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      Chapter One: The Crisis and the Envoy


      Crisis


      The short winter break at the Royal Academy soon came to an end, and following the Marquesses’ Meeting, the spring social season had begun in Runerelia. Nobles from all over the kingdom converged upon the capital, each with their own agenda; some hoped to strike profitable business deals with nobles from distant regions, while others traded valuable information, such as that concerning the renown and relationships of children from prominent aristocratic families.


      Of course, not every noble made the journey to Runerelia. Poorer nobles from the outlying regions without children of marriageable age or business to conduct had no reason (nor could many afford) to make the trip. However, if those nobles had a son or daughter preparing to take the entrance examination for one of Yugria’s prominent schools, such as the Royal Academy, the journey was essential no matter the expense. The spring social season was where information that could prove beneficial in the upcoming exams could be acquired for the right price, and was also a prime opportunity to make oneself known to the kingdom’s most influential families. A successful social season could mean the difference between passing and failing the exams, but that was just the start. If one’s child did acquire a spot at one of those prominent schools, their educational accomplishment, potential marriage partners, and future career would all depend on their parents’ performances throughout the spring social season.


      Over the centuries, the Royal Academy had cemented its role as the main producer of the future pillars of Yugrian society. It possessed astronomical resources and held significant influence across all facets of the kingdom’s governance, as did its graduates. Having a child admitted to such a school could easily propel a family on the fringes of nobility to kingdom-wide prominence and also served to further the influence of the region said child hailed from—or rather, the influence of the marquess who presided over it. The balance of power between the nine marquesal families was a delicate one, and counting even a single additional Royal Academy student among their subjects could swing the scales heavily in their favor. Understandably, for nobles with a metaphorical horse in the Royal Academy race, participating in the social season was both an honor and a responsibility—this year more so than ever.


      Across the kingdom, nobles with eligible children were putting more effort into preparing them for the entrance exams than ever before, collectively driven by the rumors that had arisen after the Royal Academy’s annual camp. The current Class 1-A—most of whom were already known for their exceptional talent even prior to their enrollment—had achieved the highest score in history, easily beating the record set over a century prior despite being only in their first year. Even before the camp, Class 1-A had enjoyed a high reputation among the Yugrian elite, as one would expect from a group counting the “wonder child” Leo Seizinger, Feyreun von Dragoon (often referred to as the pride of House Dragoon), and Jewelry Reverence, commonly heralded as the reincarnation of Saint Sally Reverence, among its ranks. Of course, having the Indomitable Godolphen von Vanquish as their homeroom teacher—by order of the king, no less—had only added to Class 1-A’s renown.


      However, the remarkable growth Class 1-A had achieved since their enrollment hadn’t exclusively been attributed to Sage Godolphen’s guidance. In fact, it was widely believed most of said growth was owed to the presence of another man—or rather, a boy. He’d emerged out of nowhere like a comet across the night sky, his brilliance almost blinding: the boy now known as the “living anomaly.” At this very moment, new stars were twinkling to life across the Royal Academy, their own brilliance undeniably set ablaze by his fiery spark. It was only natural that any parent would want to secure a place for their own child among such a dazzling constellation. And so, they flocked to the capital and busied themselves with dinner parties and discussions, completely oblivious to the disaster currently unfolding in a distant corner of the kingdom.


      In the weeks to follow, an unprecedented calamity would change Yugria forever. That calamity would lead to the birth of a new star in their sky—and drastically alter the orbit of another one forever.


      ◆◆◆


      Barely a few days after the Marquesses’ Meeting, a certain report was brought to the urgent attention of Yugria’s most important figures. An emergency meeting had immediately been convened in a heavily guarded room hidden deep within the Royal Palace—a meeting which at this moment more closely resembled a funeral.


      The worrying report, which had come from the Fourth Legion of the Royal Order, was based on the account of a group of explorers working in the Yabré Baronry in the Glaux Region. The explorers, as the report explained, had stumbled upon a clutch of hell locust eggs in the nearby marshes, with closer examination of the surrounding area revealing it to be one of thousands. The Fourth Legion had immediately dispatched a reconnaissance team to validate the accuracy of the explorers’ claims, but unfortunately had found them to be true. To make matters worse, the reconnaissance team had also estimated the remaining incubation period as somewhere between eight and ten days. Yugria’s leaders had found themselves in a hopeless position. They had barely over a week to organize and execute a large-scale extermination, and if they failed, a hell locust plague would bring the kingdom to its knees.


      Most of the time, hell locusts—insect-type monsters found all over the continent—were regarded as little more than annoying pests. A hell locust plague, however, was no mere annoyance. A single egg (which an average adult would only just be able to hold with both hands) would produce approximately one hundred hell locusts, give or take a few either way. Fortunately, each clutch only contained a dozen or so eggs, so the resulting swarms could be exterminated relatively quickly. However, while a fertile hell locust would only lay a single clutch under standard breeding conditions, during a plague, it would lay thousands.


      Scholars had yet to identify the cause of the plagues, and there was no pattern to their occurrence, with anywhere from a few decades to a few centuries between afflictions. Plaguing hell locusts possessed a ferocious appetite. They could turn an entire forest into a wasteland within minutes of emerging from their eggs, turning devastation into fuel as they began their journey, moving as one toward lusher, greener feeding grounds.


      If the potential plague they currently faced headed toward the Rosamour Empire in the humid north, it would let Yugria avoid significant desolation. Sadly, such a miracle was unlikely. Past outbreaks had shown that the hell locusts preferred to target areas with milder climates and abundant greenery, which in this case, would take them south—directly toward the heart of Yugria. The rye-producing Glaux Region would fall victim first, quickly followed by the Dosuperior Region, the kingdom’s largest supplier of wheat. This year’s crops had only just been sown, and the seedlings had barely broken through the soil; a hell locust plague would devour their fields in just seconds. If that happened, the plague would be the least of their worries. In a matter of weeks, Yugria would be facing famine, soon to become just another of the countless kingdoms that had fallen into ruin as a result of hell locusts in the past.


      If the plague was to occur in the summer when most of the grain crops had already been harvested, the potential impact would have been much smaller, with the Royal Order and the private armies able to exterminate the hell locusts before they could cause too much harm to the remaining crops. Unfortunately, it was not summer. It was early spring. The swarm would tear through their kingdom in the blink of an eye, leaving despair and desolation in its wake.


      The resulting decrease in strength would leave Yugria vulnerable and if worse came to worst, would even present its neighbors with a prime opening for war. Given recent events, it would be foolish to expect the Rosamour Empire to sit by and twiddle their thumbs instead of seizing the opportunity to conquer the weakened Yugria in one fell swoop. If the eggs hatched, the subsequent extermination operation would monopolize Yugria’s forces for months, leaving the kingdom wide open to attack.


      Of course, it would make matters much easier if they could simply destroy the eggs before they hatched, but doing so presented its own set of problems. Getting rid of even a single hell locust egg was a daunting endeavor. While they could be crushed or incinerated, one poorly aimed attack could lead to disaster. When threatened, the egg would somehow accelerate its incubation—and once it hatched, the resulting hell locusts would immediately devour the shells of their brethren, hastening the arrival of the entire swarm.


