eleven years ago. If Leticiel asked him, would he tell her anything? 


    I suppose that’ll be the next person I talk to. 


    After cleaning up her books, Leticiel headed for the entrance to the Great Library to search for Lucas. When she passed by David’s counter, he looked up.


    “Oh! Miss Drossell, have you found what you were looking for?” 


    “No, but an idea came to mind, so I’m going to talk with the headmaster.”


    “Oh-ho, I see.”


    “What are you doing, Mr. David?” Leticiel asked, glancing at the man’s hands which were brandishing some tools. 


    The tiny old man seemed to be wrestling with an old book. “Hmm? Oh, these? I’m repairing this book.” 


    “Repairing it?” Leticiel echoed.


    “That’s right. Books that were donated but can’t be read in its current state must be repaired by restoring the text or strengthening the pages.”


    “Oh…” She noted that its pages and cover were indeed quite weathered. If someone were to try and read it, it might fall apart. 


    Hearing about the damage reminded her of something. Leticiel said, “By the way, David, I once found a book with a torn page.” When she had been researching the Lapis Nation before, she’d discovered a book with a single page missing, but she’d forgotten to report it.


    “Huh?! Is that true? Which book was it?!”


    “Please wait a moment. I’ll bring it to you.” Apparently, David hadn’t known about the tear. Leticiel hurried to the bookshelf, located the book, and returned to the counter.


    David silently accepted the book and checked its contents. When he reached the ripped page, he stared at it intently. “Hmm…” After checking the pages before and after the tear, he slowly looked up. As usual, his eyes were hidden by his fluffy eyebrows. “Thank you for telling me, Miss Drossell.”


    “It’s no problem. I’m sorry I forgot to tell you earlier.”


    David whisked up his tools and immediately began working on the book. Restoring the ripped-out page would be impossible since he didn’t have it, but he still needed to repair the other damage.


    Leticiel idly watched him work until she decided to ask him about her earlier research. “By the way, Mr. David, I was looking into magic earlier, but are there any books written about its origins?”


    While there were a large number of books and references on the shelves related to magic, none of them mentioned its beginnings. Rather, it was unclear exactly when magic was created or who had invented it.


    “The origins of magic, you said?” Pausing in his work, David stroked his beard and thought for a moment. Finally, he jumped off of his chair and brought something out from underneath the counter. “In that case, would you like to take a look at these? They were just donated, so I haven’t had time to put them out on the bookshelves.”


    The items he placed on the counter were all old, weathered archives. They seemed to have been written a long time ago.


    “…Hmm?” Leticiel picked up one volume at random, but the cover looked extremely familiar. I’ve seen this somewhere before, haven’t I? If she remembered correctly, it was the same book that the peddler she’d met in the capital had been holding…


    “Excuse me!” As Leticiel frantically retraced her memories, the door to the library opened and a young man with black hair and stubble entered. Leticiel recognized him; it was the peddler. He carried a large backpack and was carrying a lot of books. “David, I have more books to be donated today… Huh?” The man froze, tilting his head when he saw Leticiel. 


    “Oh, hello there, Eddy.”


    “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were helping someone.” The young man quickly straightened his posture and bowed. 


    “Could you be the peddler I saw in town the other day?” she asked.


    “Huh? You remember me?! What an honor!” The young man slapped a hand on his head and guffawed. His hair had been hidden by a turban when she met him before, but now his black hair swayed with the rhythm of his laughter. “You go to this academy, huh? To think we’d meet here! Oh, my name’s Eddy Alexis! It’s a pleasure to get to know you.” The peddler laughed heartily.


    “Thank you for that detailed introduction. I am Drossell Noa Filiaregis. What brings you here today, Eddy?”


    “I got my hands on some rare, old documents and thought I’d donate them. I donated the book from the other day too,” he added, placing the documents on the counter. 


    So I couldn’t buy it because he planned to donate it.


    All of the books were old, covers so badly worn that the letters were warped and the pages yellowed and curled. But they were all in different languages and had been written in different times and places.


    “So many books from various regions and eras… Where did you get them?” Leticiel asked.


    “I got these from the border between the Iris Empire and the Lapis Nation. That area used to be made up of different countries, so you can find all sorts of things like these in ruins and markets!”


    “I see…” 


    Eddy and David chatted while Leticiel pored over the titles.


    “David, have you had any back pain lately?”


    “Oh-ho, I’m still kicking! And yourself? Have things been the same?”


    “Yep! I’ve been traveling here and there.”


    Judging from the light-hearted banter between them, it seemed like they were fairly close. 


    “Miss Drossell, do you come here often?” Eddy asked.


    “Yes, almost every day.”


    “Every day?! That’s amazing.” Eddy’s eyes widened in surprise. He seemed impressed, his jaw quite literally dropping. “So you came to read today?”


    “I was doing research today. About magic.” Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t yet read the book David had brought out for her.


    “In that case, the books I’ve gathered might help you.”


    “Wait, really?”


    “Are you interested?”


    “Yes, very,” Leticiel answered immediately. She would gladly receive any book or information if it brought her closer to what she wanted to know.


    “In that case, I’ll bring them over later! Keeping them to myself won’t be of any help to me, after all!”


    “Thank you very much. I’m looking forward to reading them.” Leticiel chuckled, a smile lifting her lips at how genuinely happy Eddy sounded.


    “By the way, weren’t you going to look for the headmaster?” David asked.


    “Oh, that’s right.” She’d completely forgotten her original goal.


    “Sorry to have detained you, Miss Drossell.”


    “No, please don’t worry about it. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”


    Saying her goodbyes to Eddy, Leticiel curtsied and headed for the door to the Great Library, pushing it open.


    Suddenly, she heard someone say, “Finally, the ravens have started to move…”


    The voice came from behind her. She turned and her eyes met Eddy’s. Other than the peddler, who smiled and waved at her, no one else was there.


    Did I imagine it? Tilting her head, Leticiel decided not to worry herself and left the Great Library. 


    Now, how should I search for the headmaster?


    She had no idea where Lucas might be. Her brain began coming up with all the possible areas as she crossed the corridor. Just then, she found the person she’d been looking for. 


    There was a large lake behind the academy’s main building. Lucas was beside the lake, but he wasn’t alone. The art teacher, Mr. Bauliogh, was nearby, and so was Zeke. The three men seemed to be discussing something.


    From her vantage point, Leticiel couldn’t see Zeke’s expression and she couldn’t hear what they were talking about at all. But from the teachers’ expressions, it seemed to be quite serious. Not noticing that Leticiel was watching them, the three disappeared into the shade of the building.


    Why were they talking with Zeke? Did something happen?


    Leticiel thought about chasing after them, but they were gone by the time she made it to the back of the building. In the end, she couldn’t catch up to Lucas until after classes had ended for the day.


    Meanwhile, David and Eddy were still in the library after Drossell had left.


    “Man, I never thought I’d run into Miss Drossell here,” Eddy said.


    “You never know what’ll happen in life,” David replied as he turned his attention back to repairing the donated books.


    “By the way, what’s that new building in the research area?” To kill time, Eddy plopped his elbow on the counter, resting his cheek on his palm while David worked.


    “Oh, you saw that, did you?”


    “Yeah, from a distance. It’s been a while since the last delivery, so I took a walk around.”


    “That’s the research facility His Majesty had newly renovated for Miss Drossell’s research.” 


    Eddy blinked in surprise at David’s words. “Miss Drossell… is that Drossell? The daughter of Duke Filiaregis?”


    “That’s right.”


    Eddy thought back to the Drossell he’d seen earlier. “Huh. What is she researching?”


    David went silent for a moment. Finally, in a soft voice, he said, “She’s researching sorcery.”


    Eddy said nothing in response, bringing his hand to his chin as he digested that answer.
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    Classes ended before Leticiel could find Lucas and ask him about the power from eleven years ago.


    Deciding to give up her search for him, she headed to her own research building as usual. Because not all of the club members were at school today, there would be no club meeting.


    Sitting on a sofa in the hall on the first floor of her research building, Leticiel organized the documents that had piled up. If she didn’t start cleaning up soon, she would have to swim through a sea of papers to even get into her research building. 


    All of a sudden, Tuvalu came running down to the first floor, somewhat out of breath. “Um, Miss Drossell, where are the original documents for this low-level spell?” 


    “Hmm? Which formula is it?”


    “Oh, this one!”


    “That’s… I believe they’re in my research room. Wait here while I get them.” Leticiel strolled into her research room. But climbing the stairs was a pain, so she used a tiny bit of teleportation magic.


    “Thanks for waiting, Tuvalu. Is this what you wanted?” Since she couldn’t teleport while she had something in her hands, Leticiel walked back downstairs.


    “Yes, that’s it!” Tuvalu smiled happily when she handed him the materials, but his smile soon faded and he gazed at her.


    “Hmm? Is something the matter?”


    “Oh, no. I’ve thought this for a while now, but the spell you can use… um, teleportation, was it? It’s a strange power.”


    “You think so?”


    “Yes. I’ve never seen anyone else use spatial movement techniques before.”


    That remark gave Leticiel pause. She had been using the technique since her previous life and thought nothing of it, but she could see how it might seem strange to the people around her.


    Besides, I never would have come up with it if not for Nao and my teacher.


    Originally, there was a technique in sorcery that allowed for short-distance spatial movement, but there was no technique called “teleportation.”


    Spatial movement was originally a technique that Leticiel had learned from her sorcery teacher when she was a child. It could only be used to move thirty or forty feet max, but the ability to move instantly was interesting in and of itself and she had used the technique often.


    Then Nao came along and taught her all about his hometown and their techniques. Using that information as a base, Leticiel had improved upon the spatial movement technique to make it a teleportation one. However, the teleportation technique was so complicated that it required a huge amount of calculation ability and processing. At the time, Leticiel was the only one who could use it. She’d told her family and some of her friends about it, but no one else had been able to activate it.


    “Where did you learn such an amazing power, Miss Drossell?”


    Since she couldn’t mention her past life, Leticiel said, “My teacher taught it to me a long time ago,” and gave an ambiguous laugh.


    “Oh! Is that so?” Tuvalu didn’t seem to question her answer. “So, you had a master too!”


    “Yes…”


    Hearing the word “master,” the image of a burning hut flashed through Leticiel’s mind. For a moment, her throat was tight, the words trapped. But she quickly pushed the memory to the back of her mind.


    “In any case, let’s finish sorting through these,” she said, changing the subject.


    “Heeey, Drossell, are you in here?” Just as Leticiel was about to resume sorting through documents, a voice called out to her in the hall.


    “Long time no see,” she said.


    “Yeah. You seem to be doing okay.” 


    There was only one person who would entered the sorcery research building without so much as a knock; Lucas strode into the hall before Leticiel could stand to greet him.


    “What are you doing?” the headmaster asked.


    “As you can see, we’re cleaning up research documents.”


    Lucas hummed in acknowledgement. Watching him flip through a pile of documents, Leticiel remembered that she had been looking for him earlier.


    “Sir, I know this is sudden, but may I ask you something?”


    “Hmm? I don’t mind. What is it?”


    “Could you tell me about the mysterious power that was used eleven years ago during the war?”


    Since Lucas had faced that power in battle eleven years ago, she wanted to see if he knew anything about it.


    “That power, huh? To be honest, I don’t fully understand how it works, but there’s something I’m curious about—something might be connected to it.”


    “Something you’re curious about?”


    “Yeah. I saw a kid on the battlefield.”


    Leticiel was stunned. “What?” The information was so different from what she had expected. She stared at Lucas, a faint front on her face.


    “What’s with that expression? I’m serious, you know.” Lucas scratched his head, bothered by Leticiel’s gaze before he continued. “When we launched an attack on the enemy’s main camp, I saw a child around five or six years old standing on top of a rock, staring down at the battle.”


    After the Sphylia War began, the kingdom had the advantage. For a while. At that time, the troops led by Lucas penetrated the enemy’s lines and reached their main camp. The deeper they went into the enemy lines, the creepier the soldiers with white hair and red eyes they encountered became.


    In the midst of their battle, Lucas spotted a child sitting on a rock behind the main camp, watching the royal army emotionlessly.


    “Not only that, but the kid wasn’t wearing any protective gear even though they were on the battlefield. Just the kind of light clothes you’d wear when playing outside. They looked lifeless. Kind of creepy.”


    Lucas had been far away, and the sun had been behind the child, throwing their face in shadow thus making it hard to see. But the child had the same white hair as the mysterious soldiers.


    “That certainly is strange,” Leticiel agreed.


    “One of my subordinates shot an arrow at the child, but it suddenly burst into flames and turned to dust right before it reached them. After that, the white-haired, red-eyed soldiers started to fight harder. It was all so strange; I will never forget it.”


    “What happened after that?”


    “That was the first and the last time our side was able to break into the enemy’s main camp; the injury I got then made my arm useless.” Lucas removed the glove from his left hand. Underneath was not skin, but a prosthetic arm made of gray machinery. “I haven’t seen that kid since.”


    Apparently, after Lucas and his troops’ suicide attack, the Lapis Nation began sending out white-hair, red-eyed troops as if their disadvantage had been a lie. The situation on the battlefield flipped instantly.


    “I see.” As happy as she was about receiving new information, this, somehow, only made things more complicated.


    In any case, there was definitely a major connection between that creepy kid and the mysterious soldiers. Though she didn’t have much hope she would find anything, Leticiel made a mental note to look into them later.


    “By the way, is that prosthetic arm powered by magic?” Leticiel asked, peering at Lucas’s prosthetic.


    Many people had suffered injuries during wars a thousand years ago, so research into prosthetic limbs was a high priority. However, the most common prosthetic limbs back then were made of wood and had immobile fingers. There hadn’t been any mechanical devices like this.


    Nao had been trying to recreate prosthetic technology from his hometown and had successfully made a prototype of a metal prosthetic arm similar to Lucas’s, but he hadn’t been able to create one that could move freely. Is this prosthetic arm similar to that one? How does it work?


    “Hmm? Oh, no. This isn’t something that can be made with current magical technologies. Actually, someone gave this to me, so I don’t even know how it was made.”


    “Someone gave it to you?” Leticiel echoed.


    “Yeah. When I was recuperating after the war, the person who lodged me gifted it as a token of their appreciation.” Gripping his arm, Lucas added, “I never knew who that person was or how the prosthetic arm works.”


    “I see… Is it possible for it to be taken apart?”


    Lucas was stunned. “Of course not. You want to take my arm away? When I have no way of replacing it?” Not her crazy ideas again, Lucas thought, pinching his brow as he felt a headache coming on for the first time in a while.


    “It was only a question. I wouldn’t actually disassemble it.”


    “I still don’t trust you…” 


    All the teachers, Lucas included, had already learned firsthand that nothing good came of her supposedly rhetorical questions and ideas. Leticiel obviously had no intention of seriously trying to take it apart.


    But I’m curious about how it works. Perhaps I’ll have him show it to me if I ever get the chance. She’d said that she wouldn’t disassemble it, but she’d never said that she wouldn’t study it. Lucas’s bad premonition had been correct. 


    Having asked all her questions, Leticiel remembered that she hadn’t asked Lucas why he had come to her building.


    “By the way, sir, I’m sorry for bombarding you with all these questions, but is there something you came here for?”


    “Hmm? Oh, that’s right! I was just at the museum. I received a message on your behalf while I was there, so I decided to drop by on my way back.”


    At that, Leticiel tilted her head. Had she done something that would warrant a message from the museum?


    “A curator named Gilm said he learned some things about the item you left with him. He wants you to meet with him.”


    “Ah.” That was right. Leticiel had shown Gilm a mysterious bell she’d found on the ground in front of her research room when she first entered the newly renovated research building. Gilm had taken the bell away to look into it. If he had a message for her, he had likely finished his investigation. “I see. Thank you, sir.”


    “There’s no need to thank me.” His task done, Lucas left soon after, but not without throwing out an encouraging, “Good luck!”


    “Tuvalu, could I ask you to watch the lab for a while? I’m going to the museum.”


    “Yes, absolutely! Leave it to me!” Tuvalu nodded enthusiastically. Leaving the document organization to him for the time being, Leticiel headed off to the museum.


    Since there was a fair distance between the research building and the museum, she teleported. Once she was in front of the museum, Leticiel hurried in. Gilm happened to be passing through the hall with a binder under his arm.


    “Oh, Miss Drossell. Hello.”


    “Hello. I heard the message you left with the headmaster. Is it about the bell?”


    “Yes. I don’t have it on me right now, so why don’t we talk in my research room?”


    “That’s fine with me.” 


    The museum had one semi-basement floor and three aboveground floors. The semi-basement floor mainly acted as a storeroom while the first two floors were for exhibition spaces, and the third floor for staff.


    Normally, I’d have no reason to walk here, Leticiel thought as she followed Gilm down the wide corridor on the third floor and past the numerous doors placed equidistant apart on both sides. Occasionally, she saw people entering and exiting through them.


    “Here it is,” the curator said, opening the door closest to the director’s office at the very end of the hallway. When Leticiel entered, she found the room furnished with a sofa, a table, a desk and chair, plus a bookshelf and cupboards. The interior was simple, with no unnecessary decorative items. “I’ll bring the bell, so please take a seat. Would you like a drink?” 


    “No, please don’t mind me.”


    Not long after Leticiel had taken a seat on the sofa, Gilm brought the bell and placed it on the table in front. There wasn’t anything particularly unusual about the bell, but it seemed to have been made quite a long time ago and had high historical value.


    “Please look at the bell’s surface,” Gilm instructed. Taking the bell from him, Leticiel looked closely at its surface. She hadn’t noticed it before, but the bell, which was about the size of a thumb nail, had some kind of pattern engraved on its surface. Some of the surface had been worn away and she could barely see what looked like the edge of a semicircle. She wondered if there was some kind of symbol or emblem underneath.


    “What is this?” she asked.


    “Unfortunately, the pattern was completely marred so I couldn’t find out much about it. But there’s something I want you to see. Look at the inside of the bell.”


    “The inside?”


    “Yes. Please take a look.”


    Bells always had gaps on the side. Leticiel peered inside through the gap using the light and magnifying glass Gilm lent her. Her view was somewhat blurred, but there appeared to be something drawn on the metallic interior. “I can see something,” she murmured. The bell’s size made it very challenging to see, but she could make out a coat of arms consisting of a two-headed bird with its wings spread carved on top of a shield. It seemed strangely familiar. “A shield and a two-headed bird…”


    “Yes. I checked and it seems to be the coat of arms for the first generation of Duke Filiaregis’s family. Judging from the documents I read, I believe the big head on the left is an eagle, and the small head on the right is a raven or something.”


    “What? The Filiaregis family’s crest?” 


    Leticiel mentally tucked away that piece of information while glancing sideways at the references Gilm had prepared. According to his explanation, Drossell’s family, the Filiaregis family, received a dukedom for their achievements fighting alongside the kingdom’s founding king. This seemed to be the coat of arms that had been bestowed upon the first head of the family at that time.


    I knew I’d seen it somewhere before when I spotted it at the abbey.


    The current Filiaregis family’s coat of arms was a shield emblem with a long sword and a flag crossing each other. An eagle with its wings spread could be seen within the shield emblem. If you removed the long sword and the flag, it certainly looked similar to this coat of arms. Why had a bell with the crest of the first generation of the Filiaregis family been on the ground in front of her research lab?


    “What are you going to do with the bell?” she asked Gilm.


    “Well, it has the old Filiaregis family’s coat of arms engraved on it. And considering where it was found, it must belong to you, Miss Drossell. Does it not?” 


    Considering where the bell had been found, it was only natural to think that way. However, Leticiel was puzzled. “I don’t believe it was attached to anything I own…”


    “We cannot hold on to an item that belongs to the duke’s family without permission, so please take it, Miss Drossell. If I need it for research or other purposes, I’ll visit you to borrow it.”


    Leticiel looked down at the bell rolling on her palm. Well, I suppose it wouldn’t trouble me to take it back.


    “All right,” she replied. “Then I’ll take the bell home.” She didn’t know if it actually belonged to her, but it was definitely related to the duke’s family somehow. She had even more questions after hearing Gilm’s story. 


    Deciding to look into it more thoroughly later on, Leticiel nodded and put the bell in her pocket. 
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    The Girl’s Invitation, The Boy’s Determination


    Zeke’s family lived in a small village called Villus, nestled in the western hills of the Kingdom of Platina. Despite its small size, the village prospered from its weaving, dairy farming, and pasturage with their strength lying in the weaving industry. They had once sold a special product that represented the village: the Mabel flower, which became a luxury brand highly sought after by the upper-class nobility.


    The Mabel flower, which had been designed by a certain craftsman, was meticulously embroidered stitch by stitch. However, after the craftsman injured his arm, he was unable to produce the design. Much to his regret, it was eventually forgotten by the nobility.


    The textiles produced in the village were known for their high quality and high market value, and many buyers had been doing business with Villus for a long time, resulting in good sales. But at some point—toward the end of summer vacation, probably—the number of orders suddenly dropped drastically.


    At first, Zeke thought it was just because their clients’ finances had worsened and that there was simply nothing they could do about it. But as time passed, he realized there were no signs of recovery whatsoever. Things were not as simple as they seemed.


    He had no idea why it was happening. It wasn’t like the quality of their products had dropped. All he could do now was find people willing to do business with them.


    One day, Zeke visited the Schlemer Company, the largest trading company in the capital. He was shocked by what the chairman had to say to him.


    “What? You don’t want to do business with us anymore?”


    “Sorry. We simply can’t increase our number of orders at the moment.”


    “But the other day, you said you’d buy more of our products…”


    The Schlemer Company had signed a contract for a large additional order three days ago. It was the first business deal that Zeke had accomplished since he began running around in search of business partners.


    “I really am sorry.” To his credit, the chairman did look regretful. “Your… Villus’s textiles are highly valuable. If things were different, we’d like to increase our trade with you as well.”


    Zeke could tell the man wasn’t lying from the glum look on his face. “It’s just,” the chairman continued, “last night, the caravan carrying our goods was attacked on its way to the royal capital. The caravan was completely destroyed, and all of its cargo was lost…”


    “What?!”


    “I’m sure you understand how catastrophic the damage has been to our company. I’m sorry, but we don’t have the financial means to expand our business any further.”


    “I see…”


    Zeke often helped out with his family’s business, so he understood the weight of the chairman’s words. Losing an entire caravan would mean the loss of multiple business deals. Furthermore, as the biggest trading company in Nirvaan, its caravans were large too. From an economic standpoint, they probably had their hands full dealing with the financial loss.


    “There have been many bandit attacks lately,” Zeke said after a pause.


    “Yeah. There have already been four, ours included. Honestly, what is going on?” The chairman clenched his fists, frustrated. Zeke had heard many stories of attacks on company caravans and traveling merchants recently. They had started to pick up last month, during summer vacation, but he didn’t know the details.


    “I’m terribly sorry to have to go back on our promise. I’ll definitely buy fabric from Villus once this mayhem has settled down.”


    “I understand. Thank you very much. I hope we’re able to do business again when the chance arises.” Bowing politely to the chairman, Zeke left the Schlemer Company.


    Though it wasn’t the chairman’s fault, he couldn’t help but heave a great sigh. His steps felt heavy. Just when I thought I’d secured a deal…


    He went from one order to none. He was back at the starting line.


    Havng already approached most of the merchants and trading companies in the capital, he didn’t know what his next move should be. He’d already explained the situation to Lucas and Bauliogh who were both making an effort to fix the situation, but things didn’t look optimistic.


    If I could just ask Miss Drossell and the others…


    Zeke dismissed the thought without even finishing it. This was his village’s problem; he couldn’t drag his friends into it. 


    Besides, in her last letter to him over summer vacation, his mother had said that the creator of the Mabel flower pattern would be coming to visit the capital. Perhaps he’d be able to find someone willing to do business with him if the brand’s designer presented the items alongside him.


    Buoyed by that thought, Zeke returned to Lucrezia Academy. There was no school today, so the campus was devoid of students.


    Zeke made his way to the Silver Dormitory, where commoners and low-ranking nobles lived, but he stopped in his tracks when he saw someone sitting on a bench by the entrance. The girl, who had strawberry blonde hair, was dazedly looking up at the sky until she noticed Zeke. “Oh, you’re back.”


    The girl, Christa, quickly rose from the bench and walked toward him. “Hello, Zeke Violiss.”


    After a lengthy pause, he answered, “Hello.” Why would Christa, who didn’t live in the dorms, be waiting in front of the lower-class dorms for Zeke?


    “Do you have a moment?” she asked as if he had a choice. It wasn’t like a commoner, could refuse the daughter of a duke, one of the highest ranks in nobility.


    “What business do you have with me?”


    “Well… For starters, let’s go elsewhere.” Instead of answering Zeke’s question, she began walking. Unable to read her intentions, Zeke followed.


    Christa led him into the forest on the school grounds. It was a thatch of woods closest to the students’ dormitories. To the south was a shortcut that led to the magic training grounds and the swordsmanship training hall.


    Several minutes passed before she stopped and turned to him. “This area should be good.” 


    Unsure of what she had to say, Zeke watched her with a stony expression, waiting.


    “It’s not a big deal, really. But will you join me, Zeke Violiss?”


    “What?” For a moment, he couldn’t understand what she was saying.


    “I’ve heard that your family is struggling right now. I could help.”


    Zeke’s jaw dropped. Why was Christa bringing up his family? Staying as calm as possible, he analyzed every expression, every word, every twitch. She couldn’t be implying that she was the one pulling the strings behind his family’s situation… could she?


    “What is your goal?” he finally asked. He didn’t know if he was right, so he decided to hear her out first.


    “Straight to the point—I like that. All I want is information on Drossell,” Christa said casually. Zeke’s eyes widened. She walked slowly toward him and whispered, “If you tell me everything you know about my sister, I’ll take care of your family’s business. You’re close with Drossell, aren’t you? But she won’t help you out of your current predicament. What you have isn’t true friendship.”


    Once she was right in front of Zeke, she looked up and gave him a sweet smile. “So, this is an unavoidable betrayal. You needn’t worry about anything. What do you say? It’s not a bad offer, in my opinion.”


    Christa’s tone brimmed with absolute confidence and prejudice. Confidence that a commoner like Zeke would never reject her offer; prejudice in thinking that her sister must have an ulterior motive for associating with someone of a lower status. 


    It was true that if he ignored his emotions, it was a good deal. But it wasn’t the future he hoped for. It wasn’t what he wanted.


    “No, thank you.”


    “What did you just say?”


    “I said that I will not be accepting your offer,” Zeke clipped out, eyes boring into Christa’s. “Please don’t underestimate me. And Miss Drossell is not like that.”


    Drossell’s expressions and emotions when interacting with not just Zeke, but with Hilmes, Mirandalette, Veronica, and Tuvalu, were all genuine. She didn’t reach out to them because of some sort of calculated intention. 


    Besides, Zeke hadn’t mentioned his family’s situation to anyone, so it was only natural that Drossell hadn’t done anything to help. He couldn’t betray Drossell, who had treated him like a friend up until then. 


    “From what I’ve seen of Miss Drossell, I know that I can trust her. Therefore, I cannot accept your offer. Please leave.” When Christa failed to respond, Zeke said, “If you’ll excuse me…” 


    Bowing, Zeke left Christa behind. He didn’t hear her disgusted murmur of, “Stupid commoner…”
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    Disturbances During Extracurriculars


    Though it was an academy for nobility, Lucrezia Academy still held one or two events each year where all the students gathered together.


    At a time when they should have been in class, Leticiel and her friends were instead on a hill just outside the capital. The hills surrounding them were covered with beautiful trees, with sunlight filtering through their leaves.


    One of the events for Primary students, an outdoor extracurricular activity, was starting today. The entire Primary student body would be spending two nights and three days at an academy-owned villa located on the hillside, focusing on deepening their friendships. However, since the participants in the event were—naturally—members of the nobility, they wouldn’t be forced to share rooms, nor would they cook their own meals. In other words, they were on an academy-sponsored vacation.


    Students gathered in the villa’s beautiful front garden, chatting idly. Since uniforms were not required for this event, almost all of them were dressed in casual attire. All of them had brought a few servants, who stood a step back from their masters and mistresses.


    “Good afternoon, everyone.”


    “Good afternoon. Oh, is that your chef?”


    “Yep. My chef can make food from pretty much any region.”


    “Oh, my. Well, my family’s chef studied abroad in Iris’s royal palace.”


    “My head chef won first place at this year’s national cooking tournament.”


    Elsewhere, a boy bragged, “Are you curious about my jacket? It was made by a tailor for the royal court.”


    “Oh? Well, my outfit is made of the most expensive velvet silk in the country.”


    The students slipped boasts about their possessions, their cooks, and servants into their conversations. They would preen with glee or falter with dismay depending on the other person’s reaction or response.


    Leticiel watched all from afar, disbelief written all over her face. Apparently, the nobles of this era have a habit of launching into a boastful rally as soon as they open their mouths, she thought.


    To Mirandalette, she said, “What’s so interesting about showing off their clothes and accessories to each other? Uniforms are convenient, so why can’t they just wear them?”