      No, there was no room for error when dealing with a hell locust plague. Freezing the eggs was the most effective method to prevent them from hatching, but ice was one of the rarest magical affinities, with only around one in a thousand people possessing the talent. Mages with both an affinity for ice magic and the skill to wield it without damaging the eggs were rarer still, numbering no more than a few hundred across the entire kingdom. The ice-affined magic stones those mages would need were also scarce, particularly in an area as remote as the Yabré Baronry. The Fourth Legion had gathered every ice-affined soldier and explorer they could find and had expropriated every suitable magic stone in the region in an attempt to destroy as many eggs as possible before time ran out, but the odds weren’t in their favor. With such minimal resources, they would struggle to wipe out even a tenth of the eggs before they hatched.


      Of course, as the capital of Yugria, Runerelia played host to a comparatively abundant number of ice mages and stones, but the problem lay in its location. The Yabré Baronry was located near the northeastern edge of the kingdom—a journey that, even with access to every form of transportation in the kingdom, would still take ten days at minimum. If they were lucky, the eggs would hatch just as the reinforcements arrived; if they weren’t, they’d cross paths with the plague en route.


      Naturally, the atmosphere in the meeting room was a heavy one.


      ◆◆◆


      “At this point, there isn’t any way for us to destroy all the eggs before they begin to hatch. We need to start mustering our forces across the kingdom to prepare for a war of extermination. Yes, it will leave our borders poorly defended, but our options are slim. There’s little use in maintaining secure borders just for our fellow citizens to starve within them like rats in a cage,” the woman concluded, crossing her arms with a frown.


      As commander of the Royal Order, Orina Seizinger bore the ultimate responsibility for all military matters in the kingdom. Born to commoner parents who ran a swordsmanship training school on the outskirts of Runerelia, her skills and resourcefulness had eventually landed her the top position in Yugria’s military as well as a proposal from the heir to a ducal house. Obviously, her rise to prominence was something of an exception in their society and not something many could hope to replicate.


      When William—heir to House Seizinger, and Orina’s future husband—had first proposed to her, she’d rejected his offer. Though social classes weren’t as strictly segregated in Yugria as they were in other nations, the idea of a commoner directly marrying into a ducal family was still considered preposterous. When such a situation did arise, the standard practice was to arrange for the commoner to be adopted by a higher-ranking noble family, giving them a reputable name as well as an opportunity to learn the etiquette expected of a future aristocrat. Once they’d become a little more refined, then the marriage could take place. Orina, however, had no desire whatsoever to turn her attention to studying pointless platitudes instead of focusing on furthering her career in the Order; nor did she care about the prestige of marrying into a ducal house. And so, politely but firmly, she turned him down.


      But if Orina was an immovable object, then William was an unstoppable force. The late duke had fallen head over heels for Orina as she was—bloodstained sword and all—and proceeded to break every societal convention to marry her as she was, welcoming her into the Seizinger family as a commoner woman and showing her work ethic the honor it deserved.


      Yes, that was Orina Seizinger: commander of the Royal Order and Leo’s grandmother.


      “Each legion apart from the Fourth will dispatch one division to the Yabré Baronry to form a temporary joint legion, and I will personally petition the Explorer’s Guild for additional support. We need all the help we can get.” Orina frowned. “Though it vexes me, I cannot join them in the north amid the current uncertainty. One of our enemies—or even our allies—might choose to strike at the first sign of weakness. I have entrusted the captain of the First Legion with the operation’s command. He is already en route, as I assume you’ve realized given his absence here.”


      The formation of a temporary joint legion—especially one that would take several months at minimum to complete their mission—would undoubtedly lead to significant strain for each of the regions those soldiers hailed from. While only knights from the Royal Order technically belonged to the legions, most of the forces they commanded in times of conflict came from the private noble armies in the regions they oversaw. Those regions (and specifically the marquesses who governed them) would need to foot the bill for their soldiers’ campaign, as well as hiring explorers and the like to protect their subjects in the absence of their regular forces.


      Though they’d surely grumble about the dent in their coffers, the expense was a necessary one, for they’d lose more than wealth if the hell locust plague moved south. Sending any fewer soldiers would also be pointless. It might save them a few riels in the short term, but when the swarm decimated Yugria’s fields and crops, no amount of money could help them feed their people. An operation like this required the full cooperation of not only the marquesses but also every other noble, from the dukes to the barons, in order to ensure their kingdom’s continued existence.


      “The Ministry of Internal Affairs will immediately issue a formal request for cooperation to each marquess,” said one man, nodding in agreement.


      The Minister of Commerce was the next to speak. “We shall make every effort to bolster our food supplies as much as we can. However, we’ll need to rely on imports, so it will be impossible to keep our vulnerability a secret from our neighbors, nor will we have much hope of securing a reasonable price once they become aware of it. It will be costly, but it matters not. We must do whatever it takes to protect our people.”


      Next came the Minister of Agriculture, then the Minister of Foreign Affairs, with the other ministers following thereafter. Piece by piece, the plan to save Yugria took shape. It was then that Glover, the captain of the Second Legion, raised a somewhat hesitant hand.


      “Your Majesty... I beg permission to send for Allen Rovene to join us here. I believe there is a possibility, however minuscule, that he might hold the key to turning this fight in our favor.”


      In an instant, all eyes had turned to Glover. Though the boy he’d mentioned did belong to the Royal Order, he was only a provisional member of the lowest rank. Normally, the thought of allowing a mere foot soldier to contribute to a meeting of the Royal Council would be absurd. A provisional Order membership would allow Allen to enter the Royal Palace grounds, where the ministries and the Royal Guard Garrison were located. It did not, however, permit him access to the King’s Palace. That right was reserved for captains and ministers—except, of course, in times of emergency. With a valid reason and the king’s permission, a provisional member could join them, and if the king decided to allow it, none present would dare to protest.


      Not even Dew, Allen’s mentor, was bold enough to object to Glover’s suggestion outright. That didn’t stop him from questioning it with a scowl, which made his own thoughts on the matter clear. “Come on, Glover. Sure, I can admit that the brat’s so-called wind magic can come in handy every now and then, but there’s no way he can redirect millions of hell locusts over such a wide area. He’s not a damn miracle worker.”


      Glover shook his head. “No, but that’s not why I want to summon him. I would explain my idea in greater detail, but I don’t have any understanding of it myself apart from a report I received just the other day... I think there’s a possibility he could help us, though, and asking him directly will be the quickest way to find out whether that’s true.”


      “Permission granted,” King Patrick declared, the intensity of his voice rivaled only by that in his eyes. “Send for him at once. The battle we face now could be Yugria’s last. If it could help us save a single life, we will explore every possibility, no matter how small.”


      ◆◆◆


      I’d headed to the Central Garrison as soon as classes were over and was right in the middle of my archery training session with Kiana when the messenger had appeared with an order from Dew demanding my immediate presence at the Royal Palace.


      Ugh. He’s such a slave driver...


      I could only assume I’d been forcibly volunteered for yet another joint mission, albeit this time with the Royal Guard. I made my way over to the palace as ordered, cursing Dew under my breath the entire time. When I arrived at the Aether Gate in the palace’s rear, I was surprised to find Dew himself waiting for me. My request for an explanation was met with a gruff “You’ll see soon enough,” and a pincerlike grip around my wrist as he all but dragged me into the grounds, past the Royal Guard Garrison, and—to my great dismay—into the King’s Palace. Within minutes, I’d been ushered into a chamber packed with nearly every important person in the kingdom, which unfortunately left little doubt as to what I’d walked into: a meeting of the Royal Council.