    “Miss Drossell, I think you’re the only one who feels that way.” Leticiel, notably, was the only student wearing the academy uniform. Even Mirandalette was wearing her everyday clothes.


    One of the reasons she had chosen to wear her uniform was because she wouldn’t have to worry about bringing a change of clothes. With her uniform, it wouldn’t be strange for her to be seen wearing the same thing three days straight, plus it was convenient. Really, how much easier could it get?


    Not that my battle with Nicole was easy…


    Her maid had been distraught with the idea of Leticiel not wearing her everyday clothes. She’d actually fought with Nicole all the way up until she left that morning. Nicole had used every play in her book to try and get Leticiel to change into something cuter, but she would rather keep their “battle” a secret.


    Nicole had reluctantly given up when Leticiel had used the excuse that she didn’t want her clothes to get dirty while she was working outdoors.


    “It’s normal for people to wear beautiful clothes and show off to each other at events like this, Master!”


    “I don’t think you’re one to talk, Hilmes.” Hilmes evidently found the idea of “normal” clothing annoying as well, because he was wearing simple town wear that didn’t take much effort to put on.


    “Huh? Me? I don’t care! After all, this is a whole lot easier to move around in.”


    “Ugh, Leif! Stop causing a scene! Look, your collar is flipped up…” Mirandalette scolded.


    “What? Oh, it is! Thanks, Lulu.” Hilmes let out a hearty laugh. Those two never changed.


    “H-Hello, everyone,” Veronica said, joining them. Unlike Leticiel, she was wearing a cute dress with long, puffy sleeves.


    “Hello, Miss Veronica. That dress looks lovely on you,” Leticiel said, completely honest.


    Veronica’s face lit up. “Eh? Th-Thank you!” A blush quickly rose to her cheeks and she immediately ducked her head, embarrassed. 


    Leticiel felt like Veronica had shown more of her natural expressions lately. She couldn’t help but smile, glad that the other girl seemed to be slowly but surely opening up.


    “Only Zeke is left, then.” Zeke normally arrived early with plenty of time to spare, but now he was nowhere to be found.


    He didn’t show up until right before the gathering time. “Sorry, it seems like I’m the last one here,” he said.


    “It’s rare for you to be late, Zeke.”


    “Yes. As embarrassing as it is to admit, I slept in.” He usually maintained a gentlemanly demeanor, but his voice dropped low and trailed off at the end. Leticiel chuckled.


    Not long after that, it was time to assemble. The forest quickly filled up with nobles. Because they had gathered around noon, the first event on their program was to make lunch.


    “Let’s see… We will be splitting you into small groups. Please use the ingredients you brought…” The sun reflected off of Mr. Baltrana’s bald head as he spoke. He explained that they would be cooking in the garden behind the villa, where teachers were already starting to set out tables and chairs. The students were to discuss group divisions, ingredients, and what they would be cooking until the venue was ready.


    “Hey, would you like to join me?”


    “Oh, thank you for the invitation, but I’ll be joining my boyfriend’s group.”


    “Ah, there you are! Let’s make a group together!”


    The instant Mr. Baltrana finished talking, the students immediately started to recruit members for their groups. 


    “What should we do, Miss Drossell?’


    “Well, why don’t the five of us form a group?” Normally, forming a group took a considerable amount of time and effort. But in the case of Leticiel’s friend group, they were done within ten seconds.


    “Now that our group is decided, we need to decide what we’ll cook and what ingredients we’ll use,” Zeke said. Although the lesson called for students to prepare their own lunch using as much local produce as possible, in reality, their personal chefs would be the ones doing the cooking for them.


    Students were expected to use the ingredients they had brought from home, but Leticiel’s group was different.


    “Let’s go look for local ingredients.”


    “Sounds good. But there’s no need for all of us to go, so let’s assign roles.”


    None of them had brought a chef, and all the academy had provided were some bacon, eggs, and vegetables.


    “Oh! I-In that case, I’d like to look for ingredients,” Veronica volunteered. Normally, she was withdrawn and pensive, but today, she seemed pretty eager. “I like plants, so I’m confident when it comes to recognizing edible plants and vegetables,” she explained.


    “Is that so? That’s a relief, then.”


    “All right!” Hilmes cheered. “I can show off my skills by catching fish in the river!”


    After a short discussion, it was agreed that Veronica and the two boys would go as forager and the hunters, respectively.


    “We’ll be back soon!” Hilmes promised.


    “Be careful,” Leticiel said.


    Those in the food procurement team each picked up a small basket and immediately set off into the forest. Leticiel and Mirandalette remained in the garden, discussing what they should make while they waited for the others to return.


    Not too long later, about thirty minutes, Veronica and the boys returned with baskets stuffed with various ingredients.


    At almost the same time, the other groups engaged in heated discussions seemed to have finally reached a consensus and were just beginning to settle into their respective tables. 


    Every year, experts accompanied the students on their extracurricular activity to ensure that the food they had gathered was safe to eat. However, since none of the aristocratic students were eager to source ingredients locally, they had nothing but time on their hands and were always bored.


    This year, however, the experts were happy to have work thanks to Leticiel’s group. Along with Zeke and Veronica, they appraised the food that had been gathered.


    “We gathered quite a lot,” Veronica commented.


    “Yes. This forest has a rich ecosystem, so there was plenty of…”


    As Zeke was talking, a male student passed by, carelessly bumping Zeke’s shoulder and making him stumble.


    “Wah!” The basket in his hands caught the dress of a nearby female student, leaving muddy marks on the pale blue fabric. “No way! Look at what you’ve done!” 


    Because the dress was such a light color, the mud stain was extremely noticeable. The girl shouted, “This dress is from Villus! It was expensive, you know!”


    “I’m terribly sorry!” Zeke’s eyelid twitched.


    The female student squinted and crossed her arms, not missing the miniscule reaction. “Oh… That’s right. You’re from Villus, aren’t you? I heard that the reputation of Villus textiles has plummeted recently. I suppose it’s only natural that their image would suffer if people from the village are this rude.”


    The girl’s roundabout, suggestive phrasing irritated Leticiel. “Just what are you suggesting?”


    The girl’s eyes flicked to Leticiel then away as soon as her gaze met Leticiel’s icy glare. “W-Well, I suppose I can let this go for today. You’d better be grateful.” Turning on her heel, the girl left, still insisting that she “couldn’t possibly wear a dress made with fabric that was no longer reputable.”


    “What in the world was that? There’s a limit to how rude one person can be!” Mirandalette exclaimed.


    “Sh-She was extremely unpleasant,” Veronica agreed. Both of the girls scowled, clearly irritated by the girl’s blatantly rude attitude.


    Surprisingly enough, it was Zeke who grabbed hold of Mirandalette, who was shooting daggers at the girl’s back. “It’s fine, Miss Mirandalette.”


    “But Zeke, she said horrible things…”


    “It doesn’t bother me,” he said calmly. “More importantly, let’s get to cooking.”


    Mirandalette frowned, but at Zeke’s smile, she begrudgingly put the matter to rest. “Well, if you say so…” 


    Leticiel thought Zeke’s smile looked somewhat forced. He didn’t seem to have been telling the truth when he said that it didn’t bother him.


    “Hey, Zeke,” she said while washing vegetables and handing it to him to peel.


    “Yes? What is it?”


    “Did something happen?”


    Zeke paused briefly, falling silent. He looked at Leticiel as if he wanted to say something, but he eventually lowered his gaze before shaking his head. “No, it’s nothing. I’m sorry for worrying you.”


    “Really?” Leticiel asked, not completely convinced. “Well, let me know if you ever do need help.”


    “Thank you.” Zeke smiled gently and returned to his work. Leticiel knew something was off though, and she kept an eye on him the whole time.


    “Zeke, we’ve finished washing everything!” one of the girls called.


    “Thanks.” He didn’t speak further, and Leticiel didn’t press him.


    After that, Leticiel and her group members divided up roles to quickly prepare their meal. They were limited in what they could make since they had gathered their ingredients from the forest. The cooking process wasn’t without its ups and downs.


    “Miss Mira, could you hand me that white vial?” Leticiel asked.


    “This one? I think it’d taste better if we also threw in this red sauce. What do you think?”


    “…Let’s just start with the white vial.” Though poverty had granted Mirandalette skills in chopping and prep work, it had done nothing for her catastrophic lack of taste when it came to seasoning.


    “Perhaps we should make this a little sweeter…”


    “Yeah… Huh? Wait, Miss Mira, what is that huge pile of white powder?”


    “Uh, it’s sugar.”


    “I know that, but that’s obviously too much. Please put nine-tenths of it back.” Leticiel wasn’t particularly skilled at cooking, but she was afraid to let Mirandalette go near the stove, not knowing what flavors the girl would create if left to her own devices.


    “Ouch!” Hilmes suddenly flung away the knife he’d been using to awkwardly cut up fruit. There was a gaping wound on the pointer finger of his left hand.


    “What are you doing, Leif?! Are you all right?”


    “I’m fine. A cut this small will heal itself on its own!”


    “No! What if you can’t hold your sword properly afterward? Just hold still.”


    Grabbing Hilmes’s left hand, Mirandalette cast some sort of spell. A small breeze blew around her, and light gathered around her fingers as they touched Hilmes’s. She was attempting a Light spell.


    However, Light spells were the most difficult of all the attributes in sorcery. Mirandalette couldn’t maintain the spell for long before it quickly dissipated.


    “Oh!”


    “Hmm… I’m not very good at this. I couldn’t completely mend your finger, so you’ll just have to put up with it.” 


    “No, no! I’m super happy you healed me! Thanks, Lulu! You’re amazing!” Hilmes said, flashing a genuine smile.


    “Y-You won’t get anything for complimenting me,” Mirandalette warned, turning away to hide her embarrassment.


    Minutes later, Leticiel checked on the steamed bread she had made. “All right, this should be good.” 


    They laid out all the dishes on a table covered with a tablecloth. Their planned lunch meal was finally completed.


    “It looks great!” 


    Hilmes was already drooling. “Even though we didn’t have many ingredients, we made a whole feast!” 


    “Sir, we’ve finished cooking, so may we eat?”


    “Hmm? Huh? O-Oh, of course.” Mr. Baltrana couldn’t hide his surprise at the amount of food piled on their table when none of the other groups’ cooks had finished cooking yet.


    Leticiel and the others quickly dug in.


    She could sense people staring at them, perhaps drawn in by the fragrant aroma, but she paid them no mind. Tearing off a piece of steamed bread, she filled her cheeks and chewed.


    Eating like this with everyone feels nice. Nostalgic. 


    In her previous life, Leticiel had often gone into town, worked with her citizens on their farms, and eaten meals with them around a bonfire.


    She realized that food was extra delicious when she had made it with her own two hands and ate it with friends.
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    The students had free time after lunch. Like proper nobles, most of them held elegant tea parties in the villa’s garden or practiced magic off to the side.


    On the other hand, Veronica, Hilmes, and Zeke were wandering through the forest surrounding the villa. Just like with lunch, they planned to cook dinner themselves, so they had gone out to gather ingredients. Since neither Veronica nor Hilmes knew how to cook, they had been the first to volunteer to gather ingredients.


    “Ah! I found a mushroom!” Hilmes said.


    “I’m certain these plants are edible,” Mirandalette commented.


    “Since we don’t know which ones we can use, let’s just take them all,” Zeke suggested.


    “O-Okay!” Veronica nodded in agreement and quickly placed the wild vegetables she’d gathered into Zeke’s basket. 


    “Man, we found so much! Can you believe all this stuff will be turned into food? Cool, right?” Hilmes beamed a boyish grin. His cuffs and sleeves were rolled up and he was covered in mud. 


    “Anyway, Master’s really amazing,” he continued. “On top of being academically and athletically gifted, she also has so many useful skills. Talk about unfair!”


    “Y-Yes, Miss Drossell’s cooking was delicious. She’s extremely skilled,” Veronica agreed.


    “That’s true. I knew she was talented, but I was really surprised to see she was able to cook for herself despite being the daughter of a duke,” Zeke said.


    “Exactly! Plus, her cutting techniques were amazing… As expected from the person I chose as my master! Oh, I found some fruit.”


    The three students chatted about nothing in particular while filling their basket with every food they found. Before they knew it, the basket was practically spilling over with ingredients.


    “We’ve come pretty far into the woods,” Zeke murmured to himself as he scanned around. He wondered how long they had been gathering for.


    They’d been so focused on searching for food that they didn’t realize they’d ventured quite deep into the forest. The thickets here were noticeably denser than the area around the villa, and tall grass meant poor visibility. If they weren’t careful, they could easily forget which direction they came from.


    They had also stopped seeing the patrolling security guards around noon. Perhaps they had left the academy villa’s grounds entirely.


    “Y-Yes, we should probably head back… H-Hilmes?” Veronica cut herself off when she noticed Hilmes standing still and staring at something. “U-Um, Hilmes, what is it?”


    “Uh, it’s… Can’t you see something over there?” Hilmes pointed.


    Veronica and Zeke looked and saw something dark hiding in the trees. “Is it a cave or something?” Veronica asked.


    “Th-There’s… someone there,” Zeke squeaked.


    There was a black shadow slumped at the entrance to a cave. A burly man sat by the entrance, snoring loudly.


    The three students crept and hid in the underbrush, examining the man. A short while later, a man wearing leather armor just like the sleeping man’s came out and smacked his head hard.


    “Ouch!” the sleeping man howled. “Wh-What’dya think you’re doin’?!”


    “That’s my line. You fell asleep again. There’re some fellows who look like security guards wandering around. You want ’em to drag you away?” The man in leather armor looked unamused as the other man writhed in agony. “I told you to keep your wits about you until we get out of this forest, didn’t I? Don’t forget that we’re just spending the night here.”


    “Yeah, yeah. I know. We’re settin’ off first thing tomorrow morning, right? I remember,” the man who had been asleep said flippantly, stifling a yawn.


    “Enough of that. Come on, the boss is asking for ya.”


    The two men disappeared into the cave. 


    Hilmes frowned, suspicious. “Who the heck were they?”


    “Well… I’ve heard that this area is safe and free from robbers, plus there are security guards patrolling the area because it’s the academy’s grounds, but…”


    The men, wearing their leather armor designed for combat, cloth shoes for easy movement, and long swords slung around their waists, were obviously an armored group. Veronica’s group seem to have wandered away from the academy’s territory.


    One of the men had mentioned a boss—a leader.


    “Wh-Wh-Wh-What should we do?” Veronica asked, panicking.


    “For starters, let’s take a look inside and then hurry back to report this to the teachers!” Hilmes said.


    Choosing spots where they could use the grass as cover, Zeke and the others carefully made their way toward the entrance to the cave.


    Hilmes reached the entrance first. Slipping his hand into the shade of the rocks, he peered inside and let out warbled exclamation. “Ngah!” 


    “H-Hilmes?” Veronica stammered. What had shocked him this badly?


    Whatever he’d seen had drained all the color from Hilmes’s face. He immediately turned to go back the way they’d come, saying, “Th-There are tons of people inside! We need to hurry back and report—”


    “Huh? A sneaky little rat is trying to find its way in, eh?” A strange man’s voice rumbled from behind. A chill ran down Veronica’s spine, and she froze, unable to react.


    A second later, Hilmes shoved her away with all of his strength just as a sword swung down on the spot where she’d been standing.


    “A couple of brats, I see. Whatever. How’d you know we were here, anyway?” The man who had attacked them smiled, twin swords glinting in his hands.


    “Huh? Knew wha—?”


    “Never mind. You’ve seen us, so I can’t let you go back home.” Before Hilmes could even finish his question, the man raised one of his swords and attacked again.


    Because they were on an extracurricular trip, none of the students were carrying weapons. This attack was much faster and more forceful than his first, making it difficult to avoid—especially for those who had never seen battle before.


    “Waaah!” Veronica screamed. She couldn’t completely dodge the man’s attack and his blade struck her leg. It immediately began bleeding profusely.


    That single strike had thrown the three students into disarray with Zeke on one side with Hilmes. He rushed over to Veronica.


    “Are you all right?!” Upon noticing Veronica’s wound, Zeke quickly casted a healing spell. Although he managed to heal most of the cut, he couldn’t take away her pain. Despite having almost zero Light attribute magical energy, it was difficult for him to use healing sorcery.


    “Did I hurt you, miss? Let me put you out of your misery. Heh!”


    The man rushed in for a second attack. Zeke threw up a Void counterattack barrier around himself and Veronica.


    “Gwuh!” His sword slammed against the translucent barrier and ricocheted with such force that he stumbled backward, thrown off balance by his own attack.


    “Hnnnngh!” 


    Seeing his opportunity, Hilmes charged and snatched the sword from the man’s loose right hand.


    “You brat!” The man lifted his head and was about to leap at Hilmes when Zeke cast Water magic.


    “Magical power of water that fills my body, gather in my hands and erase my enemy!”


    Since they were in a forest, he had to be careful. The spell he had cast engulfed the man’s head in a bubble of water. Unable to breathe, the man swung his remaining sword around in an attempt to shake it off.


    We need to hurry and defeat this bandit before reinforcements come. Hilmes clutched the hilt of his stolen sword, knuckles white. 


    Hidden behind Zeke, Veronica was panicking. She couldn’t just stand around and allow herself to be protected like this, but since she couldn’t use magic or sorcery, what could she do?


    C-Calm down… Calm down and think…


    Squeezing her eyes shut tight, Veronica quietly hummed to herself. It was a lullaby her mother had sung to her when she was a child. The director of the orphanage where she lived before had taught it to her before she was adopted into the duke’s family. It helped to calm her down.


    Magic, sorcery… anything would be good. But above all, she wanted power that would help her get out of this situation and save her friends.


    Zeke gasped. “Miss Veronica, that power…!”


    “Huh?” Veronica opened her eyes and caught sight of a small flame floating in her palm. She could feel something flowing into her body.


    It can’t be. This looks… just like sorcery.


    “Miss Veronica?!” Zeke drew closer when she doubled over a moment later as if she were about to throw up. He recognized her symptoms; he had been watching everyone in the Magic Lovers’ Club. He knew it was a rebound phenomenon caused by aether intoxication.


    Then that flame really was…


    The bandit was distracted for a moment by Veronica’s sudden collapse. Hilmes didn’t miss his chance. “I didn’t go through all of that training for nothing!” he cried, harnessing all of his strength to bring down his sword on the man.


    His blade glowed crimson for just a brief, flickering second, as if it were wrapped in flames, before it struck the man’s leather armor. It immediately went up in flames.


    “Gwargh!” The bandit fell to his knees, clutching his stomach with one hand.


    “All right!” Hilmes cheered over the horrible sound of skin crackling as it burned. His joy was short-lived, however. 


    “Ahh, there are outsiders,” someone said. A shadow fell over Hilmes. A moment later, he found himself slamming into a wall of stone. He’d felt as light as a ball as he sailed in the air.


    “Gah!”


    Two men—one large and fair-skinned, the other small, skinny, and dark-skinned—had materialized out of thin air and now stood at the entrance to the cave. The dark-skinned man held a short, beautifully polished bow, and the large, fair-skinned man grasped the enormous club that he had used to send Hilmes flying.


    Raising their respective weapons, the dark-skinned man walked toward Hilmes and the fair-skinned man toward Zeke. Their hair was pure white, practically colorless, and their eyes blazed red, almost the color of blood.


    “Zeke! Take Miss Veronica and get out of here!” Hilmes shouted. He coughed and vomited up blood. It had taken everything in him to get up after the hit he’d taken. 


    Zeke, who had been tending to Veronica, stared wide-eyed at him. “Wait, we can’t leave you behind!”


    “Forget me! Go back… and get help!” Hilmes’s words were harsh. 


    Zeke gaped at the menacing look on the boy’s face, but he knew the situation was dire. After a pause, he shouted, “Fine. We’ll bring help right away. Please stay safe until then!” The tremble in his voice belied the weight of his emotions. Although it pained him to do it, Zeke picked up Veronica and hurried away.


    “We won’t let you get away!” The large man charged after Zeke.


    Zeke checked over his shoulder before unleashing a sorcery spell. It was a simple burst of light. While the only thing it did was make an intense flash, it worked to blind his large pursuer, hitting him straight on.


    The large, pale man went down, rolling frantically around on the ground and clutching his eyes. Ignoring him, Zeke sprinted through the forest, not stopping until they finally shook off their pursuer and were at a place completely out of sight from the cave. Zeke put Veronica down and began to heal the wound he hadn’t been able to completely heal earlier.


    “Z-Zeke…?”


    “Sorry,” he said, sounding regretful. “I’m still not very good at healing sorcery, so I can’t completely mend it, but the wound on your leg should be fine now. I’m going to go back and help Hilmes. Please go and get help.”


    Veronica’s eyes widened as Zeke stood. “N-No! It’s too dangerous!”


    “I know that going back won’t make much of a difference in the battle’s outcome, but I can’t leave Hilmes there when he’s hurt so badly.”


    She knew what he was implying; there was no one who could heal Hilmes unless he returned.


    “We’re not far from the villa. I’m sorry to leave you all alone, but…”


    “I’ll be fine,” Veronica said. “I-I’ll call for help r-right away.”


    “Please do.” Zeke offered an apologetic smile. He straightened up, resolve strengthening, and ran back down the path they’d come from.


    To be honest, Veronica wanted to return and help Hilmes too. But she swallowed the words back down, knowing that she’d only be a burden. She set off, doing her best not to look back.


    Zeke is doing everything he can to help, she thought. I have to do the same.


    She needed to hurry back, see Miss Drossell, and report everything to the teachers.


    Veronica frantically clambered toward the villa, enduring the pain and discomfort that came from walking on a leg that hadn’t fully healed.
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    Zeke sprinted through the forest, hopelessly wishing that he could run twice as fast. Cutting through the vegetation, he ran back the way he had come from as fast as he possibly could. He needed to hurry back to Hilmes. 


    His mind flashed back to the two men who had appeared just before he had left the scene of their battle. Zeke didn’t know what kind of weapons they had, but he had a hunch as to who they were.


    It’s just like back then…


    He remembered his father protecting him from men who looked similar to those two. They were eerie figures with white hair and red eyes. Like the duo from earlier, they always carried weapons, and it seemed as though they wielded a dark power within them. Their weapons came in all different shapes, but they all shared a common factor…


    It’s no use. Zeke shook his head. No matter how hard he tried, the memories were hazy and he couldn’t recall the pattern he had seen.


    Zeke had almost no memories of his childhood. However, he very clearly remembered someone had been chasing him.


    Every time he was attacked by the mysterious assassins, he would catch a glimpse of his father’s back as he swooped in to save Zeke. Maybe because he had only ever seen his father’s back, Zeke’s memory of his father’s face had blurred so much that he could no longer recall it.


    The only thing he knew about his father was that he had pulled Zeke’s mother out of poverty, and that was how they ended up married. Then he’d disappeared, leaving Zeke and his mother behind. He couldn’t remember what kind of a man his father had been.


    Father…


    In his memories, it was obvious his father was protecting him. His fighting style gave Zeke hope that he stood a chance against those two.


    By the time he returned to the scene of the earlier battle, it was empty.


    After a thorough search, he found patches of grass pressed down, as if something had been dragged on the ground, and quickly followed them. The marks led him to the cave he and the others had found earlier—the one obscured by trees. He arrived just in time to see the bandits hauling Hilmes through its entrance.


    The large, fair-skinned man’s sharp eyes noticed Zeke right away. A wide smile spread across his face. “Ohhh? Is it the kid from earlier?” 


    The small, dark-skinned man also turned his gaze in Zeke’s direction. He issued a few curt orders to the other bandits with them, who swiftly dragged Hilmes into the cave. As the men readied their weapons, there was a flash of black light, and the men’s eyes turned red, and their hair white.


    Zeke’s eyes widened in shock.


    The light that enveloped the men’s weapons started at a single point before spreading to the rest of them. At the center, a black ring was closed around a stone. 


    Zeke’s vague memories of the pattern suddenly became clear the moment he saw it. There was no doubt about it—it was the pattern drawn on that ring.


    “Did you come to save your friend? Big crybaby,” the large, pale man taunted, lifting his club.


    Zeke still didn’t know who the attackers were or what their goal was, but there was a chance that his memories held a clue to resolving the current situation.


    Think… Think… How did Father beat them back then? He desperately tried to recall the power his father had wielded.


    A breeze wrapped around Zeke, turning into gray particles that gathered in his hands. He had zero Void magical energy, but while he still hadn’t mastered the most difficult attribute, he wanted to do everything he could.


    “Listen, ___. Only nothingness can oppose that power. Use the Void attribute to destroy that black gem. Even if you can’t see it, a black ring will appear around where the stone is. Attack it with Void energy.”


    His father’s voice spoke to him in his memories, faint and barely audible. But it was still a clue and Zeke used it to unleash a spell. Gray and eagle-shaped, its sharp beak slicing through the air, the spell slammed into the large, pale man’s weapon. But it was too weak and he batted it away with a single swing.


    The man smirked. “Oops, that was close.” 


    The small, dark man acted as rear support and fired an arrow. The point sunk into Zeke’s shoulder, but the force was so powerful, he was sent flying and he found himself pinned to a tree trunk.


    I knew it. I’m not strong enough as I am now. Zeke grimaced, frustrated that his attack hadn’t even slowed the men down. It had been pointless for him to return and fight.


    …No, it wasn’t over yet. 


    Mustering his last bit of strength, Zeke cast another spell.


    “Hey, where the heck are you aiming at?” The man cackled as the flash of light flew off in a completely different direction. However, Zeke was relieved that he’d been able to manage the sorcery.


    This is for the best. I’m sure she’ll see it…


    All of his friends, himself included, relied on her when push came to shove. He felt pathetic and sorry that he had no choice but to rely on her at a time like this.


    Still, as he watched the spell explode through the trees, Zeke quietly entrusted his wish to the white-haired girl who was likely at the villa.
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    For a split second, a flash of light lit up the forest, accompanied by the sound of an explosion that was almost drowned out by the wind. Though it wasn’t particularly loud or bright, Leticiel still noticed.


    “Huh?” Her head snapped toward the direction it had come from.


    “Wh-What was that?” Some of the other students in the villa’s garden had also noticed. Mirandalette looked worried as she clasped her hands in front of her chest.


    “I’m not sure. Has something happened?” Leticiel frowned. Zeke and the others were still in the forest, gathering ingredients. She was starting to get a bad feeling.


    “Waaah! Wh-What happened to you?!” Screams from the students near the forest’s edge tore through the air. 


    Were they attacked by something?! Leticiel rushed over.


    Making her way through the crowd, she found a female student collapsed on the ground, gasping. She was wearing a very familiar dress. 


    “Miss Veronica!” Leticiel cried out, quickly helping her to her feet. Veronica’s face was wan, and she rasped with every inhale. Her leg was hurt, but Leticiel couldn’t see the cause for her current state because her injuries were relatively minor. What on earth had happened to her?


    Wait, where are the boys? Three people had gone out to search for ingredients, but only Veronica had returned.


    “Miss Veronica, can you hear me?”


    “Miss… Dro… ssell…”


    “What happened? Where are Zeke and Hilmes?” Leticiel asked while casting a recovery technique on Veronica in the hopes of bringing her some comfort, although she wasn’t convinced it would be of much help since her friend’s pain didn’t seem to be coming from external factors.


    “Zeke and… Hilmes are…” Veronica stopped to cough, struggling to speak, but that one sentence was enough to tell Leticiel that the boys had gotten tangled up in some kind of trouble. One of them had probably caused the light she had seen.


    “What’s going on?!” Hearing the explosion and surrounding fuss, Raven came running over.


    “Mr. Raven, I’m worried about the safety of my friends. I’m going to find them,” Leticiel said as soon as she saw him. She turned to leave, but Raven, eyes flying open in shock, tried to stop her.


    “What?! No! I understand how you feel, but it’s too dangerous! First, we must go to the headmaster—”


    “I’m going because it’s dangerous. I cannot abandon my friends in their time of need.” She was very aware of the dangers involved, which was precisely why she was so worried.


    “Please wait! At least wait until I let the headmaster know.”


    “No, there’s no time. I need to go now.” Raven’s suggestion certainly made the most sense if she were concerned about safety, but it would take too long. There was no guarantee that nothing would happen to Zeke and Hilmes while they waited for Lucas’s arrival.


    “I-In any case, I’ll go let the headmaster know, so please wait!” Raven shook Leticiel by the shoulders before he sprinted off to the villa. It was likely difficult for Raven, as a teacher, to easily agree to a situation that might put a student in danger. 


    As Raven disappeared into the villa, Leticiel turned to Mirandalette. “Miss Mira, may I leave Miss Veronica with you?” She felt bad for Raven, but she didn’t have time to waste.


    “Huh? B-But… I’ll go with you!”


    “No, you should stay here and take care of Miss Veronica. Besides, someone needs to be here in case the others make it back on their own.” If they happened to pass each other, her search would be in vain.


    After she left Veronica with Mirandalette, Leticiel quickly ran off into the forest. Raven returned, with Lucas and some teachers in tow, a few minutes later.