      All eyes were on me as I hesitantly entered (aka was shoved into) the room. The room itself was elegant and spacious, like something you’d expect to see in one of those corporate drama shows. I didn’t feel like a fancy CEO, though, or even a lowly secretary. I felt like a criminal dragged before a jury to hear his fate. I didn’t recognize most of the people present, but it was still obvious that this wasn’t a group the third son of a broke, backwater viscount had any right to join—a fact made only more obvious when I noticed King Patrick sitting at the head of the table.


      Oh, give me a break...


      I was still trying (and failing) to wipe the look of utter bewilderment off my face when a man began to speak. Out of all the people gathered, he was one I recognized—Captain Glover, from the Second Legion of the Royal Order. We’d had a brief meeting when finalizing the Sailing Club’s access to the otherwise restricted naval docks.


      “It’s good to see you again, Allen Rovene, though I wish it were under better circumstances,” he began, his expression dark. “Time is of the essence, so I’ll cut to the chase. Have you heard of hell locusts?”


      Hell locusts, huh? That explains why they all look so depressed...


      “I have. Where were the eggs found, and how long until they hatch?” I replied quickly. Having grasped the gist of the matter, there wasn’t any point beating around the bush. Glover looked surprised, for some reason (as did everyone else in the room, for that matter), but I couldn’t see why. It hadn’t been hard to figure out why I’d been summoned. My admission to a meeting of the Royal Council was enough to tell me it was a serious matter, and the fact that Glover was taking the lead in addressing me instead of Dew meant it had to involve the Sailing Club in some way, since that was the only connection we shared. As soon as he’d mentioned hell locusts, the rest had fallen into place, and it became obvious what this meeting was: a last-ditch effort to avoid catastrophe. I hadn’t even needed to rely on my beloved Canardian Encyclopedia of Monsters to know how much trouble we were potentially in. Given the risk they posed, there weren’t many people in Yugria who didn’t know at least the basics about hell locusts, including how difficult it was to destroy their eggs.


      If my suspicions were correct, the eggs must have been discovered somewhere that was both quite far away and at least somewhat accessible via water. The only question that mattered now was whether or not we’d be able to reach and destroy them in time. Depending on Glover’s answer, it might already be too late—and if so, deploying the Sailing Club’s lone ship wouldn’t change anything.


      “You’re a sharp one, Rovene,” Glover replied after a pause. “They were found in the Yabré Baronry in the Glaux Region. If we’re lucky, we have ten days until they hatch. And if we’re not...” His face twisted into a grimace. “In the worst-case scenario, we have eight.”


      I immediately shook my head. “Sorry, but it’s impossible. There’s no way I’d make it in time.”


      My audience hung their heads at this, closing their eyes and holding their breath as though death was about to waltz in and strike them all down that very moment. Clearly, I’d been their last hope, the final straw they’d grasped at—just as I’d anticipated. After offering a silent and perfunctory apology for what I was about to do, I continued.


      “There’s no way I’d make it in time, but...” I paused for effect, then added, “...if my classmate Dan—I mean, Daniel Sardos—was at the helm? Well, then we might actually have a chance.”


      Murmurs swept through the room, and several people took their eyes off me for a moment to glance at a middle-aged man sitting at the foot of the table. Sensing this, the man cleared his throat and introduced himself. “My name is Findol von Glaux. As this incident concerns my region, the Royal Council has kindly allowed my observation of this meeting,” he began, nodding courteously to several of the other attendees. When he turned back to me, it was with an expression that could only be described as suspicious. “You spoke as though Daniel Sardos’s presence would mean the difference between failure and success, but how could that be? Why, it’s almost as though you believe he’s more capable than you.”


      So this is Marquess Glaux, huh? He’s the reason Dan’s father keeps throwing fits and trying to get the Sailing Club shut down...


      Well, he was part of the reason at least; from what I knew of Count Sardos, I was fairly certain the man was more than capable of throwing a tantrum even without the marquess’s prompting.


      “Precisely, Marquess Glaux. Dan’s a much better sailor than I’ll ever be, and I’ll get there much faster with his assistance. In fact, if this was all happening a few months from now, he’d be able to make the journey alone. It’ll need the two of us this time, though.” An image of Dan flashed across my mind as I spoke, his potato-like face screwed up in concentration as he conversed with the wind and the waves. Once again, I saw the blood dripping from his tattered palms and the gleam of excitement in his eyes, filled with a joy so childish that looking into them gave me secondhand embarrassment—and before I even realized it was happening, I began speaking once again.


      “Dan... He’s got a true gift, Marquess Glaux—a passion for sailing that will never fade. Daniel Sardos, founding captain of the Royal Academy’s Sailing Club... History will remember that name. He’s already following the winds to brand new horizons, and soon enough, he’ll return to port with a cargo hold full of new possibilities, and change Yugria forever,” I declared, my voice quiet but firm.


      Another vision of Dan crossed my mind; this time, he was shouting, “What the hell are you doing?! Stop talking, Allen!”


      I pushed the image aside, chuckling softly under my breath.


      ◆◆◆


      “What school you go to, your grades... None of that matters. What matters is passion—true passion, the kind that makes you tremble in its presence. When I look at Dan, that’s all I see,” I finished. The room was silent.


      While I felt a little bad about shoving Dan into the spotlight, I’d only sped up the inevitable. Our carefree time in the Sailing Club had come to an end the moment I’d walked in the door. I couldn’t just turn a blind eye to a potential hell locust plague, especially if my only reason for doing so was to keep our new method of sailing—and by extension, Dan’s true greatness—secret for just a little longer. Sooner or later, someone walking along the River Rune would notice that our ship was defying all known laws of physics (those known in Yugria, at least), and the cat would be out of the bag. That wasn’t my only reason for throwing Dan to the wolves either. Though I wasn’t fussed about any of the rumors that were constantly springing up about me, it didn’t mean I was happy to stand by and watch as self-serving gossipmongers tore Dan to shreds—not that Potato Face himself seemed to care in the slightest, but I was annoyed on his behalf.


      Dan had already gotten the hang of magically manipulating the direction of natural wind. The next step was becoming able to produce that wind himself via external mana circulation, which was his current challenge—challenge being the key word. He’d yet to have much luck with mana circulation, but sometimes, all it took was a little bit of pressure (say, the threat of an incoming hell locust plague) to make a breakthrough.


      Besides, if anyone were to ask, I hadn’t meant to talk Dan up quite so much. I was just so certain of his talent that my tongue had gotten the better of me.


      Yep, sounds pretty plausible to me! There’s no way he can argue with that!


      “To think you’re confident enough in him to make a declaration like that in front of the Royal Council... I... I don’t know what to say, to be honest,” Marquess Glaux replied before closing his eyes. His expression, much like his voice, was devoid of any discernible emotion. A moment later, he lowered his head once again. “I fear my interruption has gone on far too long. Please continue, everyone.”


      I’d meant what I’d said. I truly believed Dan would make something incredible of himself one day. Plus, if my prediction did turn out to be wrong, then everyone could call me a liar or an idiot as much as they liked; it made no difference to me. “Don’t underestimate Daniel Sardos, Marquess,” I said, before turning back to Captain Glover, who quickly returned the conversation to the matter at hand.


      “How quickly do you think you could get there?”


      I glanced at the nearby map of the kingdom—clearly a recent edition, given that it looked like an actual map rather than a child’s drawing—and compared it to the quick estimate I’d done in my head earlier in our discussion. “It’ll depend on the winds,” I said slowly, “but I think we could get there in around six days.”