    “I’m ba… Huh? Where is Miss Drossell?”


    “Um, she’s already gone…”


    “Whaaat?!”


    “Ugh! That girl!” Raven clutched his head in anguish. 


    Everyone, except for the person in question, heard Raven and Lucas’s shouts. Meanwhile, Leticiel made a beeline for the source of the light.


    A while later, what looked like a cave appeared before her. Considering the location the light had come from, this cave was likely close to the place the spell had been cast from.


    Hiding in the trees’ shade, Leticiel scanned the area.


    There was no one standing guard outside the cave. Looking at the ground near the entrance, she saw fresh footprints and gouges in the mud, suggesting that a fight had taken place there.


    What happened to Zeke and Hilmes here?


    After making sure there were no one around, Leticiel approached the entrance, her footsteps muffled. As she got closer, she could hear more and more of the conversation happening within the cave.


    “Hey, did you check the area properly?” 


    “It’s fine, boss. I’ve got my buddy out on patrol right now. He’ll check it out for sure.”


    “Take this seriously. We were already found by those strange brats. You’d better not let your guard down.”


    “I know,” came the flippant reply.


    “Strange brats”… That must be Zeke and the others. Leticiel peered in through the cave entrance. She froze, horrified by the scene before her eyes.


    In one corner of the cave, a few dozen people were crammed into a tight space. The captives ranged in age, from the elderly to children. A few men were keeping watch nearby. Judging from their armor and swords, they were likely bandits. 


    Hilmes and Zeke were among the haggard prisoners. Hilmes’s wounds seemed particularly severe. Zeke was frantically tending to him.


    What in the world is this? She frowned.


    “Huh? Who’re you?” someone asked. Leticiel’d sensed someone approaching from behind but chose to stay instead of fleeing so she could listen in on the conversation. “Are you lost? Come with me then, little girl. I’ll take you somewhere nice.”


    The man who had called out to her looked relatively young and was dressed like the other men in the cave. 


    “I’d like to ask you something,” she said.


    “Huh?”


    “What are you going to do with the people in the cave?”


    Leticiel’s question must have struck him as strange, because the man looked dumbfounded for a moment. He burst out laughing. “All nobles are a bunch of ignorant idiots! We’re gonna sell ’em off, obviously. Slavery is forbidden in Platina nowadays, but all you gotta do is take a step out of the country and it’s legal! Totally legal! A cute girl like you would fetch a pretty penny at your neighbor, Iris!”


    The light in Leticiel’s eyes vanished at the man’s smug babbling. 


    “Oh, did I scare you? Well, that makes sense, since you’re gonna end up like them!” The man tapped out a rhythm on his shoulder with his longsword. He let out a sickening bark of laughter at Leticiel’s silence, thinking she was frightened.


    Bowing her head, Leticiel said, “I see.”


    “Hah?”


    “Thank you for the information.” She looked up, flames of fury colder than ice burning in her eyes. 


    Before the startled man could react, Leticiel closed the distance between them and delivered a devastating blow to his dominant arm.


    “Gah!”


    The strike was reinforced by physical enhancement magic, so Leticiel had likely broken a bone or two. The sword clattered out of the man’s hand as he doubled over in agony. With a kick, Leticiel sent it flying into the air. She swiftly took up position behind him and, twisting his other arm, forced him onto the ground.


    “Guh…” The man let out a muffled groan. He wasn’t sure how he had ended up in that position. “Y-You… What d’ya think you’re doing?!”


    “I’m not doing anything.” The man’s sword, which had still been whipping through the air until then, fell into Leticiel’s hand. She swung down on the man’s legs as she said in a monotone voice, “I’m simply going to defeat all of you.”


    “Arrrrrrgh!” The man’s screams echoed through the forest. Releasing his unbroken arm, Leticiel rose to her feet, holding the bloody sword. “I-I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die…!”


    “Don’t worry, I won’t kill you.” They needed to live so they could atone for their evildoing. That’s why Leticiel severed his leg tendons so he couldn’t run away.


    “What’s goin’ on?! What was that screa…?”


    “What the hell?!” 


    The man’s shrieks had drawn out the bandits like mice scurrying out of caves.


    One of them glared at Leticiel. “Hey! Did you do this?!”


    “What’ll you do if I say yes?” Stabbing the blood-stained sword into the ground, Leticiel turned to face the men. 


    The group of bandits was led by a man dressed in quite the flamboyant outfit. As one, they raised their weapons and attacked Leticiel. 


    She easily dodged them. Quickly, she began preparing a spell, but before she could activate it, an arrow zipped right in front of her, making her jolt back.


    When she looked in the direction the arrow had come from, she saw two men carrying beautifully crafted weapons in exquisite colors that didn’t match their otherwise plain armor and clothing. The small, dark-skinned man held a short bow, while the large, pale man beside him wielded a club. They looked like specters with their white hair and crimson eyes.


    That appearance…


    White hair that had all the color drained from it and red eyes the color of blood. Those were the same physical characteristics as the mysterious soldiers who had made the kingdom’s army suffer on the battlefield in Platina’s war against the Lapis Nation eleven years ago.


    As curious as she was about their hair and eyes, she needed to focus on getting rid of their projectile weapons. She drew closer, but the large man roared and swung his club, forcing her to jump back.


    Changing tactics, Leticiel put some distance between herself and the men only to see a barrage of arrows flying at her. If she used long-range attacks, the small man could pick her off with his bow, and at close range the large man could take her out with one swing of his club.


    More importantly, she wanted to know more about the true nature of their weapons. How could they erase sorcery that was supposedly far more powerful than magic? How could these weapons not be damaged at all even after taking a direct hit?


    Those two are a pain. I need to deal with them somehow…


    While Leticiel racked her brain, several of the bandits standing on the right side were suddenly blasted away in every direction.


    She whipped around and saw Lucas lowering his fist. Huh? Did he just… use his bare hands?
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    “Hey! Are you alive, Drossell?” he asked coolly, sending multiple bandits flying with another punch of his fist. 


    Leticiel didn’t think there were any magic techniques that allowed the user to strengthen their own bodies. The strength of a former hero with a strong physique was truly incredible.


    “Doesn’t that hurt your hands, sir?” she asked.


    “…Seeing as how you’re asking questions about completely unrelated issues, I suppose you’re fine.”


    “Yes, I am.”


    Surrounded by a crowd of bandits, Leticiel and Lucas stood back-to-back.


    “Still, it’s not like you to struggle in a fight,” Lucas commented.


    “I wouldn’t say I’m struggling,” she protested. “But those two are somewhat troublesome.” The duo was already cumbersome to deal with, but she had her hands full with the other bandits who kept barging in.


    “Then I’ll pick off the small fry. Use this chance to get them!” He set off for the bandits without waiting for Leticiel’s reply. Gratitude rushed through her; now she could focus on the white-haired duo.


    “Haaah!” Drawing his sword, he fearlessly charged into the enemy lines, felling several men with one swing. Some bandits attempted to snipe him from a distance by shooting arrows at him. However, Lucas slashed them down one by one.


    His fighting spirit was worthy of his nickname—the Azure Lion.


    Switching tactics, one man unleashed his magic. “Wh-Whirpool of flames filling my body, dance wildly and turn everything to ash! Chaos Burning!” 


    A tornado of fire materialized in the man’s hand, surging toward Lucas.


    Lucas smashed the hilt of his sword on the bandit, knocking him out, while he thrust out his other hand to block the incoming tornado without so much as a glance at it.


    “Water Flare.” An enormous flood of water burst out from his left hand, extinguishing and swallowing the tornado. 


    The fire died down, but the clothing on his left arm had scorched and peeled off, revealing his mechanical prosthetic arm. The magic Lucas controlled with nothing more than a simple statement of the spell’s name was far more powerful than anything Leticiel had seen.


    Blades of wind shattered the bandits’ weapons and gouged out deep marks in the rock walls, while the earth gripped the bandits’ feet, ripping them apart.


    Perhaps magic is more effective when the chants are short. If those short chants could be put into practice, magic would have a greater chance of success on the battlefield. But since there were almost no other people who could use the shorter chants, it would likely be an extremely difficult endeavor.


    One of the white-haired men smirked, about to attack Lucas from behind. “Hey, you left your back wide op—”


    Leticiel blocked their attack with a blade of wind. “I’m your opponent now,” she said. 


    “Ugh, don’t interrupt us!” The pale man looked displeased. “Caglieg nay geluga.” 


    Black flames slowly gathered around the club he was holding. Raising the weapon, the man slammed it into the ground, the flames fusing with the earth as soon as it made contact, spreading into the soil and erupting. Though the flames were aboveground now, not a single blade of grass was on fire.


    “Hnnngh!” Moving in tandem with the flames, the large man threw all of his weight into a full-body attack, swinging his club.


    While neutralizing the black flames with barriers and water sorcery, Leticiel used an acceleration technique to avoid the man’s physical assault. For a big guy, he could move surprisingly fast.


    A flash of light glinted on the ground right where Leticiel was about to land—an arrow wrapped in jet-black lightning was lodged there. This was evidently the work of the dark-skinned man.


    This duo truly is troublesome. I need to defeat one of them first.


    But she didn’t know how to do that when they had absolutely no weaknesses and she had no idea how to disrupt their teamwork. Leticiel bit her lip.


    “M-Miss Drossell!” 


    Leticiel turned and saw Zeke leaning against the entrance to the cave, one cheek swollen. “Zeke?!”


    “The stone! There are black stones somewhere on the weapons they’re carrying! If you destroy the stone with the black ring around it…”


    The men immediately pointed their weapons at him. “Quiet!” one of them shouted. The small, dark-skinned man attempted to unleash a spell Zeke’s way, but his aim was thrown off, thanks to Leticiel.


    “Zeke, get away from there!” she yelled. 


    A black stone with a black ring… Could that be it? Casting sorcery that gave her farsightedness, she peered intently at the men’s weapons. There were black rings looping around the base of the club’s handle and the part of the short bow where arrows were nocked. But with both men holding their respective weapons, she couldn’t see the stones. I suppose I just have to attack those rings.


    The men moved in-sync, covering each other’s weaknesses. Leticiel decided to go after the smaller man first.


    “Stop running away!” one of them shouted as Leticiel used teleportation to dodge all of their combination attacks. He leapt onto a large rock behind her.


    An arrow from the small, dark-skinned man pierced the rock at high speed, cracking the surface. A second later, the large, fair-skinned man slammed into it. He must have used some kind of technique to strengthen himself, as countless fissures appeared on the rock and shattered on impact.


    However, they paused when the rock crumbled, revealing… an empty space.


    “I’m here,” Leticiel said from above, in the air. 


    Seizing the brief opportunity her disappearance had created, Leticiel soared into the sky and unleashed the wind sorcery she had already prepared, aiming her blade right at the dark-skinned man. 


    The man was quick to create a black barrier in front of him, but the wind blade cut through it, severing the man’s right arm off at the shoulder.


    Aiming for the ring would have been the best option, but since the weapon was so strong that it could shoot down and erase sorcery techniques, there was no guarantee that she’d be able to destroy it. She’d decided to resort to drastic measures and cut off the user’s arm instead.


    “Gaaaaah!” The man’s scream distracted the large, pale-skinned man for just a moment. When he glanced back, Leticiel was right in front of him. 


    “Alone, you’re no match for me,” she said. 


    Unable to swing his club at such close range, the large man abandoned his club and shifted to challenge her barehanded. But before he could do anything, Leticiel used her sorcery-strengthened body to pull back and break both of his arms.


    “Drossell! Is everything wrapped up over there?” Lucas called.


    “Yes, I’ve taken care of them.” She noticed Lucas’s sword was gone and he was using his left hand to grasp a bandit’s throat. The man’s eyes had rolled back into his head. “You seem to have done the same.” 


    “We’re the security force! We’re here to provide reinforceme… Huh?”


    In an act of truly poor timing, the security force didn’t arrive until after they’d already defeated their opponents.


    “Honestly, they’re so slow!” Apparently, Lucas had called for them to accompany the students and guard them during their extracurricular trip. He had personally requested their deployment before running to Leticiel and the other students’ aid.


    More importantly… What was that power? Leticiel crouched near the club the large man had thrown at the end of their fight and examined it.


    When its power wasn’t activated, it looked like a regular weapon you’d find anywhere. This club could give her some insight as to what kind of power the men wielded. 


    Someone groaned from nearby. “Are you interested in that?” 


    Leticiel stood and turned around. Lucas had grabbed the smaller man, who had passed out from the pain, and was staring intently at him. It was only then that she realized both of the men’s hair was no longer white.


    “Yes, very much so,” she answered.


    “I figured you would be. But they’ll probably be confiscated by the government as evidence, so I’ll let you know if they find anything out about them.”


    “Thank you,” Leticiel said sincerely. As the other bandits were led away, she murmured, “Who are these men, anyway? Some kind of bandits?”


    “They’re all wearing a black bandana somewhere on them, right? They’re probably the remnants of the Black Steel Knights.”


    “The Black Steel Knights?” Leticiel echoed.


    “Yeah. They were mercenaries who played an active role in the war eleven years ago.”


    The Black Steel Knights were said to be one of the many mercenary groups that were formed in the country during the border war with the Lapis Nation. But after the war ended, they could no longer sustain themselves through mercenary work alone and turned to plundering villages near the border.


    “The Royal Army swept through their hideout a few years ago, but it seems there are still a few left.” Lucas suddenly placed one hand on his hip, the other going to his chin as he pondered. “Still…”


    “Sir, could that power be…?”


    “Yeah, it’s the same as what I saw in the Lapis Nation eleven years ago.” Lucas’s brow furrowed, a troubled look on his face.


    Leticiel wanted to hear more of what he had to say, but first, she had to check on her friends. She ran over to them.


    “Zeke, Hilmes! Are you all right?”


    “I’m fine. But Hilmes is…”


    “I-I’m fine t-too… Haha.”


    “How can you possibly insist that you’re fine? Stay still.”


    Hilmes put up a strong front, but both his shoulders were slashed and he had several broken bones, including his ribs. There was no way he was “fine.”


    Normally, Leticiel would take her time and treat him, but that was an impossibility given their current location. The most she could do was some healing sorcery so that he could move around.


    While Leticiel tended to Hilmes, Lucas entered the cave and found an enormous pile of possessions shoved along the cave’s back wall. They ranged from simple items like clothing and bags to expensive items like gold and jewels.


    “Sir, what are those?”


    “Hmm? Oh, these are their belongings. I found them deep in the cave. They’re probably all stolen items, or items that belonged to their victims.”


    Suddenly, Zeke let out a gasp, his eyes locking onto something in the pile.


    “Zeke? What’s wrong?” Leticiel asked.


    He started. “Oh! Uh, it’s nothing.” 


    Wondering what he’d been looking at, Leticiel followed his gaze to a large heap of fabric. All of the fabric was embroidered with colorful, symmetrical patterns that varied depending on the type of material.


    “You all should go back to the villa and rest,” Lucas said. “Oh, and once you’re there, tell the teachers who are free to come and help me.”


    “Are you sure? If you need extra hands, I can help.”


    “Zeke and Hilmes need to rest. Just go back. This is my job.” Lucas smiled gently, both hands on his hips. Leticiel decided not to push. Besides, Hilmes and Zeke indeed needed medical attention and rest.


    With her physical enhancement technique, it was easy for her to carry a young man. She and Zeke headed back to the villa, Hilmes on her back.


    Zeke was silent the entire walk back. He seemed troubled by something and Leticiel didn’t know what to say, so the entire group was quiet until they arrived at the villa.


    “Oh! Miss… Drossell…” Mirandalette was the first to notice them, but when she saw the unconscious Hilmes on Leticiel’s back, she let out a small shriek, the blood draining from her face. Seeing how shallow her fiancé’s breaths were and how fragile he looked must’ve been a shock to her. “Leif… Leif?!” 


    “Miss Mira, Hilmes is gravely wounded. Could you show us to the infirmary?”


    “Y-Yes!”


    “Come with us, Zeke. You need to be treated too.”


    “Oh, right.”


    Zeke still seemed absentminded, but he obediently followed Leticiel and the others. Mirandalette guided them to the infirmary, and Leticiel deposited Hilmes on the bed closest to the entrance. Veronica was also in the infirmary and was lying on a bed at the back, but her condition was stable and she was breathing quietly in her sleep.


    “Zeke, could you sit there and wait?”


    “Okay.” Zeke smiled and nodded. “Hilmes needs to be seen first.” He took a seat on a sofa at the far end of the infirmary.


    Leticiel kept an eye on Zeke as she dragged a chair over to Hilmes’s bed and sat. Mirandalette followed suit. Leticiel began treating him. 


    The sorcery she’d used earlier was a mild form of healing that only provided elementary first aid. In order to completely heal Hilmes’s wounds, she would need to use a more advanced technique.


    Pure white light spread from Leticiel’s raised hands like an angel’s wings, slowly and softly surrounding Hilmes’s body. It was a spell technique that she had developed in her previous life. The wings were not real; they were simply a condensation of hundreds of spell techniques and just happened to look that way.


    Normally, healing techniques only mended wounds and could leave some scars or residual effects, but with her technique, she could completely heal any wound. The amount of calculation needed was so complex and grand that only Leticiel had been able to master it. It took longer than other healing sorcery, but the trade-off was that it was much more effective.


    “I want to improve my healing sorcery,” Mirandalette murmured from her spot beside Leticiel. Her hands trembled slightly in her lap, clenched so tightly that they were stark white. “I don’t ever want to be helpless, unable to do anything but sit and look at Leif or the others in that state again!”


    “I know,” Leticiel said, unsure as to how to comfort the crying, frustrated girl. A gentle breeze blew in through the open window, sweeping past them.


    And so, this year’s extracurricular trip was canceled due to the massive slave trafficking scandal.


  




  

    Side Story: In the Decaying Cathedral


    Side Story


    In the Decaying Cathedral


    Her older twin sister, Drossell, was always surrounded by the same failures at school. Christa knew that, but she’d never approached any of those losers herself before. 


    Salinya was the one who had given her advice and the push she needed to approach Zeke.


    Christa had questioned Salinya a few days after her visit to Drossell’s manor. Salinya’s relationship with Drossell was even worse than Christa’s, so she couldn’t imagine why her sister would go there if she didn’t have a reason for it.


    “Now, now, Chrissy. The reason doesn’t matter,” Salinya had said flippantly, dodging the question. “More importantly, I have something juicy to tell you.”


    She leaned close to Christa’s ear and whispered, cadence slow, “Drossell has precious friends at the academy. I just spoke to a close informant, and it seems one of them is having family troubles.”


    There had been rumors of the reputation of a certain village known for its textiles had taken a turn for the worse, and the number of incoming orders had plummeted.


    “You think Drossell has been acting strange lately too, right? If we can win that guy over, I’m sure he’ll tell us more about her.”


    What Salinya said made sense. Drossell had only a few friends at the academy; all they had to do was win those friends over.


    The next day was a day off from lessons and Christa took advantage of the free time to see Zeke.


    “Do you have a moment?” That was the opening to Christa’s offer.


    According to Salinya’s research, Zeke Violiss cared deeply for his family. She assumed that there was no way he would her down.


    However, Zeke surprised her with a firm refusal. The resolve in his expression as he faced her and spoke with gravitas about Drossell sent a chill down her spine.


    There really are no decent people around that girl…
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    “Christa!”


    Christa snapped out of her thoughts at the sound of her name. She was sitting in the dining room, her spoon half-submerged in soup.


    “Christa, what’s wrong? Do you not feel well?” Diane asked. She’d been trying to get Christa’s attention for the past several minutes. 


    Turning to her mother, Christa did her best to appear calm and she smiled. “I’m fine, Mother. I simply had my head in the clouds.”


    “Really? Tell us right away if you need anything,” Scarlough said gently. Christa smiled vaguely in response.


    So consumed with worry over poor Rocheford’s mental state, Christa had barely been attending classes. Although she hadn’t told her parents, she was secretly searching for a way to cure him. 


    Besides the duke and duchess, who were seated at the head of the dining table, her sister Salinya and her brother Freid were also back home for a visit. It felt like it had been ages since she’d last seen the latter.


    Freid was often away from home inspecting their land or fulfilling his social obligations. When he wasn’t out and about, he holed himself up in his room. He rarely conversed with his family.


    “Have you heard? There was another caravan attack the other day,” Scarlough said. The number of attacks had risen toward the end of summer vacation. 


    “Oh, my. That’s disturbing,” Diane said. 


    “What’s more,” Scarlough sighed, “it seems like a lot of trouble is happening up north. I’m worried about our territory. Freid, are you sure our land is safe?”


    The silver-haired, mauve-eyed young man sat diagonally across from Diane. As the eldest of the duke’s children, Freid had already taken over the duties of managing the dukedom in Scarlough’s place.


    In response to his father’s question, Freid said calmly, his expression not budging in the slightest. “There is no need to worry. I’ve already taken countermeasures. I’ve hired powerful mercenaries, and Uncle is managing the land.”


    “I expected no less from you, son.” Since leaving the government of his territory entirely in his heir’s hands, Scarlough hadn’t visited the land once and he readily believed Freid’s overly concise report. “The attacks have everyone on edge lately, and they’ve been hiring bodyguards. Do we have someone like that to rely on?”


    “You needn’t fear anything, Father. I have powerful bodyguards on call.”


    “Really? That’s a relief, then. Hahaha!” Scarlough laughed in delight. Not even sparing him a glance, Freid continued to eat with a blank expression. 


    “By the way, Father,” Salinya started as if she’d just remembered something, “have you considered the donation I mentioned before?”


    Confusion flitted across Scarlough’s face before he clapped his hands in realization. “Oh! You mean the donation for Clovis Abbey?”


    “Yes, that’s right. Do I have your permission?”


    “Of course I don’t mind. We’ve had ties to that abbey for a long, long time.”


    “Thank you, Father.”


    Christa poked at her plate of food as her family chatted, lost in thought. 


    “Salinya, you went to Clovis Abbey again?” Diane asked.


    “Yes, I went to visit the children the other day.”


    “You’ve been visiting quite often lately. That place is close to the slums. You wouldn’t want any strange rumors to affect your marriage.”


    “Mother, I enjoy going there. You needn’t worry about anything.”


    “Is that so?” Diane didn’t sound entirely convinced. “Well, if you say so…”


    “Now, now. Isn’t it noble of her to extend a benevolent helping hand to the poor? I’m proud of you, Salinya,” Scarlough happily said. “I’m truly blessed to have such a talented son and a kind daughter.”


    Christa suddenly stood. 


    “Oh, Chrissy, are you done already?” Salinya, who was sitting across from her, blinked in surprise.


    “I’m not very hungry.” 


    “Really? Shall I have something simpler prepared for you?”


    “I’m fine, Sally. I have plans to go out after this, so if you’ll excuse me…” 


    Making her excuses, Christa quickly left the dining room. It was true, though; she was meeting up with someone. 


    At dusk, she left the manor without a carriage, accompanied by a few servants. The group chose a road that wasn’t crowded and crossed the Atris River, reaching the slums.


    On both sides of the bridge, merchants were busy setting up shop, and there was little foot traffic. On one side, houses with broken windows and doors were packed tightly together in places; some had even collapsed. If she listened carefully, Christa could hear the cold wind blowing through the shattered windows, the listless voices of the residents, and the orderly footsteps of the capital’s security forces coming from the other side of the buildings.


    “Miss, are you really going there?” the servant walking at the front of the group asked worriedly.


    “Of course. Why else would I have come this far?” Christa said before swiftly turning on her heel. There was a hint of irritation in her voice, likely because she was struggling to squeeze through a narrow alleyway that was barely wide enough for two people to stand side-by-side. “Or what? Are you, a mere servant, going to try and stop me?” Her voice was firm, her mauve eyes brimming with determination.


    “P-Please forgive my impudence.” The servant continued to lead the way without uttering another word.


    This was not an appropriate place for a duke’s daughter, but Christa had a reason for coming: she needed to find a way to improve Rocheford’s symptoms.


    After months of gathering intel from informants and sending servants to dig for clues, she’d finally gotten in touch with a certain person.


    This is something only you can do, so do your best, she told herself.


    Though she didn’t know the person’s name or anything about them, they were the only clue she had to work with. There was no way she could turn back now, even if the street did smell dirty, rotten vegetables.


    Finally, Christa and the servants arrived in front of a single gate. With all of its windows and doors intact, the building beyond the gate and fence appeared somewhat more impressive than the surrounding houses. Above the gate hung an old sign that was so worn, some of the letters were gone, the building’s name just barely legible.


    Clovis Abbey.


    Christa pushed open the door and walked in. She was a little surprised that she’d found a clue in the abbey her family had supported for so many years, but sometimes the answers were truly right under your nose.


    Upon entering the grounds, she veered away from the monastery building and instead skirted the garden and headed toward the grove of trees in a corner of the grounds. “Wait here,” she ordered.


    Leaving the servants under the thicket of trees, Christa entered the woods by herself. 


    After a while, an old building came into view. Thick layers of moss and ivy grew on its exterior walls. Parts of the walls and what had once been a steeple tower had collapsed.


    Christa opened the slightly rotten and discolored wooden door and entered to find herself inside an open cathedral. It seemed to have been in ruins for a long time; the stained glass on the farthest wall was cracked, the carpet and chairs were tattered, and most of the other items were broken.


    By the dim light of her lantern, Christa could make out a white-robed person sitting in a chair in the front row. Their back was to her.


    “So, you’re here,” the robed man murmured to himself once the door was closed. Without saying anything else, he stood and strode toward her. “It’s medicine,” he said, thrusting a glass vial filled with some kind of liquid in front of her face.


    “Huh?” she said dumbly. This was Christa’s first time dealing in such shady business; she had a knife concealed and within easy reach—just in case. She was prepared to get hurt or even commit suicide if necessary, so she was taken aback when he casually handed her the medicine. 


    “I said, it’s medicine. This is what you want, isn’t it?”


    Christa’s gaze lifted from the glass vial to the man who remained fairly tight-lipped. Even with the area lit up around her, the man’s hood was pulled so far down his face that she couldn’t see it.


    “Yes, that’s right.” She quickly accepted the vial and used the lantern to shine into it. Though it was hard to tell in the orange candlelight, there was no doubt that it was filled with a dark liquid. It didn’t look like it’d be good for anyone’s health, though… “Will it really work?” she asked.


    “I guarantee it,” the man said immediately while adjusting his hood. He wore black gloves embroidered with a coat of arms consisting of a wheel and a cross.


  




  

    Chapter 5: A Gambler Who’s Guaranteed to Win


    Chapter 5


    A Gambler Who’s Guaranteed to Win


    Peace returned to Lucrezia Academy after the eventful extracurricular trip.


    One day, after school, instead of going to her lab or the magic training grounds, Leticiel hurried over to the academy’s main gate where Hilmes and Mirandalette were already there, waiting for her.


    “Oh, Miss Drossell!” 


    “Have you been waiting long?” Leticiel asked.


    “No, no, we haven’t.”


    “We just got here!” Hilmes said with his usual enthusiasm.


    “That’s good.” Leticiel’s gaze swept their surroundings. They were the only ones there. “Zeke isn’t here?”


    “No. I invited him, but he said that he had something to do.” Mirandalette trailed off, sounded regretful. Beside her, Hilmes nodded in agreement.


    Zeke had been acting strange lately. He’d been showing up less to after-school club activities, and he didn’t seem particularly present when they ate lunch together. Sometimes, he didn’t even come to the academy. It started at the beginning of the fall semester, but they’d gotten worse since the end of the extracurricular trip.


    I wonder if something happened. She wondered if it had anything to do with that conversation he had with Lucas and Mr. Bauliogh behind the main building that one day. She hardly ever saw him at the academy anymore so it was difficult to ask. She was at a loss for what to do or where to start.


    “In any case, let’s get going. It’s already getting late.”


    “Okay!”


    The timing was perfect. The group set out onto the busy street filled with people and carriages. 


    The three friends had come together to visit Veronica.


    Veronica had been absent since getting caught up in the commotion during their extracurricular trip. Though she normally stayed in the academy dormitory, she had returned to her family’s home in the capital to rest and recuperate.


    The cause of her poor health was aether rebound. Aether was incompatible with magical power, so when someone with high levels of magical power attempted to use sorcery, the aether would clash with the energy in their body, rejecting the aether and causing a reaction known as “rebound.”


    That reminds me, I still haven’t asked how Miss Veronica was able to use sorcery. Leticiel had been so preoccupied with her friends’ safety and other matters that she hadn’t had the chance to ask. 


    On the way to Veronica’s family home, she spotted a familiar, small brick store with a flowerbed in front. “I didn’t realize this shop was on the way,” she commented.


    “Neither did I,” Mirandalette said. It was the antique store Zeke had taken them to during the Magic Lovers’ Club outing they had before the start of the summer vacation. Leticiel had repaired the owner’s clock, and his son had given her a music box. It was a nice memory.


    Leticiel walked right on by, but Hilmes stopped to peek into the antique shop’s show window. “Hey, this is perfect! Let’s buy something for Miss Veronica!” 


    Now that he mentioned it, it didn’t seem right to visit a sick person empty-handed.


    “That’s a good idea. Thank you, Hilmes.”


    “Heh heh heh.” 


    Leticiel entered the antique shop. It’d been a while since she’d last stepped foot inside.


    “Welcome… Oh, hello, Miss Drossell.” 


    “Long time no see, sir.”


    The shop owner, working at the counter in the back, instantly recognized Leticiel. The little boy who had given her the music box wasn’t there; apparently, he had gone out with his mother.


    “It’s a small shop, but feel free to look around,” the owner said. “Is Zeke not with you today?”


    “No, he’s been busy lately.”


    “I see. I haven’t seen him around much either, so I was wondering how he was doing.” The shop owner scratched his cheek and smiled wryly. After all, Zeke used to be a regular.


    “How long have you known Zeke?” Leticiel asked. The two had chatted like good friends the first time she had come here, not to mention, the owner’s son seemed fond of him.


    “Zeke? Well… I believe we met two years ago.” Back then, Zeke had just moved to the capital and begun working at the antique shop to support himself. “I treated him like an employee at first,” the owner admitted, “but he was smart, friendly, and a hard worker. I started to grow fond of him.”


    Not only had Zeke worked part-time at the shop, he’d also babysat and tutored the owner’s son up until he had to go to school. It was no wonder the owner’s son was so attached to him.


    “He still comes by occasionally to help out at the store and to help my son with his homework,” the owner added.


    “That does sound like him.”


    “I don’t have to worry about him much since he’s a hard worker, but he has a tendency to always try to do everything on his own,” the man said, giving her a vague smile. It occurred to Leticiel that Zeke rarely talked about himself.


    “Ah, Miss Drossell, look at this. They have these,” Mirandalette said, holding two handkerchiefs—one was white and the other a light blue. She’d been browsing the shop while Leticiel spoke with the owner. Both fabrics had the same pattern embroidered on them, but with different colored thread. 


    “You have a good eye, miss. Those handkerchiefs are made of Villus textiles with Mabel flower designs. They’re rare articles that were made at the very beginning of their trend.”


    “Wow! Is that so?” Mirandalette’s eyes widened and she clasped a hand over her mouth. “So this is the famous Mabel design? This is my first time seeing it.” 


    “The Mabel flower design on Villus textiles?” Leticiel echoed. She remembered the young lady wearing a dress made of Villus cloth on their school trip. “Isn’t Villus cloth connected to Zeke’s hometown?”


    “That’s right. The textiles produced in Villus are collectively called ‘Villus textiles.’ The Mabel floral pattern was all the rage amongst nobility eighteen years ago—even the royal family coveted it. There were always lines down the street of people waiting to buy it.”


    “That’s amazing.” Who would have thought that Zeke’s hometown had created a product that was so popular, it had captivated even royalty? 


    It was certainly a mysterious pattern with an intricate and delicate geometric design that looks like both a plant and a flower, with its color changing depending on how the light hit it. It was an advanced handicraft technique that hadn’t even been a concept a thousand years ago. 


    So these are the techniques that exist in today’s world. Leticiel gazed at the embroidery with great interest.


    “Alas, it seems like textiles produced in Villus don’t have a good reputation in the business world nowadays,” the shop owner said, his expression clouding slightly. 


    The girl at the extracurricular trip had said something similar, Leticiel vaguely recalled.


    “Has the quality gone down or something?” she asked.


    “That doesn’t seem to be the case, but…” He seemed genuinely puzzled. “I’ve only heard rumors, so I don’t know the details.” 


    Could those nasty rumors have something to do with Zeke’s recent strange behavior?


    In the end, Leticiel couldn’t find anything that would make a good get-well gift, so they ended up buying the white handkerchief with the Mabel flower design. She even bought the light blue handkerchief for herself because she liked its delicate craftsmanship.


    “We’ll excuse ourselves then,” she said to the owner once their purchases were finalized.


    “Please feel free to stop by anytime.”


    Leticiel and her friends left the shop, the handkerchief now beautifully wrapped and ready to be given as a present. After walking a bit longer, they finally arrived at Duke Valentine’s residence.


    “Is… this the place?”


    “I-I had an idea of what it’d look like, but it’s so different from my own home…”


    Of all the noble families’ manors, Duke Valentine’s was the closest to the royal palace. The same was true for the Filiaregis manor, as all the dukes’ residences were built in prime locations near the palace.


    The Filiaregis residence used white building materials, giving it a bright and luxurious appearance. On the other hand, the Valentine manor used brown bricks and black roofing materials and had minimal decoration, creating an overall chic and relaxed atmosphere.


    Standing in front of the manor’s main gate, Leticiel explained their reason for visiting to the gatekeeper. 


    “You’re here… for a get-well visit?”


    “Yes, we’ve come to check on Miss Veronica. Will it be possible to see her?”


    “Wait, you’re here for Miss Veronica?! O-Of course, please wait a moment!”


    The gatekeeper returned to the manor to inform the family of the guests’ arrivals. Leticiel tilted her head, wondering why he was so startled. Is it that surprising that we’re here to see Miss Veronica?


    The gatekeeper came jogging out a little while later and pulled open the large, lattice-like gate for them. “I’m terribly sorry for the wait! Please come in.”


    Leticiel and her friends strolled into the manor’s grounds. As they were ushered through the entrance, the elderly butler, who had been waiting for them upon receiving the gatekeeper’s notice, bowed respectfully. “I will escort you to Miss Veronica’s room. Please come this way.”


    Leticiel and her friends trailed behind the butler as they made their way through Duke Valentine’s manor. 


    “It’s so quiet,” Mirandalette whispered to Leticiel while sneaking glances around the hallway.


    It was certainly quiet. Though it was almost dinnertime, they only passed a few servants. The interior likely looked elegant and stately in the daytime, but now, it was dim and gloomy.


    “Yes. I wonder if everyone’s out elsewhere.”


    While they were talking, a door came into view. Thinking that this was their destination, Leticiel walked toward it. 


    “Miss, that is not Miss Veronica’s room. This way, please,” the elderly butler said, turning left before the door and urging the group down a corridor that led to a separate building. 


    “Wait… her room isn’t in the main house?” Hilmes hissed to Mirandalette.


    After walking down an empty corridor that seemed almost lifeless in the annex, the elderly butler stopped in front of a door on the second floor. “This is Miss Veronica’s room,” he announced. After a polite bow, he left them.


    Leticiel watched him depart before knocking on the door and opening it.


    “Oh, Miss Drossell.” Veronica looked up from her book she’d been reading in bed. She was wearing glasses, and her complexion was much better compared to the last time Leticiel had seen her.


    “Hello, Miss Veronica. We came to visit.”


    “Th-Thank you!” Veronica made a hurried attempt to get out of bed, but Leticiel stopped her. She didn’t want the girl to move around when she wasn’t fully recovered.


    After rearranging some of the sofas and chairs in the room, Leticiel, Hilmes, and Mirandalette sat by Veronica’s bed.


    “How are you feeling, Miss Veronica? Your manor is so quiet. Have you been eating properly?”


    “I’m fine. My father and elder brothers are attending a ball tonight, so… Oh, but I’ve already had supper.”


    Although the duke had ordered the servants not to prepare dinner due to the ball, they kept busy anyway since they had nothing else to do.


    “Here, this is for you. It’s not much, but we hope you get better soon.”


    “Oh! Thank you so much!” Veronica’s eyes lit up when she saw the handkerchief, and she accepted it with reverence.


    “Do you like it?”


    “Yes! This is the Mabel flower design from Villus, right? I love this design!” Veronica beamed. Leticiel had thought a handkerchief might be a somewhat boring gift, so she was glad her friend liked it.


    The group continued chatting until suddenly, Hilmes and Mirandalette both turned to the door.


    “Miss Mira? What is it?”


    “Nothing. It just occurred to me that no one’s come yet…”


    It was an unspoken rule in the etiquette of the nobility at the time to serve tea to guests. Thinking back to how Ruvik always served tea when she had guests of her own, it made sense to Leticiel.


    Does that mean Veronica’s friends aren’t welcome here? Judging from the reactions of the gatekeeper and the elderly butler, and by the location of her room, it was clear that, as the daughter of a mistress, Veronica was treated poorly in the manor. But Veronica hasn’t personally done anything wrong…


    Leticiel’s expression darkened as she realized that this was likely why the girl was bullied at the academy as well.


    “I’m really sorry.” Veronica lowered her gaze apologetically, as if Mirandalette’s comment had been a point of criticism at her.


    “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. We can make our own tea.”


    “Oh, in that case, I’ll make it!” Hilmes volunteered.


    “Nuh-uh! Don’t go thinking you’re some hotshot just because you made tea for the first time ever the other day!”


    “Argh… Sorry.” Hilmes drooped, the picture of meek obedience.


    Leticiel burst out laughing. His reaction reminded her of a scolded puppy.
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    “Miss Veronica, have you had a weak constitution since birth?” she asked while sipping the herbal tea Mirandalette had brewed.


    “Erm… I’m not sure. I didn’t fall ill until after I’d been taken in here, so…” Veronica tilted her head slightly, sounding uncertain. She didn’t seem to remember when she had come down with her illness.


    Magical power saturation syndrome… Leticiel knew a little bit about it from talking with Tuvalu. It was an illness that struck when someone with a large amount of magical power had a defect in their release function, rendering them unable to expel it as magic. As this disease was only seen in those with large amounts of magical power, it mostly affected nobles.


    “Still, how were you able to use sorcery, Miss Veronica?”


    For someone afflicted with magical power saturation, taking in aether when they were carrying an overwhelming amount of magical energy in their body would inevitably trigger a rebound. Because their magical energy was ten times greater than the average person’s, there was a good chance they could die from the shock of the intense rebound. It should have been practically impossible for Veronica to use sorcery.


    “Erm… I, um… I’m not really sure, but… I was singing.”


    “Singing?”


    “Yes. I sang a lullaby my mother taught me in order to calm myself.” Veronica’s fingers reached up to the gold brooch hanging from her neck—her mother’s keepsake.


    Intrigued, Leticiel contemplated. Since she hadn’t actually witnessed Veronica’s usage of sorcery, she couldn’t do much except speculate the possibilities. One thing was for sure: the song held some kind of key. Was the act of singing meaningful, or was it the song itself? Either way, she’d never heard of someone gaining the ability to use sorcery through song.


    “The director of the orphanage said that it was a song my mother always hummed when she was pregnant with me,” Veronica added.


    Mirandalette took a sip of herbal tea. “Come to think of it, you lived with commoners before the duke took you in, right?” 


    Veronica nodded. “Yes. I lived in an orphanage in the southern town of Callanford.”


    Leticiel had never heard of that town before and dismissed it, but Mirandalette froze with her cup still at her lips, while Hilmes nearly spat out his tea.


    “Callanford? As in, that Callanford?”


    “Is it famous?” Leticiel asked.


    “Oh, you don’t know of it, Miss Drossell? I suppose you could say that…”


    At one point in time, Callanford was said to be one of the most prestigious resort towns in the kingdom of Platina where even the royal family frequented it. But twelve years ago, a mysterious explosion erupted off the coast of the quiet town. As a result, the nobles stopped visiting and the town rapidly declined. Now, only the poor lived there.


    “I had no idea…”


    “Plus, the third princess had been recuperating there, so the fact that a member of royalty was caught up in the incident caused quite a fuss at the time.” For days, that was all the city’s newspapers could write about. Mirandalette and Hilmes had learned about the incident from their parents.


    “Were you caught in the explosion as well, Miss Veronica?”


    “Yes. A nun said that the orphanage’s matron saved me from being crushed under rubble, so probably…” Veronica’s head was again cocked, the same look of uncertainty crossing her face once more. She didn’t seem to remember much.


    The conversation about that topic ended there, and the group spent the rest of the time filling the air with idle chitchat.


    “At the orphanage, I was always growing vegetables and flowers with the matron and my friends,” Veronica said. “It was fun to see the plants I’d worked so hard to tend to grow so big.”


    There was a large smile on Veronica’s face as she talked about her life at the orphanage, a stark contrast to her previous gloomy expression. She had been brought to the duke’s manor against her will, forbidden to engage in her favorite hobby of gardening, and had been essentially abandoned.


    Perhaps she would have been happier staying in the orphanage, Leticiel thought, even though she never would have met Veronica if she hadn’t been adopted by the duke.


     


    

      [image: ]

    


     


    Leticiel didn’t have classes the day after, so she went into town to relax. It’d been a while since she’d been able to do that and usually, she went with Ruvik, but today, Nicole was joining them.


    “U-Um, are you sure it’s all right for me to come with you?” the maid asked timidly.


    “It’s fine. You work hard so hard all the time, Nicole. It’ll be nice for the three of us to go out together, won’t it?” 


    Claud would have come with them too, but something had come up. He promised to meet up with them later.


    “Ruvik, do you know of any interesting places we could go to?”


    “Interesting places? Hmm… how about a stroll along the canal?”


    “The canal? That sounds nice.”


    Despite what she’d said earlier, Leticiel didn’t have an itinerary for the day. She readily agreed to Ruvik’s suggestion. So, a leisurely stroll along the river it is.


    The canal in question referred to the Atris River, which divided the northern and southern parts of Nirvaan. It wasn’t originally large enough for ships to pass through, but when the capital was built to widen the river and strengthen its banks, the banks and riverbed were excavated, resulting in its current shape.


    Wow! It’s far more impressive than agricultural irrigation canals. A thousand years ago, the only artificial waterways were the irrigation channels constructed with Nao’s expertise.


    Countless boats sailed across the Atris River’s vast waters, and merchants could be seen loading and unloading goods at the small harbors placed at intervals. Meandering along the wide road beside the river, she was utterly captivated by the scenery.


    Then she spotted Eddy unloading his cargo at one of the docks. He noticed her immediately, snapped his backpack his, and waved lightly.


    “Hello, Eddy,” she greeted as soon as she walked over. “Are you working?”


    “Long time no see, Miss Drossell! I came to pick up items I ordered the other day. What about you? Did you sneak out for a stroll?”


    “Yes. I thought it’d be nice to go out with everyone at home for once.” She introduced him to Ruvik and Nicole. Eddy’s cheerful demeanor didn’t falter one bit at the new faces. Leticiel was sure they’d hit it off quickly.


    “That sounds fun! May I ask where you’re going?”


    “Hmm, we haven’t quite decided on a destination yet. But we’re meeting one more person at a tavern later, so we thought we could head there first.”


    The place Claud chose to meet them at was the largest tavern south of the Atris River, in the commoners’ quarter. It was a favorite amongst the townspeople and Ruvik and Claud often went drinking there together.


    “Oh, I have business there too! May I go with you until you meet up with your friend?”


    “I don’t mind.” And so, their group gained another member.


    Leticiel’s first impression upon entering the tavern was that it was raucous and stifling. People were drinking, eating, and chatting, but there seemed to be an underlying restlessness and tension.


    All eyes were on one corner of the bar. In the very back, at a table wedged in a corner, four men were playing Trump. The other customers cheered and jeered with every win and loss.


    “I win again, mister. What will you do? Will you go again?”


    Leticiel was standing quite far away but she could see a middle-aged man sitting with his back to the door. He was losing… and it wasn’t the first time.


    Eddy gasped. “Huh? Isn’t that Barry?” 


    “Do you know him, Eddy?”


    “Yes, he’s the man I was planning to meet here. He’s helping me out with some business, but… I didn’t think he’d be the type to smile, drink, or gamble.” He couldn’t believe that Barry would be gambling in a place like this.


    Watching Barry face off against the other three men, Ruvik asked, “Aren’t those three from the Meyer Company?”


    “H-Huh?”


    “I believe so. The emblem badges they’re wearing on their sleeves are mandatory for Meyer Company employees.” The Meyer Company had a terrible reputation, despite being the second-largest trading company in the capital. “I think that man is being swindled.”


    “What makes you say that?” Leticiel asked.


    “Well, it’s just a feeling, but… isn’t there a saying—‘like recognizes like’?”


    Ruvik gave a self-deprecative laugh. The way he said it made it sounded like he used to trick people out of their money. What did he do before he met Drossell? Leticiel wondered. She hadn’t paid much attention to her before, but now she wished to know more about Drossell.


    Drawing closer to the table, Leticiel said to the winner, “Hello. What are you doing?”


    “Ah! You’re…!” The man’s voice cracked when he saw Leticiel. She was hardly perturbed by his reaction; she’d expected it.


    “Huh? You two know each other?” Eddy asked.


    Leticiel nodded. “We’ve met before.”


    “You… Thanks a lot for what you did back then,” snapped the thug Leticiel had once defeated in an alleyway near the slums. She was utterly unfazed by the hateful glare he shot her.


    “So, what are you doing here?” She glanced at Barry. He flinched and his shoulders shot up when their eyes met.


    “Isn’t it obvious? I’m playin’ a game. We agreed to accept a deal from anyone who can beat us.”


    “But this guy’s hella weak.” One of the men cackled. “He hasn’t even won once.”


    The men smirked. Barry lowered his gaze in frustration. 


    “Hmph. Don’t you think it’s cowardly for the three of you to team up against other people?”


    “Hah? Are you accusin’ us of cheating?”


    “Don’t you know Old Maid? We were kind and purposefully chose a game of luck to give him a chance, ya know?”


    “Yeah. If you doubt us so much, then you should play against us, little lady. You claim that we’re cheating. Well, prove it.”


    Perhaps vexed that Leticiel had bested him before, the man seemed unusually pushy about having her play. The others seemed to sense this, as Ruvik stepped in between them. “My lady will not be participating. I shall—”


    “Hey, come on. I’m talking to the young lady right there. Don’t interrupt us.” The man shoved Ruvik back.


    Leticiel agreed without hesitation. “Fine, then I’ll participate in this man’s place.” She took off all of her accessories and placed them on the table. “These are valuable items. I’m wagering all of them to win back every coin he’s lost.”


    Everyone froze. 


    “What?!” Barry was the first to recover. “No, you can’t! I couldn’t possibly trouble you like that, miss!” 


    Leticiel gave him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. I was in the mood for a card game, anyway. Besides…”


    She glanced at Barry’s violently trembling right arm. 


    “U-Um…?” he stammered, wondering why she had trailed off.


    “Besides, your arm makes it easy for your opponent to tell when you’re nervous.” Her guess must have been right on the money, as Barry clutched his right arm. “Please rest assured. I’ll win your money back.”


    After all, this man was an acquaintance of Eddy’s. She couldn’t just sit back and watch him suffer.


    “Heh. Fine. We don’t mind. Beat us if you can, little lady.” The men smirked, clearly thinking that this young woman from some noble class was punching above her weight. 


    “M-My lady, what are you thinking?! Three against one in a game of Old Maid…” Ruvik hissed, panicked. He clutched his stomach.


    “Don’t worry, Ruvik. I didn’t walk into this challenge without a plan.” Leticiel smiled at him.


    “Um, I’ll face the other way!” Nicole squeaked.


    “Oh, that’s right. You’re easy to read, Nicole.”


    “Y-Yes. I made you lose once before, so…” She was likely referring to the time they’d played cards in the garden. 


    After Nicole had turned her back on the table, Leticiel approached the chair Barry had been using. Before she sat down, she suddenly whipped around as if she’d remembered something. In a voice loud enough for the others to hear, she said, “Oh, and Eddy, please keep an eye out for Nicole.”


    “Hmm? Oh, okay. You got it!”


    Leticiel finally took her seat and their round of Old Maid began.


     


    Thirty minutes later…


     


    “I win again.”


    They’d played more than five rounds and Leticiel had been the first to get rid of her cards each and every round. The men initially had the advantage, but their luck had run out as they hadn’t been able to win against Leticiel since.


    “Now, what will you do?” she asked. “Would you like to go again?”


    “Hngh… I refuse to lose! Let’s go again!”


    The men’s clenched fists trembled, and they were biting their lips hard enough to draw blood.


    Lowering his voice so the men couldn’t hearr him, Ruvik timidly asked, “Um, my lady, may I ask you something?”


    “What is it?”


    “My lady, you seem to be exceptionally good at this game, but are you… cheating?”


    “Yes,” she admitted readily. “It’s only fair, since they were too.” Except for Eddy, all of the others looked taken aback.


    “What?”


    “It’s three against one. Plus, they’re in cahoots with other cheaters. I’m simply getting back at them.”


    An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and foul play for a bunch of cheaters… or something like that.


    Leticiel rolled her shoulders slightly to stretch them as she waited for the next round to start. She flicked a quick glance behind her. The maid had her back to Leticiel’s table, her attention mostly on the bar, though she occasionally checked in on the game.


    Well, it’s really all thanks to Nicole.


    The game began and new cards were dealt out. After checking her hand, Leticiel created a water mirror under the table and placed it behind the men’s backs, so they couldn’t see it.


    Sitting not too far away from the game were two men. One of them kept his head down and didn’t look their way at all, his mouth moving as he mumbled something. The other man wore a monocle with a brown lens and watched Leticiel’s table with a faint smile on his face. They practically blended into the crowd as they drank and watched the game.


    However, one of them was mumbling the chant for a magic spell.


    They’re cheating again. But Leticiel knew that their tricks weren’t working. 


    It was impossible to read the thoughts of the man with the brown monocle, but the other man had been using magic to support the merchants in previous games. And knowing that the men would try to cheat, Leticiel had deliberately called out to Eddy as the first phase of her plan. The men mistakenly thought that Nicole was the one keeping an eye out for tricks, so they were being overly cautious, making his suspicious behavior all the more noticeable. 


    I was right to trick them into revealing themselves.


    Over the course of the game, Leticiel cast counterspells against the man using magic. The only cheating she’d done was the water mirror sorcery and a spell for clairvoyance. 


    “Wha…? What’s with these cards?”


    The magic the men had cast was aimed at her, not the merchants at the table. The spells would have altered the marks on her cards or made them transparent so the men could see them, but she’d countered it with sorcery, so that the magic hit the merchants’ cards instead.


    All that was left was for Leticiel to use clairvoyance sorcery to calmly choose a safe card and… There. All of her cards were gone.


    “What’s wrong? It’s your turn next.”


    “Hngh…”


    The magic meant to aid the men had backfired, throwning their plans into disarray. They no longer tried to hide the fact that they had an ally as they openly glared at the man casting the magic. Their consternation made him panic. 


    Once again, the men self-destructed and the game ended with Leticiel’s victory.


    “Do you want to continue? I don’t mind; I’d be happy to keep you company for as long as you like. What do you say?”


    “Hngh!” 


    After watching the men lose spectacularly several times in a row, the spectators were beginning to grow bored. The bar filled with exasperated murmurs: “They’re not that great,” and, “They’re still at it?”


    Unable to bear the suffocating atmosphere, one of the men called, “Let’s go, boys!”


    “R-Right!” They stomped out, spitting out a few choice parting words as they fled.


    Once they were gone, Leticiel hurried to Barry’s side. The two cheating magic casters had disappeared along with the merchants, and the tavern returned to its usual raucous hustle and bustle.


    “Are you all right?” she asked.


    “Y-Yes… Thank you.”


    Leticiel heard Eddy breathe a sigh of relief. Barry bowed his head deeply. “I’m glad nothing happened, but why did you do something so reckless?” 


    “W-Well…”


    “Barry!” A sweat-drenched Zeke rushed into the tavern.


    “Zeke?”


    “Huh? Miss Drossell?!” Zeke’s eyes widened in shock. He clearly hadn’t expected to see Leticiel there. “Why are you here?”


    “It’s a long story. We came to this tavern and ended up helping this man.” Leticiel turned to look at Barry, who was now standing behind her.


    “I see… Well, thank you.” Zeke went to check on Barry and once he confirmed he was unharmed, he breathed out a sigh of relief although his expression remained pinched. “Barry, why weren’t you waiting at the inn? I was looking all over for you.”


    “I’m sorry, Zeke. I ran out of money for my travels and couldn’t close out any deals with any trading companies, so I started grasping at straws, hoping that someone would buy from me.”


    “I understand, but you should have left me a message. I was worried.” 


    Barry bowed his head in remorse, though Zeke seemed more relieved than angry.


    “Zeke, what happened?” Leticiel interjected somewhat rudely. “Does it have to do with the rumors surrounding Villus textiles?”


    Zeke’s strange behavior ever since they’d returned from the extracurricular trip had not gone unnoticed by the club members. Since they had mentioned business deals, she wondered if it was connected to the recent decline in textile sales that the antique shop owner had mentioned the other day.


    The group left the tavern and sat on the terrace outside. A pleasant autumn breeze blew around them.


    Zeke was silent for a while, but perhaps realizing that he could no longer hide it, he began to talk.


    “The truth is,” he started, “the reputation of the textiles made in my hometown suddenly worsened. Various merchants and companies terminated their business contracts with us. As a result, our sales have plummeted…” He went on to explain that Barry had taught all the villagers in Villus how to embroider. “Barry and I have been contacting every trading company and merchant we can, and Eddy’s been helping us, but…”


    Eddy nodded, face grim. They had crossed paths because of Zeke’s current predicament, with Eddy being the one who reached out to him.


    “But things aren’t going well?” Leticiel guessed, filling in the blanks.


    “Exactly. Lately, more merchants have caught wind of the rumors and are trying to strike hard bargains with me.”


    Leticiel’s brain whirred. She was knowledgeable when it came to sorcery and a few academic subjects, but she didn’t know much about business negotiations. She wasn’t going to be much help to Zeke.


    “But isn’t the Mabel flower pattern popular amongst nobles? There must be a lot of people who want it.” She pulled out the handkerchief she’d purchased the other day.


    When Barry saw the handkerchief, his eyes bulged and he let out a small gasp. 


    “Barry, what’s the matter?”


    “Oh, no. It’s just a nostalgic piece…”


    “Nostalgic?” A gentle light shimmered in in Barry’s eyes as he examined the pattern on the handkerchief. There was a far-off look in his gaze and he looked unspeakably lonely. Leticiel tilted her head, unable to understand why Barry was making hat expression.


    From beside her, Zeke offered an explanation. “The Mabel flower design was created by Barry.”


    Leticiel wasn’t the only one surprised by this revelation; Ruvik’s eyes went wide as he spun around to stare at Barry, as well.


    Barry nodded slightly and scratched his cheek in embarrassment. “Yes, but that was years ago…”


    Barry had created the Mabel pattern twenty years ago while working at the royal palace as a court tailor. He had been favored by the late first queen and had even designed the wedding dress for the third queen eighteen years ago, which instantly made him a renowned tailor.


    “However, I injured my right arm in an accident seventeen years ago and haven’t been able to hold a needle. I could no longer make a living as a craftsman, let alone sew Mabel flower patterns.”


    “I see.” In other words, because Barry was the only one who could make the Mabel pattern and his arm injury prevented him from doing so, only the early products he’d created could be sold. Earlier, his hand had been trembling because of his injury. Now, it all made sense.


    “Yes. Mabel is my daughter’s name. She was born right around the time I came up with the pattern.” Barry slowly strung his words together. “I wanted to teach the technique to her, but my arm was injured before I could…”


    “What did the doctor say?”


    “I was told that I’d no longer be able to do needlework. But I still have hope that I’ll get better one day, so I sometimes have a doctor from the village take a look. Even though I know it’s futile… I guess I’m just wishing on a prayer, haha.” Barry’s dry laugh echoed in the quiet.


    Zeke shook his head, placing his hand on the downcast man’s right shoulder. “Barry, you’re the pride of our village. Don’t worry. I’m sure your arm will get better.”


    “Thanks, Zeke. I’m sorry, everyone. I didn’t mean to bring down the mood.”


    Though the two were smiling, there was a sense of resignation in their words. Leticiel wondered if there was a way she could put a needle in Barry’s hand again and restore his hope and pride as a craftsman.


    “Barry, would you allow me to take a look at your arm? I’d like to try healing it.”


    “Huh? Oh, it’s fine. I’ve been told it can’t be healed anymore.”


    “Miss Drossell’s magic is amazing, Barry. There might still be a chance, so why don’t you at least try?” Zeke, who had seen Leticiel’s sorcery up close, urged.


    Barry didn’t lift his head for a few long moments. Finally, he looked up. “Fine. I’ll try anything if there’s even a slim chance I can hold a needle again.” A strong flame of determination flickered quietly in his eyes.


    “Then let’s begin right now.” With Barry’s approval, Leticiel quickly began preparations for her spell under the group’s watchful eyes.


    She used a physical strengthening technique to strengthen his arm muscles, then used a weak lightning technique to stimulate them. She took her time with the healing technique, going slow to give him time to adapt. The three processes were compressed into one, the light that emitted from Leticiel’s hand shining in pale rainbow colors as it enveloped Barry’s arm.


    A thousand years ago, some people continued to suffer from pain and numbness in their limbs, preventing them from moving properly, even after their battle injuries had healed. It was difficult to treat limbs that had been completely paralyzed, but Barry could still move his hand and arm, giving Leticiel a glimmer of hope that she might be able to help him.