      A wave of whispers rippled through the assembled dignitaries at this. As I’d said, it wasn’t a definite time frame; a swift arrival would rely on not only the winds, but also the weather and the route. Fortunately, early spring brought with it a good chance of strong southerly winds, which would hopefully get us to the Yabré Baronry faster. Of course, disposing of all the eggs within the time it gained us would be nearly impossible, but even thinning their numbers a little would make a significant difference in the fight to come.


      Though my acquiescence to their request might have implied the opposite, I still didn’t have any intentions of becoming one of the bigwigs I found myself surrounded by now, giving up my dreams in service of Yugria. Given the circumstances, I simply didn’t have much choice but to offer my help. Chasing my dreams wasn’t going to be easy in a kingdom ravaged by war and famine, after all. I’d vowed to crush anyone and anything who got between me and what I wanted, and a few bugs—okay, a few million—were no exception. The question now was whether or not Yugria’s top dogs would let themselves take the word of a child like me at face value and entrust me with the resources and personnel they’d accumulated for this last, desperate attempt to prevent catastrophe. I couldn’t deny that it was a pretty big gamble to take—but as it turned out, I needn’t have worried.


      Glover nodded once and turned back toward the king and Commander Orina. “It may end in failure, but I will take full responsibility for any harm that befalls the mages and stones. Please, Your Majesty—I think we need to take a chance on these two young men. I will accompany them to provide any support they might need, of course.”


      Before the king could respond, Orina added her own thoughts. “The boy’s claim is nigh impossible to believe with no evidence. At the same time, however, it also poses little risk. If he doesn’t reach the Yabré Baronry in time, the result will be no different than if they made the journey on foot. The disadvantages are almost nonexistent. Yet if he succeeds, the benefits will be immeasurable.” She paused for a moment. “I agree with Glover, Your Majesty. If he thinks there’s some measure of truth in Rovene’s claims, then I’m not foolish enough to question him.”


      I felt the king’s stare a second before I saw it, his clear blue eyes piercing me like cold steel. The corners of his mouth curled upward just slightly as our gazes met. “You’ve been working on your persuasiveness, Allen Rovene... What will you get out of this, hmm? Or is this merely another of your whims?”


      I couldn’t help but frown in annoyance as I shook my head. “It’s not a whim, Your Majesty. It’s the necessary groundwork so I can spend my life following my whims—so my friends and I can live fun, fulfilling lives doing whatever we want.”


      His eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second, then widened as he burst into laughter. “Now there’s something I can put my trust in, Rovene! Very well. Give my regards to Daniel Sardos. I’m counting on the two of you,” he said and continued to laugh. Orina was the first to join in (albeit with a far more reserved chuckle), soon accompanied by the rest of the officials.


      Um, I really don’t think this is a laughing matter... I thought, frowning as I looked around the room before sighing under my breath. I still had no interest in becoming responsible for Yugria’s protection on a permanent basis, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t dabble in duty when it benefited me. I just hadn’t expected so many of the kingdom’s VIPs would turn out to be such interesting (to use a politer word) people. Considering the few I’d already met, however, I probably should’ve been able to guess.


      ◆◆◆


      Allen Rovene then provided a list of the things he’d need, including at least one other person capable of steering a sailing ship. It was a reasonable enough request. Royal Academy students or not, it would be impossible for the two boys to sail for six straight days without stopping to rest. Then, after confirming the capacity of the boys’ ship (the newest model of the wind magic-powered design, coincidentally delivered to the capital courtesy of Calmwinds just a few days prior), it was decided they’d leave port at 8 p.m. that night, with messengers dispatched to begin gathering the necessary goods and personnel.


      Allen had just left the room.


      “I’m surprised you think so highly of the brat, Glover,” Dew said, his voice still dripping with suspicion. “Actually, I’m surprised you’ve even had the chance to meet him, seeing as how you’re almost never in the capital.”


      Glover nodded.


      “You’re right. I met him only briefly, when he and Daniel Sardos visited the docks to sort out mooring for their ship. To be honest, my impression was that of an innocent—if a little naive—boy, rambling endlessly about the irreplaceable magnificence of sailing ships driven by the winds. Well, the old sailor in me could appreciate his passion, even if it was toward a rather outdated means of travel...”


      Glover paused suddenly, a shiver running down his back as he recalled the way the atmosphere in the room had shifted the moment Allen had heard the words “hell locust.” It was as though a switch had been flipped, the change so vivid that Glover had almost heard the click. Even among the most seasoned members of the Royal Order, few could hope to mimic the boy’s instantaneous shift into combat mode. It had been a promising sign, but also a terrifying one. In that moment, Glover had realized his years of experience—experience that had earned him a captaincy within the Royal Order—had failed him when it came to evaluating a mere child. He’d underestimated Allen Rovene.


      Dew, who knew exactly what was causing Glover’s gloomy frown, had the following advice to offer. “Come on, don’t be so hard on yourself,” he said emotionlessly, examining a chunk of wax he’d just dug out of his ear. “His two-sided, twisted character takes time to get used to. The first time I met him, I thought he was just a naive idiot off in a world of his own, and then the brat snapped—even managed to land a hit on me. That dual personality thing he’s got going on ain’t something you can pick up through practice. It’s a birth defect.”


      A collective gasp could be heard at this. It was common knowledge that Allen had received the singular S score on his practical exam by unanimous decision, but the specifics of what had earned him the result remained classified. There wasn’t a single person present who didn’t understand the significance of a twelve-year-old applicant landing a hit on the Untouchable Dew Orwell. In reality, Allen’s roundhouse kick had merely grazed Dew’s hair, but that did little to reduce the magnitude of such a feat.


      Orina sniffed. “I saw nothing to suggest the boy possesses the character flaws you seem to see in him, Dew, and we have more important matters to discuss now.” She turned back to Glover. “Realistically speaking, what do you think the chances are of him making it in time? We’ll obviously continue our preparations under the assumption he won’t, but for all intents and purposes, it is a war we find ourselves faced with now. Depending on how likely you think it is, it will affect our decisions back here.”


      Glover slowly shook his head. “Though it pains me to admit it, I cannot say... I cannot even hazard a guess. It’s been a long time since the Order stopped using sailing ships, and these days those familiar with the skill are rare, even among the Second Legion. However...” He paused for a moment, his eyes glazing over as though lost in thought. “I received a report the other day from a knight who still possesses such a skill—a report describing a strange discrepancy between the speed of a certain ship and the present winds. Cass, one of my men, was convinced it was moving much faster than should have been physically possible. Cass’s family runs a shipping business, and I trust his judgment when it comes to the water. As I’m sure you’ve guessed by now, the ship in question was the oddly designed one belonging to the Royal Academy’s Sailing Club. It wouldn’t be an efficient use of mana, but...” He frowned. “Dew, that wind magic, or whatever the boy calls it—do you think he could be using it to push the ship forward?”


      Dew crossed his arms and closed his eyes for a moment, while everyone else remained silent. “I guess he might be able to, at least for a few minutes... Sustaining it for any longer would be impossible though, let alone for days on end.” He shrugged. “Well, that’s what I’d like to say, but the brat just does whatever the hell he wants, whether it’s reasonable or not, so yeah, it wouldn’t surprise me if he could pull it off. Heck, nothing he could do would surprise me these days, unless he somehow manages to sort out his crooked personality. Now that would be a shock.”