    Barry was the first to notice something strange about his arm. He froze, visibly shocked then quickly raised his hand, clenching and unclenching it over and over again.


    “I-I can move… I can move my hand!”


    “Excellent. It worked.”


    “My arm is moving… I can’t believe the day has come when I can hold a needle again. Miss Drossell, honestly… Thank you so much!” Tears streamed down his face as he stroked his right arm. Knowing that these were tears were of joy, not sadness, Leticiel smiled and wished him the best.


    Eddy felt a surge of emotion as he watched Leticiel tend to a craftsman who had been told he’d never hold a needle again, yet refused to give up. Suddenly, a thought hit him. “Zeke, Barry, isn’t this your chance to turn things around for Villus?”


    “Huh? What do you mean?” Zeke furrowed his brow.


    “The school festival!” Eddy announced with a knowing grin. “Isn’t it around this time of the year that Lucrezia Academy holds a school festival? It should be next week, right?”


    Come to think of it, Hilmes and Mirandalette had said something about the school festival being right around the start of the fall semester…


    “What do you think about unveiling the revival of the Mabel flower pattern at the school festival?”


    Zeke’s eyes lit up. “Th-That’s… a great idea!”


    “I know Barry has been out of commission for a while, so it might be difficult to recreate the original pattern at the height of its popularity, but all it will take to capture the nobles’ attention is letting them know that the design’s creator is researching how to revive the Mabel pattern! They might even support you with funding.”


    After all, even though the Mabel flower pattern was no longer in production, it remained a legendary design that continued to be an object of fascination for nobility. Announcing its revival at the school festival, where many nobles would be present, would undoubtedly attract attention and orders.


    Leticiel nodded in agreement. Eddy was a quick thinker as was typical of a merchant. 


    “That’s a great idea, but… what do you say, Barry?” Zeke asked.


    Barry nodded firmly. “I want to try. I’ll do anything now that I can finally be of use to the village again.”


    Hoping to help the men, Leticiel said, “Then let’s have the Magic Lovers’ Club announce the research into reviving the Mabel flower pattern.”


    “I’m sorry to trouble you even more, Miss Drossell…”


    “It’s fine. I truly love the pattern on this handkerchief; wouldn’t it be lovely for it to be revived? Let’s ask the others as soon as possible.”


    “Thank you. But… do you think they’ll agree to help?”


    Zeke hadn’t opened up to Mirandalette and the others because he hadn’t wanted to burden them with his personal troubles. His friends might not want to help him with this ambitious undertaking especially considering how spontaneous it was.


    “I’m sure it’ll be fine as long as you explain the situation. They’ll all be on your side, Zeke. I’ll help too. In fact, Barry can stay at my manor.”


    “What?! I couldn’t possibly inconvenience you any fur—”


    “Oh, I wouldn’t consider it an inconvenience,” Leticiel interrupted, catching him off guard. “It’s only natural to lend a helping hand when your friend is in trouble. You needn’t worry, Zeke,” she added firmly, giving him a small smile.


    Zeke sucked in a sharp breath. A small smile spread across his face, equal parts delighted and bewildered. He murmured, “Right. That’s just the kind of person you are.”


    “Hmm? Did you say something?”


    “No, it’s nothing. May I take you up on your offer, then?”


    “Of course.”


    After that, Leticiel had lunch with Zeke, Barry, Eddy, and her friends while they waited for Claud to arrive. When they were done, the group split with Eddy, Zeke, and Barry going one way while Leticiel and the others went to explore the city.


  




  

    Chapter 6: Lucrezia’s School Festival


    Chapter 6


    Lucrezia’s School Festival


    “…And so, I’d like to create an exhibition for textiles from Zeke’s hometown, but what do you all think?”


    After a string of absences, Zeke finally showed up at the Magic Lovers’ Club for the first time in quite a while. Leticiel opened up the meeting with a quick rundown of Zeke’s situation before asking her friends for their opinions. Eddy stood near the entrance to their magic practice booth, watching them but not entering.


    “An exhibition?”


    “Yes.”


    After they’d heard the entire story, Mirandalette and Hilmes exchanged surprised looks. They hadn’t been privy to Zeke’s family history, so it was only natural that they were bewildered by the sudden suggestion. Meanwhile…


    “I-I think it’s a great idea! Please let me help!” Veronica’s hand shot into the air without hesitation. 


    Well, she does love textiles and embroidery. Leticiel smiled wryly as she remembered her last visit to see Veronica.


    “I thought you seemed down lately, Zeke. So this is what’s been happening.” Mirandalette nodded vigorously as her resolve solidified. “If he and the others in his village are in trouble, there’s no reason for us not to help!”


    “Yeah! Let’s all work hard together, Zeke!” Hilmes agreed.


    “Guys…” Zeke looked close to tears and he ducked his head. Leticiel glanced at Eddy and happened to meet his gaze. The man gave her a gleeful thumbs-up.


    “The exhibition isn’t a problem, but what should we do about the location?” Mirandalette asked as she leaned her cheek against her palm.


    Leticiel had created the Magic Lovers’ Club to conceal the fact that they were practicing sorcery. They hadn’t planned to have an exhibition at the school festival. There weren’t many days left until the festival, and the deadlines for important applications and requests to use classrooms had long since passed.


    “We’ll have to ask the headmaster directly. He should be able to pull some strings.” Leticiel was optimistic.


    The next morning, Leticiel did just that. She and Zeke marched into the headmaster’s office, and although Lucas couldn’t stop sighing, he did give her permission to use an empty classroom and put up an exhibition.


    Before they knew it, the Magic Lovers’ Club’s busy after-school hours began.


    “Miss Mira, we need one more desk.”


    “Eh? Really? I’ll go get one, then!”


    “Hey, Zeke!” Hilmes called. “How do you want to write the explanations?”


    Because they had less time to prepare than other groups, Leticiel and the others rushed to their exhibition venue the second classes were over and busied themselves with hectic preparations.


    “Mr. Raven, Mr. Baltrana, could you please take all of those boxes back to the storage room?”


    “What? All of these?”


    “Why do I have to help?”


    “Because you happened to pass by, sir.”


    “Just give up, you two,” Lucas said, springing away lithely. He was carrying two boxes in his left hand and three on his right shoulder. “You can go home once this is done, so let’s just hurry and get it over with.” 


    Raven and Baltrana complained, grumbling under their breaths that the headmaster’s strength was on a completely different level from theirs. They’d already been ordered about like slaves by Leticiel’s group for the past two hours.


    “There should be a wooden sign around here… Have you seen it?”


    “Watch out!”


    As Hilmes reached to pick up the sign, his arm knocked into a huge pile of posters and decorative fabrics, causing them to tumble down from the shelves above his head. 


    A white barrier appeared between Hilmes and the posters just before they would have hit him. Mirandalette had used sorcery to stop them from falling.


    Ever since Hilmes’s grave injury at their extracurricular trip, Mirandalette had thrown herself into learning healing and defensive sorcery techniques so she could support from the sidelines. She wanted to be able to protect the person she loved if worst came to worst.


    Mirandalette had low magical energy in all attributes to begin with, so while it was possible for her to use Light sorcery, it remained the most advanced type of sorcery; she could only manage to activate the techniques for a few seconds at a time.


    “Whoooa, that’s amazing!”


    “H-Hey, Leif! Stop gaping and get out of the way! You’re ruining my spell technique!”


    “Whoops! S-Sorry!” Hilmes leapt to the side right as the barrier of light broke. All the items it had been supporting toppled to the ground.


    “Excuuuse me, is Miss Drossell here? Oh, found her!” Mr. Bauliogh peeked in, holding what appeared to be fabric. Barry was right behind him.


    “Sir, could that be…?”


    “Oh, you noticed? That’s right! I tried embroidering a Mabel flower pattern! Oh, and I had Barry, the pattern’s creator, supervise me! ♪” Bauliogh proudly spread out the cloth, showing it to the students. The edges of the white fabric had beautiful patterns embroidered on them. “What do you say? Don’t you think I did a pretty good job?”


    “This is amazing. It must have taken a considerable amount of time to sew such an intricate pattern.”


    “Wah, I got praised!” Bauliogh gave a haughty sniff, obviously in a good mood. “But you know, this is only the base of the flower pattern; that’s only about twenty percent. The remaining steps are so intricate and complicated that I can’t possibly do them. Only Barry knows what it’s like to complete a piece.”


    Grinning happily, he placed both hands on his cheeks and giggled. “How romantic! ♪” 


    And so, the students rushed around, busily setting up the exhibition and carefully restoring the Mabel flower pattern. In no time at all, it was the day of the academy’s festival.


    “I gotta admit I was worried for a minute there, but I’m glad we were able to make it in time.”


    “Yes. It’s all thanks to everyone’s help!”


    Looking around the room after they’d finished setting it up, Leticiel and Mirandalette turned their gazes to the window, reminiscing over the events of the past few days.


    “Not long ago, I never would have imagined any of this happening.”


     In the corner, Zeke sat in a chair, a touch of sentimentality shining in his eyes as he embroidered. A fresh autumn breeze blew in through the open window, gently rustling the fabric beautifully embroidered with roses in his hand.


    Barry finished checking the weaving looms, embroidery needles, and embroidery thread. He turned to the students. “Thank you so much, everyone.” He scratched his cheek, expression conflicted. “I’m sorry I got you involved. I should have dealt with the issue on my own.” 


    “That’s not true. We decided to help out. You don’t need to feel sorry for that,” Leticiel said. The others nodded in agreement. Barry bowed his head, even more humbled.


    “Oh, right. Zeke, I need to give you this.” The embroiderer searched his pockets and bag until he found what he was looking for. Pulling out an envelope from his bag, he handed it to Zeke. “It’s from your mother. I wish I had given it to you as soon as I arrived in the capital, but I was so busy with everything that I couldn’t.”


    “Thank you, Barry. I’ll read it later,” Zeke said, accepting the letter with a happy smile.


    It was natural to feel overjoyed when receiving correspondence from one’s family— unless it was Drossell’s family.


    Hilmes burst into the room, cheerfully announcing, “Miss Drossell, it’s past time for the festival to start, so I’m going to go outside and see what it’s like out there!”


    “Please do, Hilmes.” She had tasked him and his loud voice with drawing in visitors.


    The room Leticiel and her friends were using was the furthest away from the main route. It wasn’t out of spite or anything—it had simply been the only room available. But their plan would be pointless if the nobles didn’t come to see their exhibition.


    “Good morning!” Eddy called. He moved past Hilmes with some difficulty as he was carrying a large, wooden box. He wasn’t wearing his usual backpack, so he looked slighter. “I’ll put the extra fabric you ordered here.” 


    “Thank you, Eddy.”


    “No problem. Please let me know if there’s anything else you need!”


    Even though Eddy hadn’t been involved in the festival preparation, he did all the purchasing and transportation of embroidery thread and other supplies. Despite the tight one-week turnaround, he’d managed to get them all the supplies they needed.


    “Eddy, I’m amazed by how easily you’re able to get your hands on these things.”


    “It’s no big deal! I’m still just a novice and new to the market.” He scratched his cheek, though it was impossible to tell if he was being humble or honest. Checking the time on his pocket watch, he said, “Now, I have a meeting with someone after this, so if you’ll excuse me…”


    Waving lazily and saying his goodbyes, Eddy left the room.


    “Do you think… we’ll have visitors?” Veronica asked from her seat at the reception desk at the entrance. She glanced down the hallway, worried that people wouldn’t come to their exhibition room as it was off the beaten path. 


    “I’m sure all nobles have heard of the Mabel flower pattern, so… let’s just wait and see.”


    “R-Right! We just have to do our best!”


    Leticiel told herself that she’d find a way to bring in visitors if they really didn’t come. But those worries were put to rest about an hour after the academy’s doors opened.


    “You’re saying this is the latest Mabel flower design?” a male noble asked, his gaze roving around the room, taking in the small items adorned with the pattern.


    “Yes, that’s right. It’s the first item sewn by Barry—the pattern’s creator who’s here right now—since his return,” Leticiel explained.


    “The first?! Wow… Then it must be extremely rare!”


    Leticiel wasn’t sure whether it was thanks to Hilmes’s efforts or the appeal of their theme, but her group had attracted a large number of nobles as soon as the festival began. The Mabel flower pattern’s influence was far greater than she had expected.


    “Oh? These two patterns seem somewhat different.”


    “The one on the left was embroidered by Barry, and the one on the right was embroidered by Zeke, over there!”


    “The man with black hair?”


    “Yes! Zeke is currently learning how to sew the Mabel flower pattern as Barry’s apprentice. If he can continue the research into the pattern, it won’t ever die out again!”


    “My goodness, that’s lovely!’


    Everyone was busy. Mirandalette was chatting with a few young ladies about the succession of the pattern. Zeke and Barry had been effectively ‘captured’ by nobles as they tended to visitors and explained the items on display. Amongst the items were Bauliogh’s embroidery projects, which drew the attention of many visitors; he would surely have been overjoyed to see it, but he was away consulting elsewhere, so it couldn’t be helped.


    “I have an idea,” one elderly gentleman who had been talking with Barry abruptly said. “Why don’t we do this? I’d like to provide financial support for the restoration of the Mabel flower pattern.”


    “What? You needn’t go that far…”


    “No, no. My daughter is a huge fan of this pattern. And if such a legendary pattern is going to be brought back to life, I’d like to offer my assistance.”


    The elderly gentleman’s offer prompted a number of other nobles to offer their financial assistance as well. Leticiel, Zeke, and Barry looked at each other, relief etched into their faces.


    “My, Drossell. It’s so lively in here.”


    Leticiel instincitvely frowned. She recognized that woman’s voice.


    She shouldn’t have been surprised since the festival was open to students’ families. When Leticiel turned in the direction of her voice, she saw Salinya holding a fan and smiling. Christa was beside her.


    “Goodness!” she said in a deliberately ostentatious manner. “What a lovely design. You were actually able to restore the Mabel flower pattern?” 


    Leticiel grew wary as Salinya walked closer. “Why are you here?” 


    “Oh, don’t be so cold. What older sister wouldn’t come to her little sister’s academy festival?” Salinya said brazenly.


    She sure has a thick skin, Leticiel thought.


    “But Drossell,” Salinya continued, loud enough for the people around them to hear, “I heard a rumor that the creator of the Mabel flower pattern could never hold a needle again because of his arm injury.”


    The nobles nearby shuffled closer, curious. Salinya unfolded her fan and covered her mouth to hide her smirk.


    “What of it? His arm has healed and he’s able to hold a needle again. What more is there to tell?”


    “Well, how in the world was he able to suddenly heal a wound that couldn’t be healed for decades?”


    “A skilled magic healer lent him their powers,” Leticiel said tersely.


    “I see! But healing magic is extremely rare. Are you sure you’re not the one who healed him?” Salinya shot back, her smile unchanging even as her eyes searched Leticiel. “You’ve acquired so many talents in the short time we’ve been apart. Take martial arts… How did you learn that in the three months I was gone?”


    “You’re well-informed.”


    “Of course. I know everything about my darling little sister—for instance, the fact that you’ve been using something like magic lately even though you shouldn’t have any magical power.”


    Leticiel fell silent. Everything Salinya had said was true, but she couldn’t admit that. There was no doubt that Salinya had deliberately asked those questions, knowing that Leticiel would struggle to answer them. 


    “Why so quiet? You’re hiding something, aren’t you?” Salinya saw her chance, but out of nowhere, Zeke stepped in front of Leticiel, his stance protective.


    Leticiel shot him a questioning look.
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    “What do you want? I don’t have any business with you,” Salinya said, giving Zeke a disinterested once-over.


    “I’m terribly sorry to interrupt your conversation, but Miss Drossell is quite exhausted from the preparations of the past few days.” Zeke stared straight at Salinya. “Please allow me to be so forward as to speak for her.” 


    Leticiel was surprised. She looked at Zeke, wondering what he was up to, but he just smiled at her, his eyes as calm as the water’s surface. He faced Salinya once more.


    “You, speak for her?” the older woman asked, smile unwavering. “Don’t make me laugh. Am I supposed to believe the words of a simple commoner?” Fanning herself, she gave Zeke a scrutinizing gaze.


    Zeke didn’t falter under the weight of her gaze. “I see,” he said. “Miss Christa approached me with a deal before, so I assumed that you took me seriously. However… Ah, what was her offer again?”


    Leticiel had no idea what he was talking about, but Christa seemed to remember. She glared at Zeke, eyes bulging. “Talk about it all you’d like, then!” she snapped through clenched teeth. 


    Unable to come up with a justification to Zeke’s words, Salinya remained silent, looking annoyed.


    “As for Miss Drossell’s acquisition of martial arts skills, it’s because I was learning them from the headmaster. Miss Drossell heard about my lessons and became interested in our training, so we started learning together. I dropped out midway due to family commitments, but Miss Drossell continued to train.”


    There was nothing to contradict Zeke’s story, so they had no proof to call him out on his lie. Salinya and Christa had no choice but to listen, the former frowning behind her fan.


    “The headmaster has told me that Miss Drossell is highly skilled. If you don’t believe me, you can ask him yourself.”


    “Then how do you explain the healing magic?” Salinya asked, immediately moving on to her next play. As always, there was a smile plastered on her face, but there was a crack in her mask; her irritation was starting to show in her expression and her smile didn’t reach her eyes.


    “If you’re referring to Barry’s injury, I’m the one who healed him,” Zeke declared, looking Salinya straight in the eye.


    “Oh? A commoner like you is able to use healing magic?” Salinya’s eyes raked over him as she fanned herself, still smiling.


    Christa, who had been silent for a while, suddenly interjected, “Drossell, you never attend classes. I doubt you can prove that what he’s saying is true.”


    “The same could be said for you, Miss Christa!” Hilmes shot back. “Zeke has the greatest magical power of everyone in the academy! We’ve seen him use huge magic formulas before!”


    Hilmes’s counterargument took Christa by surprise; she hadn’t considered that point. Frustrated, she glared at Leticiel.


    Because Zeke also didn’t attend classes, few students knew how high his magical power levels were. But that was only among the students. When Leticiel had accidentally destroyed the wall in the magic training grounds, Lucas had assumed it was Zeke’s doing—meaning the teachers were well-aware of how powerful his magic was.


    Salinya must have realized that she was at a disadvantage. Huffing slightly, she fanned herself and adopted a disinterested look, staying silent.


    But Christa refused to back down and began her next round of hounding. “How do you explain the thunderous sound we heard after class, then? Its scale was so large that I highly doubt it could have been produced by magic. Plus, Drossell has been frequenting the magic training grounds.”


    This time, Mirandalette, sensing the intent behind the women’s persistent and pointed questions, stepped forward and stood in front of Leticiel and Zeke. “That was Zeke’s magic! Miss Christa, surely, you must know how superior his magical power is to everyone else. And Miss Drossell is extremely well-versed in magic functions. She taught us all the most efficient magic functions.”


    Seeing Zeke’s back as he stood before her reminded Leticiel of Nao, who had given his life to protect her in her previous life.


    She was happy, of course, but her heart ached with two conflicting emotions that tangled together deep within.


    A thousand years had passed, and even now, Leticiel was still being protected by others. Whether it was by her citizens long ago or the precious friends she had made in this life, she wasn’t used to this feeling.


    Gazing at her friends, Leticiel placed a hand over her chest. Seeing her friends defend her like this warmed her heart. At the same time, she felt an indescribable kind of pain.


    Salinya refused to give up. “But you played cards with strange men at a tavern, and you seemed to be using strange tricks then. You used to be bad at Trump, yet you won by a landslide. How did you—”


    A voice from the crowd cut her off. “Ah, Lady Salinya. May I speak on that matter?”


    Leticiel turned and saw Eddy making his way toward the group through the crowd, eyes scrunched with guilt as he scratched his head awkwardly.


    “Who are you?”


    “I am a humble peddler who happened to be in the tavern when those cheating thugs were given a taste of their own medicine. Regarding the card games… I’m the one who set up the tricks.”


    “What?” she exclaimed. Eddy’s sudden confession was so unexpected that the hand holding the fan twitched. 


    “I don’t know how you know so much, Lady Salinya, but I was supporting Miss Drossell from the shadows during her matches.”


    “That can’t be… Drossell definitely used some kind of mysterious power to crush the unscrupulous merchants…” Salinya gasped and clamped her mouth shut. But it was too late.


    “Huh? Lady Salinya, were you in the tavern back then?” Eddy asked, putting on an innocent, puzzled expression. Salinya remained silent. “Don’t tell me you sent a spy?”


    She probably had hired someone like that. Leticiel wasn’t particularly surprised, but Salinya gave her a cutting glare. “What nonsense.”


    “I’m not the one to decide whether or not it’s nonsense, Salinya.” 


    Their conversation had not gone unnoticed. Whispers filled the room.


    “What? She hired a spy just to uncover her sister’s weaknesses?”


    “Wow, that’s a pretty unhanded move.”


    “She’s jealous because Miss Drossell was engaged to the first prince.”


    Salinya and Christa’s inability to openly refute the arguments led to further speculation, causing ripples of suspicion to spread.


    “Then what about that man?” Christa asked, pointing at Barry amidst the whispers breaking out. She was no longer trying to hide her anger and displeasure. “You say that he’s the creator of the Mabel flower pattern, but there’s no way of telling if he really is or not.”


    All of the voices in the room fell silent. Though Barry was the design’s creator, his wounded arm had only recently been healed, and he couldn’t embroider the way he had in his glory days. Not to mention, it had been decades since he last held a needle.


    “Barry did create the Mabel flower pattern eighteen years ag—” Zeke started.


    “You say that, but you’re just trying to protect your family, aren’t you? Where is your evidence that he is the real creator?” Christa asked, interrupting him.


    It was true; other than being able to perfectly replicate the Mabel flower pattern, Barry had no way to prove that he was the brains behind the design. However, Leticiel was sick of Salinya’s and Christa’s persistent, false accusations and their meaningless barrage of questions.


    “What did you two come here to do?” she asked. “You keep asking questions then suddenly changing the subject. I’ll listen to anything you might have to say to me later, but please refrain from saying anything that might insult my friends.” If they insisted on arguing for argument’s sake, she would just have to hit them with the truth. “Everyone who’s here came because they were interested this precious place, which was created to display the results of our research into restoring a lost art form. If you’ve come to cause trouble, please leave.”


    The nobles had varied reactions to Leticiel’s words. Some nodded in agreement, some gave Salinya and Christa reproachful looks, while others remained dubious about Barry’s identity. The whispers around them kicked up a notch.


    “Oh, my. Is something the matter?” A woman’s soft, gentle voice rang out, instantly calming the commotion in the room. Everyone’s eyes turned to the entrance, where a beautiful lady with wavy and light golden hair, translucent, pale skin was entering the room, exuding an elegant air. Behind her stood a girl with chestnut-colored hair in a ponytail and another girl with a honey blonde bob. Leticiel felt like she had seen the girls before.


    The many nobles present, including Salinya and Christa, all stared at the women in shock. Leticiel seemed to be the only one out of the loop.


    “What’s with all these scary faces? Has something happened?” the light blonde woman asked mildly behind the fan she was holding. Her head was tilted in question, but no one answered her. Glancing around the room, she spotted Barry standing with Leticiel and the others and clapped. “Oh! Goodness. Is that you, Barry?”


    At the sound of her friendly greeting, countless pairs of eyes swept over to Barry. They all seemed to be wondering how he knew her.


    “Y-Yes… Long time no see, Queen Sophelia,” Barry greeted the princess with the greatest manners he could muster in his flustered state. When he said her name, all of the nobles buzzed with excitement.


    “I couldn’t be sure, but it really is her!”


    “Isn’t she supposed to be recovering, though? Why is she here?”


    “It’s definitely the third queen, Queen Sophelia!”


    “…Huh?” The word escaped before Leticiel could stop it, but thankfully her voice was so quiet that no one noticed.


    As she stood in dumbfounded surprise, Sophelia spoke with Barry, a beaming smile on her face. Everyone held their breath and watched their conversation from start to finish.


    “How many years has it been since we last met?” Sophelia asked.


    “Well, I left the royal castle seventeen years ago, so I’d say it’s been that long.”


    “Your arm is fine now?”


    “Y-Yes! Thank you for asking. I’m able to move it again, so I plan on gradually getting back into things and returning to my career.”


    Sophelia spoke with Barry as if they were old friends reunited after a long time. Slowly, more and more nobles started to throw Salinya and Christa reproachful looks.


    “How nostalgic. You made my wedding dress when I married His Majesty.”


    “Yes. I am incredibly grateful that you chose me, a tailor who was completely unknown at the time. I remember that you requested to have white lilies embroidered on its sleeves.”


    “Hee hee, you have a good memory. I do love lilies.”


    Although Leticiel didn’t know it, Queen Sophelia’s wedding eighteen years ago was the catalyst for the Mabel flower pattern’s popularity. The beauty of the pattern on her wedding dress captivated the nobles in attendance and caused a major boom in high society.


    Sophelia’s praise for Barry was the final straw. Everyone in the room turned on Salinya and Christa at once.


    “You two, how can you have such poor discernment despite being the daughters of a duke?”


    “They’re likely just jealous.”


    Christa’s face turned beet red and she grit her teeth, the glare she leveled at Leticiel caustic. Though Salinya still maintained her neutral expression, her fan was trembling.


    “Stop that, everyone. Let’s all settle down,” Sophelia scolded. As the nobles started to calm down, she walked up to Salinya and Christa and spoke with a soft smile. “You two as well. There’s no need to look so terrified. Just relax.”


    The sisters swallowed down their retorts and listened.


    “Today is an important event where the promising young people whose shoulders our country’s future rests on will present the results of their daily efforts and research, so we mustn’t argue,” she said gently, as if she were admonishing children. “I’m sure this group has been working hard to prepare for today. You’re sisters, so you must congratulate her sincerely.”


    Many of the nobles nodded quietly.


    “We will take your words to heart, Your Majesty. As we would like to see the other exhibits, we will now excuse ourselves. Let’s go, Christa.” Recognizing how futile it would be to continue her interrogation, Salinya responded succinctly and left swiftly. It was as if her earlier persistence had not happened.


    But Christa bit her lip in frustration and continued to shoot daggers at Leticiel until she left the room. 


    Once they were gone, the room returned to its previous bustling, lively atmosphere. Sophelia and Barry chatted happily as they strolled around the room, mixing in with the nobles who had been admiring the Mabel flower pattern. 


    “Long time no see, Miss Drossell.” The young woman with chestnut hair who had been standing beside the queen approached Leticiel. She was beaming brightly and her long ponytail swayed gently with her movements. Had Leticiel met her before?


    “I’m Arsha Elena Cologne. You saved me on the day of the parade. I’m terribly sorry I didn’t introduce myself then.” The girl gave a polite curtsy, her words clearly enunciated. 


    Now that she mentioned it, Leticiel remembered helping two girls search for someone in an alleyway during the second prince’s parade.


    “Did you find the person you were looking for back then?”


    “Yes, we did. I honestly don’t know how to thank you.”


    “I had no idea you’re an attendant for the third queen,” Leticiel said, giving Arsha’s outfit a quick look. She was wearing a servant’s uniform in mostly black and white, similar in color to the outfit the maids at the duke’s manor wore. 


    But why had she been in a remote alleyway in the first place? Leticiel decided that that particular question could wait, so she asked, “Do you not need to be by Queen Sophelia’s side?”


    “No, I have plans after this and Queen Sophelia has given me permission to leave. Besides, she has May with her.”


    Following Arsha’s gaze, Leticiel saw May, a petite girl with honey blonde hair, glued to Sophelia’s side. When she took a closer look, she realized that May was the other girl she had saved back then. Unlike Arsha, May was wearing pants and boots, an outfit that was easy to move in. She had a tube-shaped case on her back that was almost as big as she was tall.


    May met Leticiel’s eyes and gave her a quick bow. If Leticiel hadn’t been told that she was a bodyguard, she would assume the girl was a child attending the academy festival with her mother. Her large, round eyes made her look younger than Arsha, but if she was chosen to protect the queen, her martial skills must be exceptional.


    “Well, I should get going,” Arsha said. “I’m terribly sorry to have taken up your time.”


    “Not at all. I hope we have a chance to talk again.”


    “Yes, it’s an honor to chat with you, Miss Drossell! Thank you.” 


    After another polite curtsy, Arsha left the room just as Hilmes, who had gone out to replenish their inventory after Salinya and Christa had left, returned with a stack of boxes.


    “Master! I brought more materi… als…” Hilmes’s eyes tracked Arsha as she passed him in the entranceway. “Miss Arsha was here?” he said to himself.


    “You know her?” Leticiel asked.


    “Of course I know her! She’s the second daughter of the famous Cologne family! She was popular in Heingel Academy back when I was attending! I was surprised when I saw her in the café a while back. Who knew she was back in the capital!”


    “Ah, so she’s the woman from back then.” When she had gone into town with her friends before, Hilmes had bumped into a girl at the café. Now that he mentioned it, Arsha and May did look like those girls.