      Orina nodded. “We’ll see the truth of it soon enough. Now then, Glaux. If Rovene is to be believed, Daniel Sardos’s participation in this mission will be crucial. Royal Academy student or not, the law would usually forbid us to call upon a boy his age to join a mission such as this, especially when he isn’t even a provisional member of the Order. However, exceptions can be made during times of crisis with the consent of the king and the majority vote of the Royal Council.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “In saying that, I’d still prefer him to come willingly rather than under a conscription order. Persuade him well, Marquess.”


      Incidentally, the law Orina referred to was one of many that had been passed in an attempt to protect Royal Academy students. While many of those who passed the grueling entrance exams were exceptionally talented in a range of areas, there were also many students who quickly revealed themselves as geniuses in one specific field or another. If the kingdom simply mobilized those students whenever a situation requiring their respective talents (in this case, Dan’s talent for sailing) arose, they’d soon find themselves spending more time in combat zones than classes.


      Of course, practical experience in their field of expertise wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but they’d have plenty of time for that later. The stronger the foundation, the taller the pillar you could construct on it—a foundation laid by accumulating vast (if generic) experience throughout one’s time at the Academy. If the kingdom instead chose to yank students away from their studies whenever they saw fit, it would only give them a less reliable pillar in the future. The work experience program students undertook in the summer of their third year was intended to counter the lack of specific training throughout their time at the Academy, but even then, their studies still took precedence. It was a system designed to prioritize the future over the present.


      “Actually, I’d quite like to meet this Daniel for myself. Perhaps I could stop by the Sardos estate...?” said King Patrick, glancing at a man (the chancellor, and therefore the highest-ranking bureaucrat in the kingdom) sitting across from Orina.


      The chancellor shook his head with a wry smile. “You have far too many matters demanding your attention, Your Majesty. If by some miracle all goes well, you’ll have plenty of time to speak with him during the conferral of honors, hmm?”


      “I knew you’d say that,” the king grumbled in reply. “Findol, I’ll leave it in your capable hands.”


      Marquess Glaux lowered his head. “On my honor, I assure you I will persuade the boy, Your Majesty.”


      Orina nodded once. “Let us get on with it, then. You all know what must be done. Miracles notwithstanding, this is still a race against time. Your Majesty, is there anything else you’d like to say before we depart?”


      King Patrick rose to his feet, and within seconds, everyone else had jumped to theirs in response.


      “When my ancestor Arthur founded this fine kingdom, it is said that these were his words: ‘I count all those who dwell in this kingdom among my friends. Many of them are more talented than I, but I shall stand as king to give them a home in which they might smile freely forevermore.’”


      He paused for a moment, smiling at each of them in turn. “Those words speak to the very essence of this great land—an essence we must never forget, no matter how much time passes or how large this kingdom grows. Now, friends, the time has come to defend that essence, to defend the very thing that makes us Yugrians. Will you fight for it?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty!”


      The Envoy


      Count Sardos’s Runerelian estate...


      In the living room of his family’s secondary estate, Dan once again found himself being cornered by his father, Thomas von Sardos.


      “What do you mean, you still haven’t arranged a meeting?! I want to speak with the boy myself! It’s not as though it’s a formal appointment! Invite him over for dinner or something, I don’t care—just make it happen!”


      From the count’s perspective, he himself was the one being driven into a corner. At the Glaux Region’s most recent General Meeting, he’d been on the receiving end of scathing comments and snide remarks from all those present, including the marquess himself. Naturally, any insults from his fellow counts came wrapped in the usual roundabout phrasing the nobility favored, but the gist was always the same: Thomas was being made a mockery of by his own son and deserved ridicule for his failure to maintain his rightful authority as head of his family. Those thinly veiled gibes had been humiliating enough for the count, but his brief meeting with Marquess Glaux before the latter had left for the capital to attend the annual Marquesses’ Meeting had been only more excruciating.


      “With a father like you, it doesn’t matter how talented the boy is...” the marquess had said, looking Thomas directly in the eye. “I’d be a fool to place any hope in your son.”


      Though the Marquesses’ Meeting had come and gone, the count had yet to hear a single whisper concerning Daniel in the days since, which had only added to the pressure he was feeling. Dan was currently ranked second in his year, a result that by all rights should have made him the subject of much praise among the Yugrian elite. These days, though, mere marks were not enough to capture their fickle attention. Instead, all eyes were on those chosen by Allen Rovene himself to lead the myriad clubs he’d founded in pursuit of his seemingly endless goals. Names such as Stella Achilles and Aldor Engravier were on everyone’s lips, despite the students in question having not yet completed their first year. For no matter which realm they inhabited, humans were creatures of greed. The immeasurable effort Dan had put in to achieve such a result meant nothing now that there was something else to demand of him—or, as the count saw it, a new measure of success against which his son currently fell short.


      In reality, the count wouldn’t have been quite as widely disparaged if not for his incessant bragging about Allen’s visit to their estate to drop in on his best friend Dan over the summer break, but unfortunately, that ship had already sailed. Indeed, many would agree that Thomas was merely reaping what he’d sown—though of course, Thomas didn’t see it that way.


      “I’ve been trying to organize something, but he’s just so busy...” Dan muttered apologetically, hanging his head in apparent remorse.


      Truthfully, he hadn’t really been trying to organize anything at all. Yugrian law actually prohibited outsiders from attempting to organize any form of meeting with a Royal Academy student, be it for a dinner party or an ostensibly casual chat. Without a law in place to prevent it, there would be nothing to stop the more influential nobles from using any means necessary to poach promising students to further their own interests rather than those of Yugria as a whole, not to mention the significant disruptions to their studies said invitations would bring about. Countless future pillars had crumbled before their time prior to the law’s introduction, forced to support the ambitions of opportunistic nobles on their imperfect foundations.


      Of course, that didn’t mean an Academy student was completely safe, because the law didn’t prevent invitations extended from one student to another. Any noble lucky enough to have a child of their own at the Academy could simply order them to befriend a prospective future asset, allowing them to circumvent any pesky legal ramifications. Thomas couldn’t invite Allen over for dinner himself, but Dan could do so whenever he wanted.


      Unfortunately for Thomas, however, it seemed that Allen had no desire to spend time with his friends outside the Academy’s grounds. He’d rejected any and all invitations, even going so far as to turn down those from the formidable Melia Dragoon (or rather, from her granddaughter Feyreun), the marquess who presided over his home region. He’d turned down invitations from other marquesal families like the Reverences with just as little hesitation, and even some from the ducal Seizinger family. Thomas couldn’t even begin to guess at what the boy’s intentions were.


      In reality, there wasn’t all that much to it. Allen simply couldn’t bear the thought of wasting even a second of his precious time bumping shoulders with pompous fuddy-duddies at a pointless tea party. He also suspected accepting one invitation would immediately lead to a deluge of others, forcing him to spend even more of his precious time hiding from would-be hosts—a suspicion that probably wasn’t too far off the mark, all things considered. Few other students could have refused every invitation without social consequence, but Allen, as always, was an exception. His fellow students understood that a relationship with Allen Rovene involved a delicate and dangerous balance, and none wanted to learn what the repercussions of disturbing that balance would be. They were too scared to learn. For some, even watching the boy as he calmly swam through the whirlpool of societal politics was too much to stomach, and all keenly understood that anyone foolish enough to move against him risked being swept up in its turbulent embrace.


      In that regard, it could only be said that Fey, who’d sensed something special within Allen during their first meeting, before anyone else in the kingdom knew his name, and Jewel, who’d immediately declared her support of him before exchanging more than the most perfunctory of greetings, had both shown incredible bravery in casting their lot with Allen Rovene. Perhaps it could be attributed to the keen intuition of women, or perhaps it was the result of careful calculation, of an evaluation based on unrivaled intelligence. Either way, they’d walked through that tempest storm and had come out unscathed, at least in the physical sense.


      All digressions aside, Dan knew nothing good would come of a meeting between Allen and his father. That being the case, he’d simply but formally invited Allen over for dinner. Allen, of course, had turned down the invitation immediately, just as Dan had known he would.


      “I mean, if it would convince him to stop messing with the Sailing Club, then that would be a different story. Actually, maybe I should drop by for a chat—you know, put in a good word for you...?” Allen had suggested, following it with one of his unpleasantly villainous laughs. Unsurprisingly, Dan had declined the decidedly ominous offer.


      Like his classmates, Dan had an excellent understanding of the precarious balance of powers all targeting Allen Rovene, and thus had known how his father’s request would be received right from the start. There was no way Allen would’ve happily agreed to have dinner with Dan—and by extension, Thomas—after turning down similar requests from far more influential families like the Dragoons.


      “That’s what you get for expecting anything from a lowly bastard like him, Father. Commoners understand nothing of the trials and tribulations of aristocratic society, and yet they think they have the right to set foot in our world. It’s just like that troublesome woman and her stupid shipbuilding company,” said Cody, smirking at Dan.


      In reality, Cody—Thomas’s tentative heir and Dan’s oldest brother—knew little of what he spoke about, as until recently, he’d determinedly avoided all social engagements with a passion sadly not seen in any of his other endeavors. However, Cody hadn’t been able to excuse himself from Dan’s birthday party when the latter had returned home for the summer. He’d been forced to mingle with the local nobility, all of whom had showered his unwanted younger brother with praise. Normally such a thing would have irritated Cody immensely, but this time was different. With a little misinterpretation, he’d also found himself being praised by extension and took great pleasure in basking in the residual glory of comments such as “The future of the Glaux Region rests on the Sardos family, don’t you agree?” As might be obvious, those comments weren’t actually directed at Cody in the slightest, but that didn’t stop the eldest Sardos son from letting the flattery get to his head. Having developed a taste for praise (even if it was secondhand), Cody had recently joined his father in Runerelia for the winter social season, thus resulting in his heightened sense of self-importance at present.


      Count Sardos, however, was currently glaring at said self-important son. “And exactly what trials and tribulations have you undergone, Cody? You know just as little as the commoners you disparage. You need to learn your place, and drop the arrogant attitude you’ve somehow developed—or at the very least learn to disguise it better.”


      Indeed, Dan wasn’t the only cause of the constant headaches that had been plaguing the count of late. While Cody had always been rather boastful and something of a bully, he’d at least had the good sense to keep his nastier side contained in public, saving it for within the privacy of their home. To the count’s dismay, it seemed that the recent praise for Dan had somehow cured his heir’s (quite deserved) inferiority complex in an instant. In the blink of an eye, Cody’s social demeanor had changed from meek bystander to uninhibited braggart. Unfortunately, what Cody hadn’t realized was that his newly unrestrained arrogance only served to highlight his own monumental mediocrity.


      “Dearest, what are you saying?! Surely you’re not suggesting our darling son, your future heir, must grovel at that commoner boy’s feet like the rest of them?! You’re putting the cart before the horse! And he’s only just made his debut in proper society, yet you’re demanding results from him already?! Why, most would call you heartless, my love! Whatever has come over you?!” screeched Lady Brillauntey, the count’s first wife and another significant contributor to his headaches.


      Thomas was struggling to see how putting the cart before the horse had anything to do with his scolding of Cody, but there were too many other matters occupying his thoughts at present to pay the comment much heed. To be honest, the count very much disliked this side of his wife, the one that would dissolve into hysterics whenever anyone—himself included—spoke ill of her precious son. Theirs had been an interregional marriage of convenience, and the count had quickly discovered that his new wife’s noble bloodline was seemingly her sole personality trait. An aristocratic upbringing had given her the standard mastery of eloquence and etiquette, but beyond that, Brillauntey was not particularly talented. Unfortunately, she was also a vehement believer in aristocratic superiority. Despite his myriad accomplishments, she still refused to even tolerate Dan’s presence within their home—much less welcome him into their family—which was making things quite unpleasant for the count.


      As was common in noble households, Thomas’s governance and business duties frequently took precedence over matters of family. He’d averted his gaze from any domestic issues and had quickly lost any semblance of authority within his marriage as a consequence—a phenomenon common to all societies, regardless of the location, era, or even the universe in which those societies existed. Though Thomas knew his warnings would ultimately benefit his son if Cody chose to heed them, he also knew how little chance he stood of winning an argument with his wife. Therefore, instead of standing his ground, he once again chose to avert his eyes from yet another domestic problem.


      Feeling somewhat unsatisfied by the count’s lack of response, Lady Brillauntey then turned on Vina, Dan’s biological mother. “Besides, our darling Cody’s point was perfectly reasonable. That sister of yours, Mimosa or whatever her name is, has been rather brazen of late. An inconsequential company from some peasant town thinking they have the right to associate themself with the Royal Academy, and without even discussing the matter with the count first? It’s ridiculous! Why, how nice it must be to be a commoner, flitting around society with such effortless audacity!”


      Mirroring her son, Vina hung her head in apparent remorse, though in reality she felt nothing of the kind. She hadn’t wanted to live at the count’s estate in the first place, and now that Dan had secured himself a spot at the Academy and had begun walking his own path, the idea of being cast out at any moment didn’t worry her in the slightest. If anything, she’d welcome it. On the other hand, the idea of taking offense to such unimaginative snide remarks (as Brillauntey clearly wanted) posed something more of a challenge for Vina.


      Frequent as they were to begin with, Brillauntey’s attempts to provoke Vina had become even more numerous of late. A few years had passed since Vina had become one of the count’s formal concubines, and the more time she spent around her de facto husband, the more endearing she’d begun to find his awkward, bumbling nature. Of course, she never admitted this change of heart aloud, but Brillauntey and the count’s other concubine noticed the shift in Vina’s behavior, at which point their treatment of her had become even crueler. Yet no matter how snide their comments became, Vina never responded or lost her composure, which had only made Brillauntey all the more volatile. Having never experienced the life of a commoner for herself, Brillauntey simply couldn’t understand where Vina’s sheer unflappability had come from, and that lack of understanding disturbed her greatly.


      “I apologize deeply for my sister’s impertinence,” Vina said after an appropriately repentant pause. “And Dan, you mustn’t trouble your father so.”


      “Yes, Mother. I’m sorry.”


      And then there was the final contributor to Thomas’s headaches: Mimosa’s donation of a ship to the newly established Sailing Club at the Royal Academy. Under any other circumstances, the fact that a company from his own territory had secured such a prominent relationship with the Academy would be something the count could boast about. However, given that he’d abandoned his illegitimate son to be raised by said company, the name “Calmwinds” being known across the kingdom was the last thing Thomas wanted.


      Thomas had yet to determine how the whole unfortunate situation had come about. Dan had repeatedly tried to explain that the entire thing was a coincidence, that Allen had met Mimosa during a whimsical sightseeing trip to Solcoast and had negotiated the sponsorship offer on his own, but Thomas wasn’t convinced. Besides, even if he decided to accept his son’s explanation at face value, it mattered not. What was important was not the truth of the situation; it was how society at large perceived it. Calmwinds might have only been sponsoring a single club, but in the eyes of the public, it was a company the Royal Academy had deemed important enough to forge a relationship with.