    “I was in a different grade, but Miss Arsha was always number one when it came to academics, practical skills, and magic. She was incredibly talented, yet had a down-to-earth personality, so everyone loved her! But one day, she stopped coming to classes. Before I knew it, she’d quit the academy.”


    Heingel Academy, where Hilmes spent his middle school years, was a training school for the officers of the Kingdom of Platina. As the eldest son of Viscount Guerre, he did not advance to the high school division, instead following the family tradition of enrolling in Lucrezia Academy. 


    “On top of using swords, she’s also great with bows and guns. Anyway, she was amazing! The people in the Cologne family really are talented! I want to be that strong too…”


    Leticiel wondered why she had quit the officer academy if she was so strong. 


    The next second, Sophelia approached Leticiel, as if taking Arsha’s vacated spot, followed closely by May.


    “Drossell, it’s been quite a while since we last saw each other, hasn’t it?”


    After a weighty pause, Leticiel said, “Yes, it has been, Queen Sophelia.” There was no way she could say that it was actually her first time meeting the queen.


    An innocent smile played on Sophelia’s lips and she seemed extremely happy. For some reason, she reached out and put her hand on Leticiel’s head, stroking it lovingly. “I’ve been hearing stories about you’ve been going. But you’re still working hard in your studies… What a wonderful endeavor! Feel free to come to me if there’s anything that’s troubling you.”


    “I-I will… Thank you.” Seeing Sophelia’s childlike excitement, Leticiel felt a little impressed that there were still friendly and unpretentious royals in this era.


    “You fell ill often as a child, but are you doing better now?” Sophelia asked.


    So Drossell had been a sickly child. Leticiel kept her face straight while she digested this new information. Perhaps it was a congenital issue because she was born without magical power. As far as Leticiel knew, Drossell didn’t have any chronic illnesses or conditions that would leave her bedridden, but…


    “Yes, I’m completely fine now.”


    “That’s wonderful. Please come and see me in the royal palace just like old times. You’re welcome at any time.”


    “Thank you for the invitation,” Leticiel said politely while internally hiding her surprise that Sophelia was treating Drossell like a beloved friend. 


    Drossell and Sophelia had definitely met some time in the sixteen years’ worth of memories that Leticiel didn’t have. And judging from Sophelia’s warm tone, it wasn’t just a one-off.


    She had regained a fragment of a lost memory. Leticiel didn’t know when she would be able to connect the pieces surrounding it, but for now, she had to focus on what was right in front of her.


    Leticiel shook her head and scanned around the room for Eddy but she couldn’t find him even though he had been in the room just a moment ago. 


    “Miss Drossell? Um, is something the matter?” Veronica asked worriedly.


    “Hmm? Oh, no. It’s nothing.” She supposed she could always thank him later. Plus, he had mentioned that he had a meeting with someone, so he had probably left to go to that.


    “Miss Drossell! Could you come over here for a moment?” Mirandalette called.


    “One moment, please. I’ll be right there.” Turning to the queen, she said, “Queen Sophelia, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better get back to my work.”


    “Right, right. Good luck!” Sophelia smiled, enjoying the sight of Leticiel performing her duties and carrying out inspections. 
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    Eddy walked briskly down the first-floor corridor of the main building of Lucrezia Academy. He passed students and aristocrats chatting happily, their moods lifted by the festival’s atmosphere. Weaving through the crowd to the entrance hall, Eddy sighed as he adjusted his lopsided cap.


    It’d only been a few hours since the festival started so the entrance hall was relatively empty. Only a few stragglers were there, visitors who were arriving or leaving.


    Just as Eddy was about to leave, someone called, “Why are you here? What brought you to the academy?” He recognized the voice even without having to turn around. 


    “You’re here too, Prince Lionel?” He bowed deeply, completely unsurprised. “Academy festivals are great, aren’t they? I wish I could take my time enjoying it, but… I’m here to help out a friend.”


    “You’re still doing that?” Lionel asked. He rubbed his brow hard, letting out an exasperated sigh at Eddy’s carefree response. There was a familiarity in how he spoke to Eddy, like he knew him and his profession well. “Don’t you have better things to do than messing around here?”


    “Don’t worry! My duties are proceeding smoothly, and it’s easier when I can go out and do things by myself, don’t you agree, Your Highness?” Adjusting the large backpack he was carrying, Eddy threw Lionel a cheeky thumbs-up. 


    Lionel smiled wryly in response. “Well, I suppose it’s fine, if that’s what you prefer. But don’t go sticking your nose into anything strange or causing trouble.”


    “Got it! Well, I’ve got some minor business to attend to, so goodbye for now!” Bowing to Lionel, Eddy bounded lightly out of the academy.


    The road leading to the main building was packed on both sides with rows of parked carriages that had carried the visiting aristocrats. Eddy approached the largest, most luxurious and extravagant carriage amongst them. Carefully checking to make sure that no one was around, he knocked three times on its door.


    A reply of one knock came from within. Eddy quickly opened the carriage door and climbed inside.


    “May I join you, Miss Arsha?” Eddy asked playfully.


    “Don’t call me that.” Arsha, who was sitting across from him, shot back. She handed him the bag next to her. “Here’s what you asked for. Please confirm that everything is there.”


    “Oh, I knew I could count on you. You’re work so fast. Thanks!”


    “They were a token of appreciation when I visited Clovis Abbey to make a donation.”


    Eddy quickly opened the bag and peeked inside to see several pages of old sheet music. Some were tattered, and some had pretty damaged edges.


    “What are you going to use that sheet music for?” she asked as Eddy quickly closed the bag once more. “The abbess said they’re reproductions.”


    “Hmm? Well… maybe a present?”


    “I think only a crazy person would be happy to receive those.” Arsha smiled sardonically.


    “Haha, that’s true. Well, the real present is ‘what’s inside,’ after all!” Eddy shrugged, a playful look on his face. He carefully tucked the sheet music away, and when he turned back around, gone was the easygoing attitude. Solemn, he asked, “By the way, how did things go with the Meyer Company matter I asked you to take care of?”


    “As you predicted, the Black Steel Knights and the Meyer Company have been working together. Remnants of the Black Steel Knights have been appearing in the capital, using that relationship as a foothold.” Arsha leaned in, face tight. “There’s no doubt that the Meyer Company was involved in the recent caravan attacks, the recent human trafficking incident, and the issues with Villus. We’ve received testimonies from some of the Black Steel Knight members who were arrested at the human trafficking crackdown.”


    Platina’s government had once come close to suppressing the Black Steel Knights, but they had started rebuilding their power in recent years. They also secretly worked for aristocrats and wealthy merchants in rural areas as vigilantes and smugglers. Their connection to the Meyer Company was just one small part of their work. Their underground activity was expanding, and apparently, remnants of the faction were regrouping in the country’s mountain ranges.


    “They’ve set up a base in the northern mountains. Rather than attacking those hiding in the capital, I believe it would be better to take advantage of their defenselessness and strike their headquarters.”


    “I see… Their backs will be exposed; it’ll be the perfect time to strike.” Eddy thought for a moment before asking, “Arsha, have you looked into the places where the Black Steel Knight members have started appearing in large numbers?”


    “Yes. There are four places in the country where their presence has been noted and all concentrated near the northern border. The first, Regule, is right on the border between Platina, Iris, and the Lapis Nation. The second, the region of Jord, is politically unstable. Locals are constantly clashing with local authorities. The third is Count Luine’s territory which is right on our border with Sphylia. And then there’s…” Arsha took a breath before announcing the final location. “…Duke Filiaregis’s territory.”


    Eddy crossed his arms and hummed as he ruminated on the intel. “Hey, Arsha. If we keep digging away at this, we might uncover something so big that it shakes our very foundations.”


    “Yet you still intend to keep digging, right?”


    “You know me well, Arry! Please keep looking into things.” Eddy smiled brightly and gave Arsha’s shoulder a playful slap, making the woman let out an exasperated sigh. “Thanks for all your hard work. Is there anything else you wanted to tell me? Go ahead.”


    “Justone.” Arsha met Eddy’s eyes and said with ruthless certainty, “That disguise does not suit you, Prince Edelhart.”


    Eddy—rather, Edelhart, the third prince of Platina—cried out in shock. “Whaat?! It totally does! My black wig and beard look super natural, don’t they? I’ve gotten really good at using practical magic to blur the edges and hide my features.”


    “Are you aware that you’re using magic incorrectly? Also, when are you going to return to the royal palace? His Majesty is worried, wondering when you’ll be back!”


    The third prince had sent King Oswald a letter when he had returned to the capital, but he hadn’t gone back to the palace much, preferring to spend his time walking around.


    “Please tell Father that there are still a few things I want to look into, so I won’t be able to return to the palace for a while. After all, I can’t ignore our citizens when they’re in trouble.”


    “Are you referring to the citizens of Villus?”


    “Not just them. It’s the royal family’s duty to make this country a comfortable place to live in. Now that my friends have gotten embroiled in this matter, it’s all the more important,” Edelhart said with conviction.


    “Spoken like a true prince,” Arsha replied, giving him a strained but warm smile. “They’re important to you. You even called for Queen Sophelia to come and help them.”


    “The Mabel design is nostalgic for Mother too. And it’s not good for her to stay in bed all day. She needs to get out for a breath of fresh air sometimes.” Eddy rolled down the carriage’s window. A gentle breeze caressed his wig, stirring the black locks. “Anyway, don’t you think Miss Drossell is an interesting person, Arsha?”


    “Yes, I do. The other day, while walking around town with her classmates, she stopped to help May when some men were yelling at her. She has a strong sense of justice and is somewhat strange… Truly a mysterious young lady.”


    “What?! She helped May? Haha, that’s amazing. Yeah, that strange and mysterious side of her has always intrigued me.” Eddy’s voice shot up, thoroughly entertained. His smile was bright with curiosity and hope. “Maybe we can heal Mother with her power,” he murmured as he gazed toward the academy’s main building where his mother, Sophelia, was. 


    Arsha wordlessly lowered her gaze. A moment later, she said, “Ah, Your Highness, your hat is starting to fray.”


    Edelhart took the small, old woolen hat from his head. His black wig slid off along with it, making his dark golden hair sway. “Huh? Oh, you’re right! Can you fix it?”


    “Understood. Please wait a few days.”


    “Thanks. Sorry for always calling on you.”


    Eddy handed the hat to Arsha so she could repair it, a faint smile playing on his lips, a wistful look in his eyes. A cool autumn breeze blew in through the carriage window and white flower petals, appearing seemingly out of nowhere, fell atop the small, woolen hat.
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    The afternoon session of the academy’s festival started after lunch. But the exhibitions themselves didn’t change, so the only difference was that there were fewer visitors. Fewer visitors meant less work for the students, so the students would more likely have time to enjoy the festival.


    “Phew…”


    The main building, the festival’s main venue, was still busy, bolstered by the heat of everyone’s excitement. The annex was closed off and silent, as the main building was the only space being used for the festival.


    Wanting to get away from hullabaloo, Leticiel sat down in the corridor that led to the annex. The first floor, underneath the passageway, was designed so that people could pass through it. She could see the garden in front of the main building from her spot.


    Leticiel crouched down, resting her head on her knees and let out a breath. So much had happened including Salinya’s visit. She felt overstimulated.


    Leticiel’s booth had also quieted down, giving her some free time just like the other students. As the number of visitors winded down, Mirandalette had practically forced Leticiel to take a break. “You’ve been working hard since the preparation stage, Miss Drossell!” she had said sternly. “We’ll take care of the rest, so just enjoy yourself to the fullest!”


    Personally, Leticiel didn’t feel like she had worked as hard as Mirandalette said, but Veronica had pressured her into taking a break as well, so Leticiel had obediently gone to look around the festival. Unfortunately, she’d gotten sick of the crowd.


    I hate crowds… Although I wouldn’t mind being surrounded by piles of books.


    Others might think her strange for it, but Leticiel was entirely serious. She felt like she had always been fairly sociable, but her old kingdom of Regenerose hadn’t had such a large population. 


    But now the world is at peace. The thought touched her as she gazed upon the flowers swaying in the garden’s breeze.


    Crunch…


    She heard footsteps behind her. Raising her head, she twisted to see who it was.


    “So this is where you were, Miss Drossell,” Zeke said. He had gone looking for her. “May I sit next to you?”


    “Go ahead.”


    Zeke sat down beside Leticiel. For a while, neither of them spoke as they looked at the garden. 


    Zeke was the first to break the quiet. “Are you all right? You seem tired.” 


    Leticiel sat up from her crouch, placing her hands behind her and looking up at the sky. “A lot happened this morning. Plus… I didn’t know there would be so many people.”


    “You don’t do well with crowds?”


    “I’m not fond of them.” Releasing a long sigh, Leticiel closed her eyes and took another deep breath. How many times had she sighed today?


    “I’m kind of surprised. Who would have thought there were things even you, Miss Drossell, struggled with?”


    “I’m human too, you know. Of course I do.” So this is what people think of me, she thought wryly, shrugging.


    Leticiel knew she wasn’t perfect. She had a number of subjects she struggled with during the spring semester final exams, and—although she didn’t realize it in her past life—she apparently didn’t handle crowds well. She struggled with a surprising number of things.


    There was silence, until Zeke suddenly said, “Part of me thought that you had no weaknesses, Miss Drossell.” Leticiel turned to look at his profile. He was looking down, his eyes slightly downcast, a faint smile on his lips. “You’re nothing like the aristocrats I know. You have no interest in status or influence, and you call lower-level nobles like myself your friends even though we’re not even allowed to share space with those of a higher ranking than us.”


    He seemed to be holding something back, yet Leticiel felt as if she already understood.


    Up until now, there had been times when she felt Zeke was putting up a wall between them. Like when she had casually asked about his family during their extracurricular trip. Zeke had surely compared their statuses, thus drawing an invisible line between them. It was the sort of thing a serious young man like him would do.


    “If you only consider the rules of society, I’d say that what you did wasn’t wrong, Zeke,” Leticiel looked at the sky once more, watching the clouds pass by. “But while that’s common practice, it’s not a practice I abide by. You needn’t worry about your status.”


    Besides, Leticiel didn’t believe that one’s status alone determined their rank in society. Excellent people existed in all social standings, so what was the point in being friends with only people of the same class as her?
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    “I’m just doing what I want and spending time with the people I want to be around. There’s no need for you to act all stiff, Zeke,” she added.


    “You really are strange, Miss Drossell.”


    “You think so?”


    Zeke laughed, clearly amused by Leticiel’s blunt answer. Leticiel didn’t feel like her words were so farfetched.


    “By the way, about the incident at the extracurricular trip…” 


    “Yes?”


    “How did you know those men’s weaknesses?” It was a question she’d wanted to ask for a long time but hadn’t been able to after everything that had happened to Zeke’s family.


    “Ah, that’s because, a long time ago, I saw people who looked like them use similar powers.”


    “You’ve seen them before?”


    “Yes. But it was a very long time ago, so my memory is fuzzy.” Apparently, when Zeke was younger, he had been chased by people who resembled the two men they’d seen before, both in appearance and power. Surprisingly, he had very few memories from when he was young, so his oldest recollections were of being pursued and of his father’s back as he protected Zeke.


    He also mentioned that his father had been missing for over ten years.


    “So I tried the method my father had used, but I’m still not talented enough to wield sorcery, so…” he trailed off.


    “I see… I’m sorry if my question brought up unpleasant memories.”


    “It’s fine. It’s been ten years. And to be honest, I don’t remember much.” Zeke laughed. Whatever he was holding in his hand made a rustling sound.


    “What is that, Zeke?” Leticiel asked.


    “A letter Barry brought for me. It’s from home… My mother, I mean,” he said. “Mother wrote about the village, how she’s been feeling. Also…” He trailed off, falling silent. The knuckles of the hand that was clenched around the letter were white. “Apparently, my father contacted her.”


    Zeke showed her what was in the envelope: the folded letter from his mother and what appeared to be a scrap of white cloth.


    “Is this… a coat of arms?” Leticiel asked, smoothing out the cloth scrap. There was an embroidered cross above a wheel. Words were scribbled in black beneath the crest.


    “’Don’t get involved with them,’” he read the words out loud. “I don’t understand the coat of arms or the message, but I can’t believe that my father has been missing for over a decade and I’m just now receiving such a significant message. Perhaps it has something to do with the power those bandits were using.”


    Zeke shut his eyes, lost in thought, and when he opened them, his gaze locked with Leticiel’s.


    “Miss Drossell, may I assist you with your research? That strange power, my father, and my memories… They might be able to help you in some way.”


    “Yes, I’d appreciate that. Let’s work together to solve this mystery.”


    “I look forward to it.”


    Leticiel reached out and they shook on it, smiling at each other.


    They sat in the corridor and continued to chat for a while. First about Zeke’s village, but the topic of conversation slowly shifted until they eventually found themselves chatting about a rat that had caused a huge commotion in the Silver Dormitory.


    “I suppose we should get back.” Leticiel raised both arms to stretch and stood up. “There isn’t much time left in our break, so let’s go around and see the other exhibitions.”


    “Sounds good, I’d like that.” Zeke got to his feet as well. Leticiel, who was wondering how much he had already seen before starting his break, walked ahead, striding through the door that led to the main building.


    “I’m glad I trusted you.”


    Leticiel turned back, feeling like she’d heard something, but she simply saw Zeke smiling gently. “Did you say something?” 


    “No, don’t mind me.” Zeke shook his head, but he didn’t stop smiling. Leticiel cocked her head questioningly.
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    Despair and Hope


    “This is too hot for me to drink!”


    “I-I’m terribly sorry, my lady!”


    Christa’s shrill cries followed by the frightened apology of the horrified servant echoed in the duke’s manor in the late afternoon. Salinya paused outside of her sister’s room; she could hear a commotion happening behind the closed door.


    “And it’s far too bitter! This is disgusting. Are you only capable of making this dredge?!”


    “Eep! I’m sorry, I’m terribly sorry! I’ll remake it right away!”


    Thunk. Something had been chucked at the wall.


    “Now look at what you’ve done! Get that stain out right now! I adore that rug!” 


    After a moment, the door swung open and her pale-faced maid came flying out as if her rear was on fire.


    Knowing that this was her only chance to get in, Salinya slipped inside. Her eyes flew open in shock when she beheld the sight. There were cushions and glass vials scattered everywhere. She slowly approached her sister who seemed like a completely different person. “Chrissy! What’s wrong? Did something happen?”


    However, all she got in return was Christa’s vicious glower and a shout of, “This is all your fault, Sally! You said it would be fine!”


    Salinya’s words died in her throat. She had to choose her words carefully. After all, she had been the one who had told Christa that Drossell would crumble if they hit her in her weak points.


    “She was protected by the lower-class nobles and a commoner… and she even has the third queen as an ally! Everyone treated us like we were the villains!”


    Unfortunately, Salinya’s silence only made things worse. Taking her silence as acknowledgement, Christa became even more incensed. Salinya attempted to hush her sister, but Christa refused to be quiet, lashing out in blind rage. 


    “Chrissy, please calm down. The third queen’s visit was completely unexpected. If it had just been us against her, we would have—”


    “I don’t care! So many people saw us there… Aren’t you mortified, Sally?”


    “I don’t believe that we lost. We’ll know if that commoner and her friends were lying or not if we just do some digging. We were unlucky then, but don’t let it get you down. We still have a chance to expose that girl’s true natu—”


    “What other chance could we possibly have?!” Christa covered her face with both hands and burst into tears. “She’s made the third queen her ally, so now she’s become a respected figure in aristocratic society! On the other hand, look at us! We humiliated ourselves in public… What did we gain from that?!”


    Salinya knew Christa did not think highly of Drossell. That was why she had always offered suggestions, planting ideas into her young mind. While she understood Christa’s anger, she didn’t have the means to stop it.


    “Chrissy, let’s just calm down for a second. You’ve been looking peaky lately. You haven’t been getting much sleep, have you?”


    Having watched Christa for years, Salinya knew that once she lost her temper, it was near impossible to quell that rage.


    Still, she couldn’t sit by and do nothing. Salinya patiently spoke with Christa, choosing her words with the utmost care. “H-Hey, my wedding is in two weeks, remember? The marquis’s estate is beautifully landscaped and full of scenic areas, so I’m sure you’ll love it, Chrissy. When you come to the wedding, just think that you’re going on vacation, okay? I hope you can rest—”


    “Shut up! You can say that because you’re going to be happy, Sally! You have no idea how I feel!” Snatching a nearby flower vase, she threw it at Salinya. The vase smashed into the wall right behind her. Salinya pressed her lips tightly together.


    Christa ran out of her room, not paying any mind to the shards of glass getting stuck in her shoes. 


    “Ch-Chrissy!” Salinya shouted, but her sister didn’t listen. She stared blankly at the open door. 


    “Oh? Is that a crack I see in your loving sisterly bond?” an insouciant voice asked, completely ignorant of the heavy atmosphere.


    She didn’t notice when Jacqudaw had slipped in, yet there he was, sitting on the windowsill of a window that should have been closed, watching her.


    Not liking the amused smile on his face, Salinya shot him a flinty glare. 


    “Oh my, please don’t glare at me like that!” he mocked.


    “This all happened because you provided me with incomplete information!” Salinya snapped, unable to hide her irritation, though she didn’t know if her anger was aimed toward Jacqudaw, herself, or Christa.


    “Whaaat? Heaven’s no, my lady. I simply told you what I saw. And I’m not responsible for anything that happens as a result.” Jacqudaw propped his arm on his knee, resting his head on his hand, laughing as he adjusted his monocle. “Besides, I messed with your silver-haired sister’s friend just as you requested. Although I did ask a few friends for assistance.”


    “Those ‘friends’ went too far! They’re the ones responsible for the caravan attacks and slave trafficking incident, aren’t they? Why weren’t you more careful?! You won’t get off scot-free if they get traced back to us!”


    “Well, I just asked them to take care of it. As for what moves they’ll make beforehand, I’m afraid I’m as in the dark as you are.” Jacqudaw’s smirk and impudent speech didn’t even waver. “Besides, we’ve known each other for over ten years. Can’t you overlook a teeny-tiny error?”


    A scene flashed through Salinya’s mind of an old manor on fire, Drossell standing in front of the raging flames, adults blaming her… 


    She quickly pushed the memory from ten years ago to the back of her mind. “Quiet,” she snapped.


    “I can still remember how you introduced us two years ago as part of a business dea—”


    She didn’t want him dredging up old memories. “I said, be quiet!” Salinya shouted, swiping a teapot off its table. “Don’t talk back to me! If you have time to make stupid excuses, go get me more information!”


    “Oh dear… You’re still as belligerent with your orders as ever. I’m gonna charge extra for that, ya know.” He heaved a dramatic, annoyed sigh even though it was really no extra trouble. 


    Jacqudaw’s reaction irked Salinya, but in her current situation, this money-grubbing wretch was the only pawn she could rely on.


    “I know. That’s all you had to say, isn’t it? Then get out of here.”


    “Yes, yes. I’ll excuse myself.” Jacqudaw tossed out a reminder for Salinya to get along with her sister before he opened the window and leapt down from the second story. 


    Honestly, what an insufferable man.


    “Hah…” Salinya let out a long sigh and stared at the open window. She had no desire to chase after Christa.
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    A carriage was parked on a side road winding up to the Welde imperial villa, perched on a hill on at the outskirts of the capital. The carriage door opened and a butler stepped out. Once he was on the ground, he turned and extended his hand toward the carriage. A smooth, white hand was placed atop his, and a beautiful young lady with strawberry blonde hair stepped out.


    “You’re to wait right here,” she ordered.


    “Y-Yes…”


    Leaving the anxious butler behind, Christa headed for the gate. Two guards stood in front of it.


    “I’m from Duke Filiaregis’s family. Please allow me to see Prince Rocheford,” Christa said. After a quick glance at her, they silently opened the gate.


    The guards had been annoyed the first time she barged in without an appointment, but after so many visits, they were used to it.


    Although, initially, I did lie about having permission from Prince Lionel.


    No servants greeted her when she entered the villa. In the beginning, someone would always come to greet her, but they were all too occupied with other things now to do that.


    Christa marched purposefully through the vast villa, the size of which was at a great unbalance with the number of occupants it currently held. She passed a few servants in the halls, but they simply bowed and scurried away, expressionless. The atmosphere in the villa was as heavy and stifling as ever.


    Christa reached the room at the far end of the villa. Pushing the door open, she stepped inside. Into Rocheford’s bedroom.


    It was large and spacious. As expected of a villa owned by the royal family, the furniture and decorations were all top-class. The décor was so extravagant and luxurious that even Christa, who lived in a duke’s manor, felt a little intimidated. 


    The air in the room felt oppressive. The curtains were open to let in sunlight, but the space inside felt heavy and humid, clinging to her uncomfortably. 


    At the far end of the room, near the window, Rocheford sat on a sofa. He stared blankly outside, clutching a pair of earrings that belonged to his mother, Queen Josephina. 


    “Prince Rocheford,” she called out in greeting, but he didn’t respond. His face was haggard, his eyes lifeless; he looked like a soulless doll. 


    Rocheford’s condition hadn’t changed since her first visit. No matter how much Christa called out to him, he never once reacted. Rather than persist in this lost cause, Christa headed for the nightstand beside his bed which held a pitcher and cup. She took a small, glass vial out of her pocket. A dark liquid swirled inside.


    Popping open the lid, she tapped a few drops into the cup of water she’d just poured. After stirring it with a spoon, she approached Rocheford, cup in hand.


    “Prince Rocheford, this is medicine.” She gently pressed the cup into his hands. He lifted it to his mouth, the movement stiff like a mechanical doll. Without even glancing at its contents, he drained the cup, his throat bobbing as gray water spilled from the corners of his mouth. 


    Christa had administered the medicine to Rocheford in the exact order and dosage that she had been told by the man at Clovis Abbey. Naturally, she hadn’t told the servants that she was giving the prince anything. 


    Christa watched him for a while after he’d taken the medicine, but as usual, there was no change. It had been days, but he still exhibited no signs of improvement. She was constantly on edge, wracked with worry. Did she give the correct dosage? What if the medicine was too weak to be effective? What if it didn’t work at all?


    “Prince Rocheford…” she whispered, but no one responded. In that bedroom, that was only natural. Christa hadn’t expected otherwise.


    “Chris… ta…”


    Christa jumped. It was the first time Rocheford had said something of meaning since she’d started visiting.


    “Prince Rocheford! You know who I am?” she asked, but the change was only momentary. By the time she responded to him, he was back to his usual state.


    But it was enough to give Christa hope. Rocheford’s cognizance had returned to him, even if it lasted a split second, and he had called her name. It had to mean that he was on the road to recovery. 


    This medicine really does work! Christa gripped the glass bottle in her pocket, filled with renewed determination.


    A feverish zeal glinted in her eyes. In a voice so small that no one could hear her, she said, “Prince Rocheford, I promise to save you.” 


  




  

    Chapter 7: The One Who Wears the Wheel and Cross


    Chapter 7


    The One Who Wears the Wheel and Cross


    Leticiel was currently in her parlor, staring at the room where a haggard Nicole was sweeping with a broom. She’d started off with reading in her armchair, but she’d put her book down upon noticing that the maid had been sweeping over the same spot for who knows how long, expression blank. It was obvious that Nicole’s mind was elsewhere.


    Unable to look on in silence anymore, Leticiel said, “Hey, Nicole. You’ve been cleaning that spot for a while now.” 


    “Huh?!” Nicole snapped out of it, dropping her broom in surprise. “I-I’m terribly sorry, my lady!”


    “I’m not angry, so there’s no need for you to apologize.” 


    As Nicole hurriedly picked up her broom, Ruvik, who had been standing behind Leticel, said with a put-upon look, “She’s been acting this way all morning.”


    “I see.” But it wasn’t just today; Nicole had been like this for the past few days.


    “Gwah!” 


    Leticiel glanced over to see that Nicole had tripped over thin air when going to retrieve the dustpan. 


    She was pale, barely eating or sleeping, and she couldn’t concentrate on anything, not even her work. No matter how Leticiel looked at it, something was definitely up with the maid.


    “Ruvik, could you please heat up some milk? Pour enough for Nicole too.”


    “Understood.”


    “Huh?! No, no. I’m fine!” Nicole attempted to turn down the warm drink, but Ruvik, who was just as worried about her as Leticiel, was hurried out of the room without even looking back.


    “Nicole, what’s going on? You’ve seemed down the past few days,” Leticiel asked once they were alone.


    The maid hesitated, the words stuck in her throat as she debated whether or not she should answer. After a while, she opened her mouth. “U-Um… Actually, I got a letter from my hometown the other day.”


    “From your family?”


    “Yes. And… it said that my mother has collapsed.”


    Nicole went on to explain that she had left her mother to come and work in the capital in order to earn money for their living expenses. Normally, her uncle was the one taking care of her mother, but he was working in a neighboring town at the moment so her mother was home alone. 


    “I see… That is worrisome. Is your mother in poor health?”


    “Yes. She used to get sick often, but she’s been forcing herself to work because there have been poor harvests in my hometown, so…”


    Nicole hailed from the duchy of Filiaregis, but the duke’s lands had been in a state of unrest due to poor harvests and epidemics, which only fueled Nicole’s anxiety.