      Naturally, the idea of such a minor company becoming so influential without the support of its local ruler was preposterous. Nobles from neighboring counties had quickly started hounding Thomas for answers, burying him under a constant onslaught of “You kept that Calmwinds Company of yours well hidden, Count. Though I must say, I did think you would have shared your plans with me, at the very least...” and similar thinly veiled reproaches. Thomas had managed to escape most of their probing with some admittedly poor excuses—as the count, he obviously couldn’t admit he’d known nothing about the whole endeavor—but he knew his troubles were still far from over.


      In an effort to gain some semblance of control, he’d summoned Mimosa to his estate a few months prior, relying on threats and then bribery to force her into compliance. Obviously, he’d failed. Unbeknownst to the count, Mimosa had already decided to leave Sardos County behind in favor of opening a new headquarters in the capital, and his attempts at inducement and intimidation had fallen on deaf ears. She could no longer be satisfied with anything the count or his county had to offer.


      With an older sister like this, no wonder Vina’s so self-assured... Thomas had thought, his head spinning.


      Still, Thomas might have been willing to give up on Calmwinds if the Sailing Club achieved the same renown as Allen’s other extracurricular ventures, but sadly it seemed as though the club his son captained was the sole exception to what was otherwise guaranteed esteem in the public eye. In fact, the Sailing Club’s reputation was getting worse with each passing day, and Thomas couldn’t afford to wait around to see how far it would fall. He had too much at stake. Thus, he’d doubled down on his attempt to crush Calmwinds, resorting to every last trick in the book to force the closure of their new headquarters, only to find himself foiled every step of the way. He could barely lift a finger without it being noticed by the Red Dragon Syndicate.


      Blast them! Especially that infuriatingly meddlesome Gin! the count thought, retracing the same path his mind had traveled a hundred times already in just the past week. He’d almost reached the usual dead end when the ashen-faced steward burst into the room, yanking Thomas back to reality.


      “I apologize, Your Lordship, but it’s very urgent! Marquess Glaux himself is at the gates! He says he’s come as an envoy regarding a matter of grave importance!”


      “The ma-marquess?!” Thomas spluttered. “What could possibly be so important that the marquess himself would attend—and who in blazes is he an envoy for?!”


      The steward fell to his knees. “He says he’s come bearing a message for Master Daniel! And the magicar he came in, it... It... It bore the crest of the royal family, Your Lordship! He’s serving as envoy to the king himself!”


      For a moment there was frozen silence; the next, all eyes were on Dan. The boy was shaking his head slowly, his expression a vivid mixture of disgust and disbelief.


      ◆◆◆


      “W-We are honored by your presence, Marquess, especially as an en-envoy of His Majesty. Though they won’t be as extravagant as someone of your eminence deserves, please do come in for some refreshments,” Count Sardos said, mopping sweat off his brow. Daniel, who’d accompanied his father to greet the marquess, lowered his head politely. Under normal circumstances, an envoy of the king would be welcomed with far more fanfare and perhaps a banquet, but given the lack of forewarning, the count hadn’t been able to arrange even the most basic of flourishes.


      Marquess Glaux didn’t move. “That won’t be necessary, Count. This is an emergency,” he replied, before turning to Daniel. “I asked at the Academy, and they said I’d find you here. It’s good to see you again, though I wish it were under better circumstances. I’m glad to see you looking healthy.” The marquess cleared his throat and stood a little straighter, and when he began speaking again, it was with all the dignity and authority of the king’s official envoy. His tone as he explained the reason behind his visit was emotionless yet clear, as though he was merely reading out a report.


      “...thus, in front of His Majesty the King himself and the rest of this kingdom’s leaders, he declared that his friend Dan was our only hope.” Marquess Glaux paused for a moment. “Daniel... I know I haven’t regarded that Sailing Club of yours with any favorability, and therefore I won’t attempt to deny the selfishness of my request. I will not ask you to forgive my foolishness. However, if you think there’s even the slightest hope of saving our region—no, our kingdom—then I beg of you... Please, do everything you can,” he finished, finally breaking eye contact with Dan to lower his head.


      The wide-eyed Dan, however, remained silent, too shocked by the marquess’s explanation (or more accurately, by the sheer ridiculousness of Allen’s antics) to reply immediately. Cody, who’d been listening from the doorway behind them, mistook this as his opportunity to contribute to what was clearly a very important conversation.


      “What’s wrong with you, Daniel?! Of course you need to accept the marquess’s request! Please lift your head, Marquess Glaux. You needn’t show such humility,” he groveled, taking a few steps forward. Unfortunately for Cody, his attempt at flattery—and at integrating himself into the conversation—went entirely ignored by all.


      As a vague sound, however, it did serve to rouse Dan from his stunned stupor. He immediately dropped to one knee and put his right hand over his heart. “I humbly accept your request, Marquess.”


      At this, Marquess Glaux finally raised his head and breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “I am in your debt, Daniel.” He smiled. “You’ve made yourself an excellent friend in Allen Rovene. He was quite openly furious with me on your behalf. ‘Don’t underestimate Daniel Sardos,’ he told me. ‘He’s got a true gift, a passion for sailing that will never fade.’ Indeed, he scolded me as though I were the child—and in front of His Majesty himself to boot—and yet, I found myself unable to speak even a word in my own defense. Yes, an excellent friend indeed...” he finished, chuckling wryly to himself.


      “You shouldn’t believe everything Allen says, Marquess,” Dan replied with some difficulty. His head was still spinning almost too quickly for him to formulate any intelligible sentences. “He’s a little... Well, he’s Allen Rovene. That’s all I can say.”


      Marquess Glaux laughed again, then turned back to Thomas. “And you—you’re more of a sly old fox than I took you for. Oh, don’t misunderstand me. I mean no offense by it. The determination to raise your child as you see fit, to shield him from the cruel remarks of others by exposing yourself to their savage tongues... Well, it’s most admirable. Those without any real right to do so are always the first to demand results, presumptuous though it is of them—and I myself am among that number. Your refusal to bow to their demands was the correct choice, both as the head of your house and as a father. You had me completely fooled, Thomas.”


      Thomas—who then found himself being heartily clapped on the shoulder by the marquess—narrowly managed to form an answer. “I-I’m no sly old fox, Marquess, n-nothing of the kind! Nor would I ever deceive you! Perish the thought!”


      Marquess Glaux laughed. “There you go again! Don’t underestimate my intelligence team, Count. I know more than you might think, including a very interesting connection between yourself and Calmwinds, where it seems Daniel was raised,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “All according to your plan, I imagine? I underestimated you, Thomas. The fine son you’ve raised has turned out to be our kingdom’s only hope, and you did it right under our noses. Why, when we all met just the other day, there wasn’t a single marquess who thought of the Sailing Club as anything more than a joke, and look where that got us. Mark my words—when this is all over, the story of Daniel Sardos will enter the annals of Yugrian history.” He chuckled again. “Well, Daniel, go and gather your things. I’ll escort you to the docks.”


      With another polite bow, Dan left to do as ordered. The marquess watched him go with a jovial smile—but the moment he’d left the room, it vanished. Gone was the grateful envoy, and in his place stood the marquess in all his glory, a warrior who’d suffered through every trial and tribulation of aristocratic society and emerged victorious.