    “And you haven’t heard from your family since then?”


    “No, even though I’m so worried…”


    “It’s no wonder you can’t rest. Nicole, why don’t you take some time off?”


    Nicole’s eyes widened in surprise. “What?! T-Time off? Me?!”


    “Yes. Don’t worry about work and visit your hometown. How long would you like off?”


    “B-But, my lady…”


    “You always care for me, Nicole. You should visit your mother.”


    “Th-Thank you, my lady!” Nicole beamed, looking as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.


    “My lady, I brought your milk.” Ruvik reappeared with the warm milk.


    “Thank you, Ruvik. Please drink, Nicole.”


    “Th-Thank you!”


    Placing the cups on the parlor’s round table, Ruvik noticed Leticiel’s music box sitting nearby. “You received that music box from a friend, correct?” he asked. The box was open, its spring spinning as it played a gentle, soothing melody reminiscent of a lullaby. It was the music box she had received from the antique shop’s son for repairing a clock.


    “Yes. I like this song, so I listen to it often.”


    “I agree,” Ruvik said. He had a gentle smile on his face as he listened, perhaps because it was a song they had listened to together before.


    Grumble…


    Suddenly, someone’s stomach rumbled. Looking around to see who the sound had come from, Leticiel noticed Nicole looking down in embarrassment.


    “I-I’m sorry! I haven’t had much of an appetite lately…”


    “Don’t worry about it. Ruvik, could you bring something to eat from the kitchen?”


    “Yes, my lady.” He bowed before leaving the room to search the kitchen for something to eat.


    While they waited for him to return, Nicole told Leticiel about her hometown. 


    Nicole’s village, one of the towns located closest to the mountains within the duchy, suffered from poor climate and soil quality. As they also lacked any notable industries, the residents lived in poverty.


    “But about five years ago, when we tried the dyeing business you suggested, we were lifted out of poverty almost instantly!”


    “Oh, that’s right. I’d forgotten about that.”


    “All the villagers are so grateful to you, my lady!”


    Leticiel was impressed that the old Drossell had come up with that idea. The more she learned about the girl, the more she questioned why she’d had such a shift in attitude.


    There was a knock on the door. “I’ve returned,” Ruvik said. He carried a tray piled with sandwiches.


    “Thank you, Ruvik.”


    “Also, my lady…”


    “What is it?”


    “Erm… you have a visitor.”


    It’s already eight at night. Who could be visiting the manor so late?


    Leticiel’s unspoken question was soon answered by a familiar peddler’s head popping out from behind Ruvik.


    “Good evening! Sorry to visit so late.” The man waved, smiling.


    “Eddy!” Leticiel was quick to invite him into her parlor. “I haven’t seen you since the academy festival. What brings you here tonight?”


    “I just happened to be in the area and thought I’d stop by to say goodbye. Sorry to bother you at this late hour.” Eddy scratched his head, looking somewhat awkward. 


    Leticiel didn’t mind, but his choice of words stirred her curiosity. “Say goodbye? What do you mean?”


    “Ah, I’ll be leaving the capital soon. I’ve been going around, saying goodbyes to my friends and clients.”


    “Oh.” It was the first time Leticiel was hearing of his plans. She’d wanted to talk about old books and other things with him, but Eddy was a peddler. He couldn’t do business by staying in one place all the time. “How has the sale of Villus textiles been doing?”


    “They’re in super high demand! It’s great!” Eddy gave her a thumbs-up and a refreshingly bright smile. They’d seen each other so often that Leticiel was used to the man’s overexaggerated gestures, making it second nature for her to ignore them.


    “Yes, it is. Nothing could make me happier than seeing Zeke’s village get back on its feet,” Leticiel said just as the music box’s song came to an end. She picked it up to wind it again.


    She hadn’t seen it because she had been on her break, but apparently, Sophelia had ordered a Mabel flower pattern piece from Barry at the exhibition. Naturally, many nobles had been there to witness the transaction and orders had flooded in.


    “Yeah, Villus’s textile business is slowly returning to normal. I’ve heard that things in the village are getting better,” Eddy said with a smile, not seeming to mind the fact that Leticiel had ignored his smug look earlier. “By the way, Miss Drossell… What is that?” Eddy stared at the music box as it started to play its tune.


    “This? A music box I received from the son of an acquaintance.”


    “Hmm. It’s a very rare music box.” Eddy gazed intently at the music box, lost in thought. He seemed interested in it.


    “Is that so?”


    “Yes, you don’t see music boxes shaped like that very much nowadays. I believe that shape was popular in the Iris Empire about thirty years ago.”


    “Wow. I had no idea.”


    “Well, it was really only popular in a few regions. In any case, it’s a very rare item.” Seeming to remember something, he added, “Oh, that’s right! I brought the books I promised you before. Hold on a second.” Pulling the books from his backpack, he began lining them up on the table.


    The lineup consisted entirely of ancient documents and scrolls. Apparently, he hadn’t forgotten the promise he had made to her in the Great Library.


    “What is this, Eddy?” Leticiel asked, pointing to one item that had caught her eye. Among the aged documents and scrolls, there was a single bag that looked completely new.


    When she opened it, she saw that it contained several old, yellowed, and shriveled sheets of paper. Carefully removing them, she saw that the paper was marked with five lines and black dots.


    “Hmm? Oh, those? It’s sheet music for a song by a certain bard.” Once he’d finished unpacking all of the books, he gave a light sigh. “I brought them because I wanted you to have them, Miss Drossell.”


    “Huh? For me?” Leticiel parroted, unable to hide her surprise. She wasn’t exactly musically gifted, and if she was being completely honest, she didn’t have much use for sheet music.


    “Don’t worry! I’m sure the time will come when you’ll be able to use them.” Eddy winked, inexplicably confident in that statement. Not sure how to respond, Leticiel huffed out a laugh.


    Knock, knock.


    Leticiel heard two raps on her window. Who could it be now? She turned and saw the twin Spirit Kings hovering outside, fists raised.


    “You two! Just where do you think you’re trying to enter from?”


    “Well, we knocked on the front door, but no one answered!”


    “Well, we called your name from outside, but no one answered!” 


    Both twins pouted. Everyone in the manor, her servants included, were currently gathered in the parlor so it made sense why nobody heard them.


    “You came back to the human world? Won’t you get in trouble?”


    “It’s fine. We got Mama’s permission.”


    “Papa said it’s okay, so we’re fine!”


    Having witnessed their parents’ scolding, Leticiel was somewhat skeptical, but she decided to trust them. 


    “So, why did you come today?”


    The twins didn’t answer, their gazes locked on something in the room. Following their lines of sight, Leticiel saw that they were gazing at Ruvik, Nicole, and Eddy.


    Is it something they can’t talk about in front of other people? She met their eyes and suggested, “If it’s difficult to say, would you like to go to my room?”


    The twins gave short nods in unison.


    “I’m sorry, Eddy,” she said to the man. “Could you please wait here a moment? Ruvik, please serve him tea.”


    “Yes, my lady.”


    “No, no, I’m fine! Don’t mind me.” 


    After taking her leave, Leticiel showed Tina and Deet to her bedroom, which just happened to be right above the parlor.


    “Now… will you be able to talk in here?”


    The twins nodded. So it really had been an issue of extra ears.


    Something caught Leticiel’s eye. There was a fuzzy thing wrapped around Tina’s neck. She’d never seen it before. “Tina, are you wearing a scarf this early in the year?” 


    “Huh?” Puzzled, Tina unwound it from around her neck. “This isn’t a scarf. It’s my pet.”


    “A pet?” It was long, thin, and pure white. “Could it be…?”


    The creature’s eyes snapped open. “Hey, human. What are you staring at?” It glowered at her, but its eyes were so round and cute that the scary effect was entirely lost. “I would prefer it if a mere human would not involve itself so casually with me—me, a guardian beast of the western spirit village… Meep!”


    “Hmm?” Leticiel said. The creature was putting on airs, but the noise it let out at the end somewhat undermined its dignified speech.


    “Th-This is my bad habit! I’m currently in the process of correcting it, so do not make any unnecessary comments… Meep!”


    It doesn’t seem like those corrections are working, Leticiel thought, watching the creature dig its own proverbial grave. “What are you?” she asked. “Some sort of… weasel?”


    “Insolent human! I am the guardian beast who protects the western spirit village, not some weak anim—Meep!”


    “Hmm. Then what are you? You look kind of feline, like a fox…” Leticiel trailed off as she began examining the beast, her stare so intense it could bore a hole. She wasn’t sure if the concept of “species” even existed amongst guardian beasts. “You also look like a rabbit. Are you a cat-rabbit?”


    “I am a ferret! Meep!” the beast roared. It was either mad at Leticiel because of her stare or because of her observations, she wasn’t sure which. It quickly collected itself. “…Ah.”


    “Erm, what business do you have with me today?”


    “I am here as the spirits’ messenger to share with you what little information they have on the Black Calamity, meep.”


    He had a roundabout way of speaking, but Leticiel gathered that he would tell her about the black fog. She wondered what the twin spirits’ parents had done to convince a spirit that abhorred and was wary of humans to share this information with Leticiel.


    “I’d love to hear what you have to say,” she said. “Why are the spirits searching for it?”


    “Someone has been intentionally releasing the black fog for the past twelve years. We spirits are searching for those humans’ whereabouts, meep.”


    “What do you mean, they’ve been ‘releasing’ the black fog?” She knew that the fog and monsters hadn’t occurred naturally, but where exactly had they been released from?


    The twins answered in the beast’s place.


    “The black fog is sealed within ancient holy relics.”


    “There are people going around breaking the seals on them!”


    Holy relics… Perhaps the witch-slaying sword Rocheford had been holding was a holy sword. Sinister power sealed within holy relics… She had never heard of such a thing before.


    “But why are they releasing it?” she asked.


    The spirit beast paused. “They are searching for the Ancient Darkness, a pitch-black fog from ancient times hidden amongst countless relics… Meep.”


    “The Ancient Darkness?” Leticiel’s mind was a mess. She was sure the spirit beast was trying to tell her something important, but she had no idea what he meant. “Is that different from the black fog? And what is the black fog, anyway?”


    The twins and the spirit beast were silent for a moment. Finally, the beast closed its round eyes and looked up, murmuring, “Hmph. It is the ominous flower that has blossomed from seeds sown by humans in ancient times… Meep.”


    The corner of Leticiel’s mouth tugged up as she watched the beast struggle—and fail—to speak with dignity.


    So, to summarize what the twins and beast were saying…


    The world was dotted with ancient holy relics that had black fog sealed away in them, but for the past twelve years, someone had been going around and releasing the black fog. In addition, they believed that someone was searching for something called the Ancient Darkness, which was even more special than the black fog. And the black fog that she had fought against was a remnant of something humans created a long, long time ago.


    She still had so many questions, but the spirit beast had fallen silent. She didn’t know if he was simply following the spirits’ orders, but it didn’t seem like he’d be willing to answer anymore of her questions. Just because they had shared information with her didn’t mean that they trusted her or that they were willing to cooperate.


    “By the way, Mr. Spirit Beast, what should I call you?”


    “Hmph. I do not have a name for humans to use.”


    “I see. In that case, may I call you Meep?”


    “Meep?” The ferret-shaped spirit tilted his head, distrustful. Leticiel nodded and pointed at him so he knew who she was referring to. “Wha…?! By ‘Meep,’ you mean me?! Meep!”


    “Well, you said that you have no name to go by, and I didn’t feel like it’d be right to keep calling you Mr. Spirit Beast. You’re always saying ‘meep,’ so I thought it’d be a good name for you.”


    “What a perfunctory reason! I’m a guardian beast, you know! My name should be more majestic and cool—”


    “Quiet, Meep.”


    “Shmeep!” 


    Tina, who had been watching the back-and-forth between Leticiel and the beast, looked mildly annoyed. She grabbed Meep by his tail, swung him upside down, and stuffed him into the bag slung over her shoulder.


    That’s… a very rough way of handling a guardian beast. Meep was probably meant to be more of a supervisor than a pet, but he certainly looked the part when his head wriggled out of the bag.
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    “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” Leticiel apologized to Eddy as she guided the twins back into the parlor.


    Eddy, who had been drinking tea, noticed them right away and waved. “Oh, don’t mind me. Did you finish talking?”


    “Yes, thank you.”


    “These… kids are spirits, right? I’ve never seen spirits before.”


    It occurred to Leticiel that Eddy had never met the twins before, though he didn’t seem surprised to see beings who were said to exist only in fairy tales.


    “Who is this mister?”


    “Who is that guy?”


    Upon realizing that there was a stranger in their presence, the twins rushed behind Leticiel and hid.


    “He’s one of my acquaintances and happens to be a peddler. He’s not a bad guy,” she told them. To Eddy, she said, “I’m sorry. They’re not used to new people and are very cautious.”


    “Oh, not at all! I don’t mind at all. More importantly—”


    KA-BOOM!


    A loud roar echoed in the room, cutting Eddy off as the wall facing the garden exploded, sending debris flying everywhere.


    Leticiel immediately assumed a combat stance. The twins stayed away from the wall, glaring at the rubble.


    “Everyone, it’s not safe in here! Escape to the garden immediately!”


    “O-Okay!”


    The parlor was filled with clouds of dust that billowed up from the collapsed wall. They wouldn’t be able to see or breathe if they stayed there, so Leticiel ordered Ruvik and the others to leave right away.


    She couldn’t see much of anything through the dust, but she could hear multiple sets of feet running toward the wall. After confirming that they had left, Leticiel quickly cut through the dust clouds and stepped out into the garden.


    “Is everyone here?!”


    “Y-Yes, we’re fine!”


    “…Where is Eddy?” Leticiel had counted heads as soon as she got outside, but the peddler was nowhere to be found. Had he been left inside?


    Leticiel made to go back and get him, but before she could, she heard a coughing sound and Eddy appeared with a handkerchief against his mouth. Dirt had gotten in his eyes, making them teary. “Urgh… Huh? Is this the way out?”


    “Eddy, are you all right?”


    “I-I’m fine. More importantly,” he turned to look at the manor, “what happened?” 


    Leticiel didn’t know either.


    As she inspected her surroundings to gain a better grasp of the situation, she caught sight of three people standing in the middle of the garden. They were wearing white robes with hoods pulled down over their eyes, concealing their faces.


    “Who are you?” she asked, but the three figures showed no sign of answering. Instead, they split up and launched an attack on Leticiel’s group.


    Nicole shrieked and clutched her head, ducking when the first attacker landed right next to her.


    The attacker was clearly going after Ruvik and the others who weren’t trained to fight. Shortly after the first fireball, four more shot their way in rapid succession.


    Leticiel was furious that they had stooped to such cowardly tactics, but protecting the servants and Eddy meant that she and the spirits couldn’t launch any big attacks. Plus, the white-robed figures’ constant movement meant that Leticiel’s group was constantly forced to go on the defensive.


    However, she had to do something about the trio. It was obvious that they were professional fighters. Leticiel scrambled for a solution, parrying their attacks while simultaneously waiting for an opening to unleash her sorcery.


    That solution came from the most unexpected source.


    A white magic formula circle suddenly appeared on the ground, surrounding Leticiel and all of her friends. She whipped around and saw Eddy crouched down on one knee, pressing a piece of paper against the earth with his right hand. 


    The same sigil that was floating in the air was on the paper and emitting a white light shining. As time passed, the paper with the sigil gradually started to burn and crumble from the edges. It seemed to be the sigil’s center, as well as the source of its power. 


    “This is…” she murmured just as one of the three hooded figures attacked, sending a huge blade of water their way.


    As soon as the blade touched the air above the sigil, it was deflected and flew off into another direction as if it had struck a barrier.


    This must be some kind of defensive magic. But from what she could see of the way Eddy had activated it, the power didn’t seem to be the same as magic.


    “I’ll keep everyone safe, so please take care of those three, Miss Drossell!”


    “G-Got it!” Leticiel snapped out of it. As interested as she was in the mysterious power he was using, she needed to focus on the fight at hand.


    “Tina, Deet, let’s split up and each take one of them. It’ll be difficult to fight them unless we can break up their teamwork.”


    “Okay. I’ll defeat the one on the right,” Tina agreed easily.


    “Got it! I’ll take the one on the left!” Deet added. 


    As long as they broke up the trio’s coordinated attacks, it should be easy enough to beat them.


    Leticiel used sorcery to pull the water from the river flowing through the garden and covered the entire area with mist. The second the attacks from the trio ceased, she and the twins headed straight for their respective targets.


    Leticiel’s target made a frantic attempt to deploy a barrier as she approached. Having predicted his defense, she bestowed a neutral attribute and counteracted his barrier sorcery. His shield broke and before the man could make another move, an earth spear sprouted out from the ground and pierced his leg. Half a second later, a cage erupted from the ground and closed around the man, immobilizing him.


    The twins’ battle ended shortly after. When Leticiel cleared the mist, she found them perched on the backs of the men they had defeated, both sprawled out on the ground.


    “Is it over?” Ruvik asked.


    Leticiel shook her head, looking down at the trio. “No, not yet. You and Nicole were their targets from the very beginning. They also kept moving around to disrupt the flow of the battle.”


    They wouldn’t have needed such a complicated strategy if their goal had been to kill Leticiel. At the same time, if they had come to investigate her, why start a battle at all? In other words, it was highly likely that their goal had been to keep Leticiel occupied for as long as possible.


    “You three acted as a diversion, but your real objective was…”


    Keeping her eyes locked on the three figures clad in white, Leticiel created a wind vortex in her hand and shot it toward the manor. The wind sorcery sliced through the air, exploding right in front of the wall the enemy had blasted open.


    From the debris emerged a young man who nearly tripped and fell into the hole caused by the explosion and was saved by virtue of flapping both arms furiously to keep his balance. “Whoa! Oops…” 


    He was wearing white robes just like the other three, but the design of his was far more extravagant than theirs. Though his hood was up, he wasn’t covering his face the way they were. A monocle with a brown-tinted lens rested on his nose. His hair was gathered into a ponytail on the right side of his head, and a prominent and ostentatious earring flashed on his left ear. 


    The few people who had been in Leticiel’s manor had all gathered outside. She’d noticed someone’s presence in the manor not long ago but hadn’t been able to focus on it during the battle.


    “Did you think I wouldn’t notice you?” she asked.


    “Awww, you caught me.” His words were light, as if he’d been caught in a game of Hide and Seek instead of the midst of a battle. 


    “What business do you have here?”


    “Man, I was really hoping I could do what I needed to and make a quick escape.” The man sighed and flicked his hood down.


    Once his face was completely revealed, Leticiel jolted when she realized that he was the monocled man who had been helping the merchants cheat when she had saved Barry. “You’re…!”


    “Oh, how nice. You remember me?”


    “Why? What are you…?”


    “Do I really have to answer?” Smiling playfully, the young man spread his arms wide. Clouds of black mist spilled out from both palms, entangling themselves around his arms and undulating like a snake toward the sky.


    Is this… the same power as that monster from before?! The power of the black particles surrounding him looked similar to the power of the monster she’d defeated with help from the spirits.


    When the young man thrust his arms forward, she braced herself, expecting him to attack her with a spell technique. 


    But it was a farce. He quickly shifted and fired off a spell in a completely different direction.


    The spell was going right for Tina and Deet, but it didn’t hit them. Instead, it plopped into river that wound through the garden.


    A strange pattern appeared on the surface, the river water steadily turning darker and more turbid. Soon, the water’s surface began to bubble as if it were boiling and a gurgling stream shot high into the sky, like a waterfall turned on its head.


    The black water that erupted changed direction like a snake and encircled the twins.


    “Hmm, they’re surprisingly weak,” the man commented nonchalantly as he gazed at the twins, who were drowning in a sphere of black water.


    Before Leticiel could rush to their aid, the young man unleashed another black flame, which burst into flames at her feet with a small boom.


    “It’s a good thing the fog had already dissipated into the water. All I had to do was amplify it.”


    Leticiel turned to see that the same black current that had attacked the twins was closing in on her. She didn’t have any memories of the fog being mixed into the river’s water, but she did have one idea as to how it had happened; the monster from before had died near the main current that fed this river.


    “Now, I can finally take a good look and see what you’ve got.” No sooner had he finished speaking than Leticiel’s vision was encompassed by black water and she was cut off from air. Cold water poured down her throat, and she was wracked with searing pain. She’d also been caught in a sphere of black water.


    Calm down and think, Leticiel. If this power was similar to the monster’s, neutral attribute sorcery should work on it.


    Determined to escape while she still had breath in her lungs, Leticiel sharpened her mind and focused all her energy on releasing her sorcery. 


    I might need all of my power to break through this water sphere.


    Squeezing every last drop of her strength out, the boosted explosion sorcery she used with herself at the center pushed through the black water.


    Black water burst out of the sphere like blood spurts and Leticiel was tossed to the ground, carried out on a current. She coughed, and black water spilled out of her mouth. She hadn’t realized that she had swallowed some of the water while she was in the sphere.


    “You were able to get out of that easy-peasy, huh?” The young man didn’t look surprised. He touched a hand on his chin as he pondered.


    When she checked her surroundings, Leticiel saw that the twin spirits were still trapped in their water sphere. Though they were Spirit Kings, they were still children; their strength and skills were unstable, and they were still inexperienced.


    Though she desperately wished that she could help them, Leticiel’s body felt as heavy as lead and it was difficult to move. She wasn’t sure if it was simply fatigue or if the black water had some sort of an effect on her.


    “But it must have weakened you, so the next one should be able t—”


    KA-BOOM!


    The twins’ water sphere popped with a spectacular explosion, cutting the man off.


    Leticiel assumed that they had freed themselves, until she saw the twins holding hands and a creature that looked like it could be Meep, surrounded by clear flames.


    The white beast was curled around Tina and Deet and had grown to at least three or four times its previous size. Though it resembled Meep, its eyes shone golden and its silver, heroic mane fluttered in the wind.


    “Meeeeeeep!” Meep let out the shrillest cry she’d ever heard. It was like nails on a chalkboard, and Leticiel clapped her hands over her ears.


    The young man crouched down, grimacing as he covered his ears. “Hngh. Is this… a guardian spirit’s power?” 


    Leticiel wondered why Meep was screeching like that, but when she placed a hand on the ground, she realized something strange was happening. Though she wasn’t using sorcery, a gentle breeze caused by the flow of aether surrounded her. 


    It definitely wasn’t coming from Leticiel. In which case, there could only be one possible explanation. 


    The amount of aether in this area is exceeding its limits? 


    Drossell’s body had no magical energy, so it was possible for her to control the aether she came into contact with in the air. But when the concentration of aether was extremely high, it got out of her realm of control. Magical energy served as an inhibitor to aether, and because she didn’t have any, the amount of aether that couldn’t be controlled was naturally drawn into her body.


  




  

    

      

        [image: ]

      


    


    “We must get payback.”


    “Get him!”


    The twins’ connected hands started to glow with silvery-white light as they spoke. Enormous wings—not enlarged or conjured versions of their regular wings—sprouted from their backs.


    Coupled with their guardian beast, the twins looked nothing short of divine. It would have been presumptuous to call them children; with the overwhelming aura they were radiating, Tina and Deet were undoubtedly Spirit Kings.


    Immediately sensing danger, the young man cast a spell at them.


    The pond’s surface began to bubble, and several black water dragons exploded out and attacked the twins at once, but they were knocked down by Meep.


    “Meep!” A barrier inscribed with geometric characters and emitting a faint glow floated in the air, protecting the Spirit Kings. 


    “Did I wake a troublesome thing up?” the man muttered. He was still smiling, but there was sweat shining on his forehead.


    Tina and Deet thrust their hands forward in union. Light spread from their joined hands, tracing a gigantic sigil through the air along their palms. Even Leticiel couldn’t activate a sigil that massive—or rather, humans did not possess the capabilities to calculate that vast amount of information within their minds.


    The twins were about to demonstrate the true essence of their power as Spirit Kings. Not only did they possess bodies that were made to use sorcery in that they could produce their own aether, they were in an area with highly concentrated aether.


    A mixture of gold and gray light radiated from the sigil. Scorchingly hot wind blew as the rays illuminated the area where the young man was standing like sunlight piercing through gaps in the clouds. The light itself was hot. Water evaporated the instant it hit the earth, causing cracks to appear on the dry surface.


    “Hngh!” Steam from the earth rose around him as the young man attempted to use the black water to resist. But the light was so hot that the water kept disappearing and reappearing, not providing him with any defense at all.


    Now’s my chance! Without much of a plan in mind, Leticiel began to construct a spell technique. The palms of her hands lit up with red flames, which grew larger with every second until they formed a huge pillar of fire that gradually changed color and shape.


    The man noticed what she was doing, but he was helpless to stop it due to the spirits’ attacks and what appeared to be intense aether intoxication because of his own magical power.


    The flames in her hands surged and combined to form a fiery blue bow. When Leticiel held her hand over it, the flames separated and formed an arrow.


    Slowly, she drew her arrow of fire. It should have been extremely hot, but strangely, there was no heat around her.


    She didn’t even have the wherewithal to speak. She was currently controlling an unprecedented amount of magical energy on a scale the likes of which she’d never attempted before. Though she was aware that her spell technique was consuming too much fuel, she kept pouring more into it, focusing on increasing its power.


    She was going to put everything she had into this one shot.


    “Shit.” In stark contrast to his earlier lightheartedness, the young man’s tone now held a hint of panic as Leticiel loosed the flaming pale blue arrow. It sliced through the air at an alarming speed, scattering the scorchingly hot air. The arrow was seconds away from hitting him. He had no way to defend himself.


    Everyone—Leticiel included—believed this was the end.


    Just as the fire arrow was about to pierce the young man, a fog blacker than darkness suddenly swallowed him. When the fog disappeared, the man was no longer there.


    “…Huh?” Unable to comprehend what had just happened, Leticiel checked her surroundings.


    A figure stood atop part of the outer wall that wasn’t broken. He seemed young and wore a silvery-white robe and a hood, but his face was completely hidden by a silver mask.


    Without warning, an intense chill seized Leticiel’s body the moment she caught sight of the masked figure. Her blood ran cold and her brain sounded an alarm, screaming at her that he was powerful and extremely dangerous.


    But how do I know that?! Leticiel was confused. 


    The masked figure gazed down at her. She couldn’t see his face, but for some reason, Leticiel was getting a strong sense of déjà vu even though this was the first time she’d seen him. Her heart began to race, and a cold sweat ran down her spine.


    Everything in her body was screaming at her; she was terrified of the masked figure in front of her.


    And if she wasn’t mistaken, the figure seemed to be staring at her too. 


    Slowly, he raised his right hand in her direction, a pitch-black ball of light beginning to take shape on his palm. She shouted, “Everyone, get down!” and reflexively used sorcery to form a three-layered barrier.


    Immediately afterward, the inky darkness, which had grown to the size of a human head, shot like a bullet at her newly formed barrier, sending shock waves into the surrounding area.


    KA-BOOOOM!


    Explosive wind whipped around her as the roar rang out in the night sky. Though she had three layers of protection, Leticiel could feel the force of the impact through her palms. The earth trembled violently, threatening to bring her to her knees. But with Ruvik and the others behind her, she couldn’t afford to fall.


    While activating barrier sorcery at the greatest level of power she could manage, she also cast physical strengthening sorcery on her own legs to keep herself steady.


    Because she’d just used a huge spell on the monocled man, there was a lag before the spells were activated. Eventually, all of the energy contained in the black sphere was released and it vanished, leaving only gouged out dirt and scorched earth behind.


    “Hah… Hah…” Leticiel took short, quick breaths, struggling to steady her ragged breathing. The fact that her hands were still trembling spoke volumes about the explosion’s tremendous power. 


    The blast seemed to have been limited to an area of Leticiel’s manor. The area somewhat further away was—unbelievably—damage-free. The contrast only served to emphasize the manor’s devastation.


    Two of her three barrier layers had been destroyed, and the third was on the verge of collapse. She was in an extremely precarious situation. 


    Leticiel shuddered as she wondered what kind of power was required to severely damage even the strongest barrier magic. 


    The masked figure continued to stare at Leticiel, who remained wary without lifting her barrier. Suddenly, as if he had accomplished what he set out to do, he turned his back on her.


    “…Huh?” 


    The masked man and the other robed figures disappeared in the blink of an eye. Nicole and Ruvik sighed in relief, but the fog swirling in Leticiel’s chest did not clear. Her attention was focused solely on the scene she had just witnessed. 


    When he disappeared, the masked figure had cast a certain spell technique. It was a technique that Leticiel thought only she knew and could use.


    Did he just… teleport?


    It was teleportation sorcery, which Leticiel had thought up and created after hearing stories from Nao in her previous life. The spell technique’s scale was enormous, the calculations complex. 


    No one in this era should have been able to use it. So how…?


    Even in my previous life, there wasn’t anyone else who could… use… it…


    Leticiel’s racing thoughts took a sudden turn. Her world was turned upside down. Without even realizing it, she crumpled to the ground.


    “My lady!”


    “Eh? Miss Drossell?! Heeey!”


    Her body was weak, her consciousness hanging on by a thread. She could hear Ruvik and Eddy’s muffled voices as if they were calling to her from a great distance.


    What’s wrong? What is going on? She didn’t know. She didn’t know anything.


    Leticiel’s consciousness rapidly faded into darkness.
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    “Save me…”


    She could hear something. Someone calling out for help.


    “Someone, help me.”


    A full moon hung in the sky, obscured by clouds which cast shadows on the beautifully arranged flower beds and trees. But the world appeared in black and white.


    She headed toward the dense bushes.


    The noise was terrible. The wind whipping against her, the howls of living creatures slicing through the air—everything blurred together in one chaotic symphony.


    In the distance, she could hear music befitting a royal occasion, along with the sounds of people chatting and laughing.


    At the manor, the fourteenth birthday of the blessed twin was being celebrated. But not her; she was the cursed child. The unblessed half of their pair.


    Perhaps that was why she’d run away from that bright world. Perhaps that was why she had yearned for darkness.


    There was nothing on the other side of the bushes. Nothing but well-trimmed hedges surrounded by a plain wall.


    She crawled into the secret place. No one should be able to find her there. 


    But those people came. The only people who had color in the monochromatic world. 


    Even on dark nights when the moon was hidden, the white of their robes shone brightly.


    “Stop, don’t come any closer!”


    There was a young man with a monocle and an earring and another young man with his hood pulled down low to hide his face. They were talking, but it was too loud and the noise drowned out their words.


    She turned on her heel and darted away.


    The boy whose face was hidden reached out, his fingers inches from capturing her. His mouth, the only visible part of his face, was smiling. But his mouth… it was as if it had been cut open by a knife. Out of that gaping maw, a horrible, chilling laugh came out.


    He touched her back. She could feel something start to burrow into her.


    I’m scared. I’m scared. So scared…


    The only thought running through her mind was that she didn’t want to die.


    Something answered her. She could feel something being drawn out of her. She would give up her own body if someone would protect her from this terror.


    She wanted to be saved by someone. Anyone.


    “Help me!”


    But the scene ended there. No matter how many times she replayed it, she couldn’t see any further than that.


    When did those events occur? How old of a memory was it?


    But she knew one thing.


    “___!”


    It was definitely a memory from before “she” had changed.
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    For one dizzying moment, Leticiel didn’t know where she was. She could hear music, a familiar melody, and she gradually regained her focus.


    “My lady? My lady!” It was Nicole’s voice. 


    Slowly, she came to her senses and found herself lying on a sofa in the parlor. She carefully looked around. The manor’s wall was broken and the garden outside had sustained devastating damage. 


    A sharp pain shot down her back when she tried to sit up, causing her to grimace. Her back… the scar on her back was throbbing.


    This scar is… It was the mark on her back that Nicole had pointed out before.


    Was it from the wound she had received in that dream?


    Just who is Drossell? 


    In that strange dream, Drossell was definitely being chased by the men in the white robes—the same men who had attacked Leticiel.


    The Drossell in her memories, her reputation she had among others, and the impressions of those close to her were all so different. And she had even made contact with those strange figures. Just what was this body’s owner truly like?


    However, there was something that bothered Leticiel even more. In that memory, someone had been talking to her. Her, Leticiel. She felt like they had been asking her for help.


    Where is Drossell now? She couldn’t ask who the girl had been calling out for because the girl was missing. Had she disappeared, or was she in a deep slumber somewhere in this body…?


    A thought suddenly came to Leticiel. What would happen to her if Drossell was indeed still in this body and her consciousness suddenly came back one day?


    Would she disappear, or would she exchange places with Drossell and sleep inside this vessel? No one knew.


    Still…


    I want to know more about you.


    “My lady, do you feel all right?”


    “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”


    The music box had been playing for a while now. It had originally been set on the table before the battle, but that table had been completely destroyed.


    “Good… The music box is safe…” she murmured.


    “I picked it up out of the rubble earlier,” Eddy said from where he was standing near the broken wall. Tina and Deet slept soundly on a sofa nearby, holding hands and using Meep as a blanket. Eddy smiled gently. “That was the only place to put it.” 


    “Thank you,” Leticiel said.


    “No, no. It’s important to you, right? I’m glad it’s safe too!” Eddy’s grin and thumbs-up made her laugh.


    “How long was I out?”


    “About two hours. You suddenly passed out after you finished battling those strange men.”


    That’s right. She’d lost consciousness after seeing the man with the white robes and mask. Managing to sit up this time, she checked the area again but didn’t see the figure in the silvery-white robes anywhere.


    “M-My lady, are you sure it’s all right for you to be moving around already?”


    “Yes. I can’t leave this mess as it is.” Rising from the sofa, Leticiel immediately got to work. It was almost as if her earlier collapse had never happened.


    “Shouldn’t you rest some more?”


    “Not when the manor needs to be repaired.”


    The first attack had hit the parlor’s wall, but that wasn’t the only wall that was wrecked. The wall of the room above the parlor had been struck as well.


    The room above is my bedroom.


    After repairing the parlor’s interior, Leticiel headed upstairs to her room.


    It hadn’t suffered as much damage as the parlor, but the bottom half of the wall with the window had been ripped away, and half of the desk by the window had been torn off and blown away, so the damage wasn’t exactly minor.


    “My lady, I gathered all the books and documents that were scattered on the floor,” Ruvik said. Since she hadn’t seen any papers around, Leticiel had assumed most of the books hadn’t survived the attack, but it turned out Ruvik had been quick to pick them up. She accepted the proffered pile.


    “Ah,” Leticiel exclaimed when she found a letter, tucked amongst various documents and books, and the diary Drossell had written in when she was younger. The letter was intact, no burns nor rips.


    “What is it, my lady?”


    “Nothing. I’m just glad my diary and letter from Alec are safe.” 


    The letter was a major clue in Leticiel’s quest to learn more about Drossell. She shuddered at the thought of what she would have done if it had burned to ash.


    Suddenly, Eddy turned in her direction. “Hmm? You called?”


    “Eh? I didn’t say your name…”


    “Huh? You didn’t? Sorry, people sometimes call me Alec thanks to my last name, so I just thought… Haha.” He let out an awkward laugh. Ah yes, his full name was Eddy Alexis. “Is that a letter?” he asked, nodding to the paper in her hand.


    “Yes. It’s from an old friend named Alec. I’m looking for them right now.”


    “I see. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” Eddy was as cheerful as ever, yet there had been a slight pause—a flicker of hesitation—before he spoke. He soon excused himself, saying that he would check on things outside, so Leticiel went back to sorting through the items in her room and repairing the wall.


    Funnily enough, the hole in the parlor wall had made her realize how useful having a door there would be, so she decided to repair that wall last. Once the manor was fixed, Leticiel went out into the garden. Only a portion of it and some of the manor’s walls had been damaged. Thankfully, no one had been hurt.


    “Ah, Miss Drossell,” Eddy said when he saw her. He was crouching down, investigating something. “Did you finish the manor?”


    “Yes, I’ve made almost all of the necessary repairs.” Leticiel cast restorative sorcery on the earth. A web of light spread from the places she touched, slowly but surely returning the gouged earth to its previous flatness. But she could only return lifeless things like the earth, walls, and interior items back to normal. It didn’t work on the grass and other plants that had been in the garden.


    “Claud had just managed to get the garden in order too,” Leticiel whispered to herself. This garden was a recreation of one she’d loved in her previous life. She felt a sharp pang in heart as she regarded the destroyed scene.


    “Please don’t let it bother you, my lady. Let’s all work to restore the garden together.”


    “Yes, maybe next time he comes.”


    The garden could be rebuilt, although it would be more work for Claud. Leticiel decided that she would help this time.


    “By the way, Eddy, what was that power you used earlier?” Leticiel asked the peddler, who stood nearby while she repaired the manor’s outer wall.


    “Hmm? Oh, that? That was alchemy.”


    “Alchemy?” Leticiel echoed.


    “Yeah. There had been research on it a long time ago, but it’s long been forgotten by others and feels like an outdated tool. I find it useful for healing minor injuries, and you can set up barriers that act as shields.”


    “Is it different from magic?”


    “Yes. Unlike magic, it’s almost entirely defensive techniques, so it’s useful if you specialize in strengthening your defenses. Oh, and it even doubles as a showcase when you set up a stall to sell things, so it’s pretty handy!”


    “Hmm…” After seeing how powerful it had been, it was obvious that it was hiding greater potential than just merely acting as a showcase, but that was certainly an innovative way of using it. Leticiel smiled slightly at Eddy’s carefree and bright smile.


    Still, her interest was piqued when she heard there was a skill set that specialized in defense, was different from magic, and hadn’t existed one thousand years ago.


    “If you’re interested, I can get you some books on the subject! But I’ll be leaving the capital soon, so I’ll probably end up leaving them in the academy’s Great Library.”


    “Oh, you would do that? I’d truly appreciate it.” As much as she wanted to hear more about this new power from Eddy, it wasn’t like she could ask him to stay when he had plans to leave the capital. But him leaving the books for her in the Great Library was a fine exchange.


    “Also, Miss Drossell…”


    “Hmm?” Leticiel hummed without turning to look at him.


    “About that music box… It’s a very valuable item. Or I should say, it’s somewhat cursed,” he said. Leticiel paused her repairs to turn and look at him. “I understand that you like it and want to keep it by your side, but I believe you should have it appraised. David in the Great Library is fairly knowledgeable about that sort of thing.”


    Eddy was being unusually serious. But now that she thought about it, she’d discovered unexpected information when she had the bell examined too, so perhaps the music box would be the same.


    Well, there shouldn’t be any problem with getting it appraised. She wasn’t sure why Eddy was suggesting that she go to David instead of the museum, but David was very scholarly, so perhaps she could get more detailed information from him.


    Leticiel didn’t have any issues using sorcery after that, and finished the repairs on the garden and building in no time. Eddy said goodbye to her and the others, and she returned to her own room. 


    Once she was alone, her thoughts drifted back to her attackers. 


    The mysterious figures in white robes wielded a strange, jet-black power. It was similar to the ones used by the two men she’d fought during her extracurricular trip and to the mist monster she had defeated with the spirits.


    I feel like I’ve seen that emblem before. The wheel and cross embroidered on the white robes burned in her mind’s eye.


    “Ah!” The answer suddenly came to her. It was the same pattern on the scrap of cloth Zeke’s father had sent to him.


    A wheel… A circle… Could the pattern on that bell be…?


    The bell Gilm had returned to her had a pattern on its surface, but it was so faded that the only thing that could be seen was a maybe-circle. Was it the same pattern?


    Wanting to inspect it more closely, Leticiel wrenched open her desk drawer where she had put the bell. 


    Huh? The bell is… gone? It wasn’t amongst any of the belongings in her drawer. She was sure she had put it in there, but did she misremember? Leticiel searched through all of her drawers but no bell.


    Did I lose it? Or…


    But if those men had taken the bell, what would the reason behind it be? 


    Leticiel bowed her head, more confused than ever by the white robed figures’ goals.
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    The fuss over the attack on Drossell’s manor had finally come to an end. Eddy was the first to leave the manor once he’d finished helping with the clean-up. She and the others had seen him out.


    Those guys… Eddy pondered. They must be related to that other incident—


    “Please look up while you’re walking, Prince Edelhart.”


    “Whoa!” The peddler, Eddy—aka Edelhart, third prince of the Kingdom of Platina—uttered a high-pitched shriek when he heard someone calling his name from the shadows the moment he left the manor’s gate. Arsha stepped out of the darkness, revealing herself. “Oh, it’s just you, Arry. Don’t scare me like that.”


    Today, Arsha wasn’t dressed like a maid. With a bow strapped on her back, a sword slung at her waist, and light armor under her robes, she looked battle-ready. She made for an awe-imposing female knight.


    As they walked the city’s streets at night, Arsha talked. “I hurried over as soon as I saw the commotion happening here, but… it was certainly unexpected. Was everything all right?”


    “Yeah. Some weird guys suddenly attacked the manor.”


    “Don’t tell me… Were they after you?”


    “No, they didn’t pay me any mind. They were after Drossell.” Edelhart shook his head. He clapped his hands, suddenly remembering something. “Actually, Arsha, there’s something I want you to investigate.”


    “Your Highness, you always say it’s just a ‘little something,’ but that has never once been the case.”


    “It’s a personal request and you’re the only one I can ask for help, Arry. So, pleaaase?” Clasping his hands placatingly in front of himself, Edelhart grinned widely and bowed his head.


    Arsha gave him an exasperated look and sighed. “You’re really on a roll today. What is it?”


    Edelhart’s usual carefree grin vanished as he answered, “Drossell Noa Filiaregis. I want you to look into her.”


    Arsha’s eyes widened momentarily. “Are you interested in her powers?”


    “That’s part of it. But if I’m honest, it’s because I’m suspicious.”


    Until earlier, his interest in her powers had won out over his doubts. But his opinion had changed after seeing the battle.


    “She said she’s looking for an old friend named Alec,” he continued. “Isn’t that odd? She remembers Alec but she’s forgotten her own little sister, Alexia.” There was a faint sadness in his smile, the shadows darkening his gaze.


    “I do think it’s strange,” Arsha replied after a beat, “but it was such an unfortunate incident. Isn’t it possible that she’s merely trying to forget those horrible memories?”


    “Yes, but something just feels off.” Edelhart glanced back over his shoulder. Drossell’s manor was almost completely out of sight, hidden by the forest on the outskirts of town. “Arsha, have you ever seen Drossell fight?”


    “No, I haven’t.”


    Edelhart had seen the battle at the manor from start to finish, which was preciously why he was suspicious of Drossell. “She’s far too used to fighting,” he said with emphasis.


    “And by that, you mean…?”


    “Exactly what I said. She makes zero erroneous movements when she fights. She is the perfect embodiment of how to move and attack on a battlefield if you want to win. She might even be better than Lucas.” That was just how polished her fighting style was.


    She made no unnecessary movements or attacks, never leaving herself open. Only someone who had dedicated their life to fighting could master such a refined battle style.


    “How can the daughter of a duke, who’s lived sixteen years in the royal capital and never seen battle, fight like that?” Arsha asked.


    “Exactly! Plus, the spirits, who have supposedly gone extinct, obey her! In any case, there’s too much I don’t understand, including the powers the guy in white robes were using.”


    Arsha frowned. “Understood. I’ll gather as much information as I can.”


    “Thanks, as always.” Waving, he tried to say his goodbyes, but Arsha grabbed his backpack and yanked.


    “Your Highness, where are you going?” she asked brightly.


    “Huh? I was just, uh, going to go for a walk over there… Tee-hee!” The path he was walking on led straight to a forest. Arsha smiled, though the prince could tell that she was close to busting a vein.


    “Oh? A midnight walk through the forest? What lovely hobbies you have.”


    “Yeah, I just really want to go for a nice long walk.”


    “Is that so? Then, we’d better change course and go to your manor on the royal palace’s grounds. It’s a long way from here, so you’ll get to do plenty of walking.”


    Edelhart could practically see and hear the roaring flames of Arsha’s determination. He realized then and there that there would be no escaping for him.


    “Come along, Your Highness. I’ll go with you, so let’s walk together.”


    “Nooo! I don’t want to go hooome! I hate the royal palace!”


    “Please stay in the capital for a while. Everyone’s worried about you.”


    Edelhart kept pleading that he wanted to continue his travels, but Arsha turned a deaf ear to his protests, dragged him away.
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    “When will Rocheford’s condition improve?” Oswald asked Sirius, the prime minister, impatiently when the prime minister had brought him his son’s progress report from the royal physician. It was right around the time of the attack on Drossell’s manor. “Also, has the soldier we recovered not healed yet?”


    The lone surviving soldier from the 11th Army Platoon’s missing persons incident was suffering from the same symptoms as Rocheford. It had been quite a while since he had been under the physician’s care, but he still showed no signs of improvement. He was like an empty shell, unresponsive to the outside word, except when he suddenly erupted into violent outbursts. Oswald had hired the best doctors from around the country to diagnose and treat him, but many of them had given up.


    “Yes. They’ll continue with the treatment, but they have little hope that it will be effective,” Sirius said. Without any leads that they could pursue to resolve the issue, he was stumped.


    “If they can find a way to treat that soldier, they might be able to heal Rocheford, as well. But…” Oswald trailed off as another important matter tugged at his thoughts. “By the way, there was a commotion near the villa earlier. What was the cause of it?”


    An investigation was being led into a mysterious explosion that had occurred on the outskirts of the capital not long ago. There were signs of a fierce battle, but the cause remained unknown. 


    “We’re currently investigating. Nearby farmers say that a lightning strike was the cause. However, Prince Rocheford suddenly fell ill around the same time, so we’re concerned that the incidents might be connected.”


    “Hm… Drossell’s manor is close to the scene of the incident. I’ll have to hear what she has to say,” Oswald said, resting his chin in his hand. 


    Sirius frowned. “Your Majesty, I beg your pardon, but there are too many mysteries surrounding Miss Drossell. Some kind of powerful magic is thought to have been used during the incident, and Miss Drossell is in close contact with spirits which were thought to have gone extinct. I don’t believe we should go out of our way to rely on her.”


    “Are you displeased with my trust in her?”


    Sirius fell silent. He likely wasn’t pleased that the opinion of a young woman who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere was being valued over his own.


    “It’s true that Drossell is quite the enigma. But it’s an easy choice to make when you consider her powers and the knowledge she holds. Besides, don’t you think her friendship with powerful spirits is beneficial for our country?” When Sirius failed to respond, Oswald continued, “I heard that at the recent academy festival, she presented research that was useful in reviving an industry and was highly praised for it. And I’ve heard that the results of her research into spell formulas are excellent. Don’t worry. She’s busy with her life at school. We don’t need to panic; we can take our time learning more about her.”


    “Yes, Your Majesty. As you wish.”


    “More importantly, there’s something about this report I’d like to ask you about,” Oswald said, pulling out a page and showing it to Sirius. It was a report containing additional information about the human trafficking incident that had been uncovered during Lucrezia Academy’s extracurricular trip. An investigation following the incident revealed that the organization conducting the slave trade was a mercenary corps called the Black Steel Knights, and that the person Lucas captured was a member of this group.


    The Black Steel Knights had been active on some of the warfronts during the Sphylia War eleven years ago. But now that the war was over and peace restored, they had been forced to become bandits.


    “This says that there’s a chance they weren’t just conducting their smuggling business in the empire,” Oswald said, reading aloud a passage from the supplementary report. “Tell me more about that.” 


    The investigation had uncovered the mercenaries had been secretly providing slaves to the Iris Empire, but this report was the first time Oswald was learning of it.


    “Yes, Your Majesty. This is a statement that was only obtained from a few relatively high-ranking members of the Knights, so we haven’t been able to verify it yet. But it seems that the bandits had a business partner they secretly dealt with even more than the empire and that they received weapons and other kinds of support from them.”


    “Oh? Who is it?”


    “We believe it’s some kind of organization, but it’s not one I’ve ever heard of. However, figures with similar characteristics have been sighted near the northern borders…”


    “That sounds fishy.” The areas near Platina’s northern border had been experiencing a decline in law and order, exacerbated by the poor harvests last year. Oswald certainly didn’t want any more trouble in the area.


    “The organization’s name is listed on the second page. Please take a look.”


    Oswald flipped to the second page, which listed the information they currently had on the organization, and its name.


    The White Society.
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    Fragments of Memories and Figures Moving Secretly in the Shadows


    A towering tree with lush green leaves stood alone on top of a hill with a view of the far-off town. Using the tree to block the sun, a young girl scratched a sorcery spell technique into the ground with a stick.


    “Guess what? I can draw the technique you showed me the other day!”


    “Really? That was quite fast. You’re so quick to remember things, Your Highness.” Her teacher, who was leaning against the tree’s trunk to read, looked momentarily surprised before he broke into a gentle smile at the princess’s boast. His robe lay in a careless pile beside him, its sleeves flapping gently in the breeze.


    “Aren’t you going to wear your robes? You’ll catch a cold,” the little princess said.


    “I’m fine.” He smiled. “You needn’t worry about me.” 


    “Hey, Dad!” The high-pitched voice of a young girl rang out. A little girl who looked strikingly similar to the teacher appeared at the foot of the hill, carrying a large basket. Behind her was a young boy, his right eye covered with a bandage. 


    “You took off your robes again! That’s not okay,” she scolded her father, puffing out her cheeks and chest. “I keep telling you! Even if you don’t wear it properly, at least put them over your shoulders!” 


    “Sorry to worry you, but I’m fine. I’m doing really well today.” Naturally, the teacher had a soft spot for his daughter. He frowned, a little put out, even as he casually draped the robes over his legs.


    “Hey, what’s that?” the princess asked.


    “Sandwiches,” the teacher’s daughter said, placing her basket on the ground. “Let’s all eat together! Oh, Dad, yours is over here.” The teacher’s home was at the bottom of the hill, nestled between trees, so the little girl had just run home to prepare a snack.


    “Ah! Letty, that technique…” While munching on a sandwich, the girl noticed the spell technique the princess had drawn on the ground.


    “Tee-hee! Master taught it to me!”


    “Wow, that’s cool! He’s been trying to teach that one to me too, but I just don’t get it,” the boy said.


    “Then I’ll teach you!” The princess proceeded to do just that. The boy was one year her junior and had always studied sorcery with her and the teacher’s daughter, but these things were too hard for him to remember. That meant the girls had to repeatedly go through it with him, but he always got defensive and the girls ended up half-exasperated.


    “I was taught this technique too, but you’ve surpassed me again!” The teacher’s daughter pouted.


    “Woohoo! I win again!” The princess cheered brightly. The girls were the same age, and had been friends and rivals since the first day they met. 


    “Hngh… Just you wait, Letty!” The teacher’s daughter had one hand on her hip as she jabbed a finger at the princess. “I’ll beat you one day!” 


    “Hey, Your Highness? How is this part supposed to go?” the boy asked, drawing a strange spell technique completely different from the one he’d just been shown. Their teacher watched over them calmly.


    In a time of war, when peace didn’t exist, this moment was a rare indulgence of joy and tranquility. 


    Raindrops fell across the scenery, the ripples erasing her memories. She had no idea what fate awaited her.
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    The slums were quiet and dark at night. Under the cover of darkness, the streets became even more dangerous, so people closed the windows and doors once the sun went down. Some went the extra mile to prevent any light from leaking out. 


    As a result, on nights like tonight, when clouds obscured the moon and stars, the town was plunged into pitch-black darkness, as if it had vanished entirely


    The same went for Clovis Abbey, located on the outskirts of the slums. No light could be seen through its windows, and the abbey was shrouded in silence. 


    A small chapel stood just beyond a thicket of trees in the abbey’s back garden. It hadn’t been cared for in many years, so the paint was peeling off in places of what had once been white walls, and vines and weeds grew unchecked, covering the walls.


    It was somewhat dark inside the deserted chapel. The slightest rays of moonlight just barely made it through the cracked stained glass on the furthest wall. Aside from a single lantern in the center of the cathedral, there was no other light. 


    “Ugh… Ouch.” A young man sat close to the lantern, using its light to treat his wounds. He let out a yelp when the medicine stung. A flashy piercing adorned his left ear, visible beneath strands of hair. The candlelight illuminated its surface, showing a pattern of a cross above a wheel.


    “She got you good, Jacqudaw,” a man with his hood low enough to cover his face said while leaning against a wall and watching Jacqudaw. They were wearing identical robes, which had the same pattern from Jacqudaw’s earring embroidered on the chest. “And the monocle broke…”


    “Ugh, it was pretty expensive too.” Jacqudaw took off the cracked monocle. His right eye was a deep crimson, not dissimilar to a burning flame. “I mean, I’m not exactly meant for battle, ya know? I don’t think it could’ve been helped, don’t you agree?” He cackled, unashamed. “Besides, you and our master never told me that the girl was so strong!”


    “You never asked,” Mil said matter-of-factly. “Plus, haven’t you been looking into her this entire time?”


    “Nah, nah. Looking into someone is completely different from actually fighting them! And she had Spirit Kings and a guardian beast… It was like a full course! I can’t eat it all in one sitting.”


    “Stop joking around, idiot. Let’s hurry up and finish our work.”


    Jacqudaw was used to Mil’s treatment so he continued his conversation without giving any signs that he was bothered and took a small box out of his pocket.


    The box illuminated by the candlelight was just big enough to fit on the palm of one’s hand. The lid was decorated with a cute rose, and the side of the box had a spring attached. The design bore a striking resemblance to the music box owned by Drossell.


    “Guess what? I found something I’d lost while I was at it.” Jacqudaw laughed and swept his hair back, placing a hand on his exposed right ear. A light bell sound could be heard when he touched his earring.


    Taking his hand away, he said, “I replaced the chain, so I won’t lose it again. Anyway, now that we’ve gotten what we were looking for…”


    Jacqudaw chatted while examining the music box, but he suddenly fell silent and began to stare at the box.


    Clack… Clack…


    At the same time, he heard footsteps coming from the darkness further inside the chapel. They were small footsteps, but sounded much larger as they echoed through the vast space.


    “Jacqudaw, Milgrain… You’re both here.” Soon, a masked figure clad in a silvery white robe appeared. He was small and had a high-pitched voice, like a young man who hadn’t yet gone through puberty.


    “Hello.” Milgrain was quick to bow when he saw the young man. 


    The boy glanced at Jacqudaw. “You don’t seem too badly wounded.”


    “Yep, thanks to you!” Jacqudaw flapped his hands, waving, but quickly turned serious. “Master, can I give you my report right away? This is a fake. They pulled one over on me.”


    Disgusted, he lobbed the music box at the young boy who he called master. The boy didn’t seem particularly angry as he caught it with one hand. He opened the music box’s lid and wound it. After a pause, he said, “I don’t sense any power from it.”


    What came out from the organ was a terrible melody that could hardly be called a song. The melody and pitch were a mess, the “music” was merely a harsh cacophony of random sounds clashing together.


    The boy closed the lid without a word and tossed the music box back to Jacqudaw. 


    “Is it the work of that girl?” Milgrain asked, but Jacqudaw shook his head.


    “Nah, I don’t think so.” He fiddled with the music box, throwing it around like a ball. “He got me good… that merchant who can use alchemy.”


    The peddler who had been at the manor earlier had also been at the academy festival. It seemed they would need to keep an eye on him, as well. 


    “But this is great, isn’t it? The little lady you’re so obsessed with still has her sorcery skills. She’s probably stronger than you think, Master!”


    Rather than responding to Jacqudaw, the young man paused before saying, “Continue to fulfill your duties.” His voice was calm, betraying no hint of emotion. That was all he said before leaving the chapel.


    Once outside, he was enveloped in darkness and silence. Standing in the garden, the boy removed his mask and took a deep breath, inhaling the night breeze. He gazed up at the moon, barely visible behind thick clouds. 


    He knew perfectly well that the girl’s powers were still intact, even without Jacqudaw having to tell him. When she had gone up against him at her manor on the city’s outskirts, she had faced his strength and successfully defended herself against it. She could no longer be called a weak, sixteen-year-old girl.


    “You haven’t changed one bit, Leticiel.”


    The curtain of night fell upon the boy’s face, hiding his expression and his thoughts. 
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    Thank you for picking up Volume three of Her Royal Highness Seems To Be Angry! It’s me, Kou Yatsuhashi. 


    Thanks to all of my readers, I’ve been able to publish three volumes and a comicalization by Neko Yotsuba will be starting in Comic Gardo. I am absolutely filled with gratitude. 


    Leticiel’s “anger” has reached its third volume. 


    After reincarnating as Drossell, she was angry at the incidents and people around her, as well as magic’s low specs in Volumes one and two. In this volume, her anger grows as she expands her range of movement from not just the academy, but into town, as well. The targets and scale of Leticiel’s anger will gradually grow. I hope you’ll look forward to seeing what kind of anger she’ll show in the next volume. 


    A mysterious power and a secret organization targeting Leticiel appeared in this volume. There were also a lot of battle scenes. Portraying battle scenes through words is so difficult… I’m not sure if I was able to express the movement and realism, but I hope you enjoyed it.


    The relationship between Leticiel and Zeke is one I’ve always wanted to write about, so I’m extremely glad I got to write about it in this volume. It feels like their relationship is just now starting, but I hope you’ll continue to watch over them.


    Also, you’re probably wondering where Drossell’s personality has gone. The relationship between Drossell and Leticiel is a key part of this story, so my goal is to deliver content that you can enjoy while feeling as if you’re solving the mysteries of Drossell’s past, the goals of the organization that can wield a mysterious power, and the reason for sorcery going extinct.


    I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to everyone involved in the publication of this book, including my editor, Y.; Mito Nagishiro, who drew the illustrations; Neko Yotsuba, who is in charge of the comicalization; and all the readers who picked up this book. Thank you so much.


    I hope I see you in the next volume. 


     


    Kou Yatsuhashi
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