      “Now,” he began, his tone cold. “I believe someone here saw fit to interrupt His Majesty’s envoy during my conversation with young Daniel.” He looked at Cody as though the boy was no more than a worm, and the sheer intensity of his disdain made Cody (and Brillauntey, who was standing behind him) shudder. “Daniel Sardos is not only a representative of this kingdom’s most prestigious academy, but also possesses enough talent and caliber to have his name presented at a meeting of the Royal Council. What right have you to think you could instruct him? You mistake your place, child!” His last sentence came as a shout so powerful, his whole body (which was still rather large and muscular from his years in the army) shook with the force of it. With a high-pitched scream, Cody fell on his backside, tears welling up in his eyes. The marquess sighed, and when he continued, it was with a marginally kinder tone.


      “If you desire to continue counting yourself among the nobility of my region, then the time has come for you to prove that you deserve that honor. If you’re as worthy as you seem to believe, perhaps you’ll demonstrate a fraction of the competency your brother possesses. Then—and only then—would you have the right to address me as you did earlier.”


      Thomas hurriedly lowered his head. “Thank you, Marquess! Cody Sardos gladly accepts this most generous opportunity to demonstrate his worth as one of your humble vassals!”


      Brillauntey’s eyes widened at her husband’s unexpected response. “My dearest, whatever has gotten into you?! Our darling son has a most gentle disposition, and could never stomach the demands of warfare! And he is your heir, Thomas! What would become of our family if—”


      “Quiet!” Thomas barked, cutting her off. “Lest the marquess decide to rescind his magnanimous offer! Do you not understand what Cody has done?! The marquess came here as His Majesty’s envoy, which means his authority is equal to that of the king’s! To interrupt him is essentially to interrupt the king himself! And that’s not to mention Cody’s foolish instruction for the marquess to raise his head... Polite though it was, it doesn’t change the fact that he saw fit to make demands of the king’s envoy. He may have acted without thinking, but such rudeness cannot go unpunished.” He glared at his son. “He had no right to address the marquess in the first place. That right was Daniel’s, and his alone. No graduate of a Noble College could claim ignorance of such fundamental knowledge. If the marquess desired, he could strip Cody of his nobility here and now and send him to the mines for a lifetime of hard labor. Indeed, he could revoke the nobility of our entire family, if that was his wish. Either way, Cody’s life would be forfeit.”


      Neither Cody nor Brillauntey said a word. Thomas turned back to Marquess Glaux and lowered his head once more. “We cannot thank you enough for the mercy you’ve shown us.”


      The marquess sniffed. “Well, hopefully I’ll see some of the same determination with which you raised Daniel reflected in your heir by the time this is all over. It’s clear that we must start from scratch however. It wouldn’t do to have your heir becoming an obstacle on Daniel’s path to greatness. I’ll see to it that Cody’s first posting as a foot soldier puts him under the command of a particularly strict superior, and perhaps we’ll make a noble out of him yet.”


      “Th-Thank you, Marquess!”


      ◆◆◆


      “Thank you for showing my father mercy, Marquess Glaux,” Dan said with another respectful bow once their journey was underway. Dan, of course, wasn’t so dense as to not have realized that the marquess’s supposed “underestimation” of his father was a deliberate choice. By declaring him to be a sly old fox instead of the fool he truly was, the marquess had saved Thomas and the entire Sardos family from further ridicule.


      Incidentally, when Dan had returned to the hallway after gathering his things, he’d found himself being farewelled (if you could call it that) by the eerily absent-minded Cody and Brillauntey. It was clear that something had happened in his absence, but while he could make a few guesses as to what, he didn’t really care enough to pry.


      Marquess Glaux stared at him carefully. “With a family like that, you’ve been through quite a few trials of your own, I’d wager... Answer me honestly, Daniel—what do you think of your father?”


      Between the intensity of the marquess’s stare and the force in his tone, Dan knew exactly what repercussions his answer might have. He took a deep breath before he replied. “To be honest, I don’t... I don’t really think of him as my father, but...” he began, his voice faltering. “I’m grateful to him—for welcoming me into his family, and for spending so much time training me. Without him, I probably wouldn’t have gotten into the Academy... I wouldn’t have found the place I belong. I can appreciate what he’s done for me now,” he finished with deliberate emphasis. His eyes hadn’t left the marquess’s once.


      Marquess Glaux nodded. “And what would you say if I offered to adopt you into my own family? Your mother Vina would be welcomed too, of course.”


      Dan, who’d already suspected this question would follow, immediately shook his head. “I am humbled by your offer, but I couldn’t allow myself to say goodbye to Sardos County. This place is special to me, and to my mother too. My hometown will always be Sar—no, Solcoast.”


      The marquess smiled. “Some might say you’re being naive, Daniel, but personally I rather agree. A noble should have great love for the lands they call home, however small or vast those lands may be. If you ever reconsider, we can always return to this discussion.” He nodded. “Now, I have another question. Your aunt—Mimosa, I believe her name is? I wish to invest in her company. Perhaps you might be able to arrange a meeting?”


      Dan tilted his head dubiously, his smile strained. “I’d be happy to try, but to be honest, I’m not really sure she’ll be open to the idea of investors, even one as charitable as yourself. Aunt Mimo has—er, I mean, Mimosa... She’s always been the independent type.”


      Marquess Glaux looked surprised. “Indeed? I’d heard she had something of a backbone, but I didn’t imagine her tenacity would extend to an offer of investment from a marquess... Hmm. Well, when you domesticate an animal by force, you end up with poorer-tasting meat, yes? The same is true of businesses. Please tell her I’d love to meet with her as equals to discuss any help I might be able to offer. I’m not foolish enough to provoke your enmity by acquiring Calmwinds by force.”


      Dan scratched his neck awkwardly but didn’t reply.


      “It’s like the times are changing right before my eyes... Now I understand why Melia’s been so grouchy lately,” Marquess Glaux muttered, pouting like a child.


      Despite the understandably uncomfortable atmosphere that came with sharing a private magicar with one of the kingdom’s most prominent nobles, Dan couldn’t help but chuckle at this. He was almost certain he knew what—or rather, who—might have inspired Melia Dragoon’s purported grouchiness.


      ◆◆◆


      When Dan arrived at the naval docks, he found Allen lounging on a crate, lazily watching a variety of bags and boxes being loaded onto their ship. The black cloak that identified him as a member of the Third Legion was clasped around his neck.


      “Hey, Allen,” Dan called out.


      “Hey, Dan. There’s some nice winds blowing today, huh?” Allen replied. His smile was innocent, without even a hint of the shame or hesitation any other boy might have felt, given the circumstances of their meeting.


      Dan’s shoulders sank. “You... Seriously? There isn’t anything you want to say to me?”


      For a moment, Allen avoided Dan’s gaze—but then he flashed him a self-satisfied grin and gave him a thumbs-up. “Oh, the marquess? Yeah, I gave him a little talking-to on your behalf. You’re welcome, by the way.”


      Dan grinned too, then brought the flat of his hand directly down onto the center of Allen’s head in a fully Strengthening Magic-enhanced chop.


      “Ow! What the hell do you think you’re doing, you stupid potato?!”


      “That’s what I should be asking you! I don’t know what the hell you said to the king, but I’m guessing it was more of your usual incomprehensible nonsense! Couldn’t you have just asked me normally?!”


      “Shut up, will you?! I’m allowed to praise you if I want to! And this is all your fault anyway! If I didn’t give you a little push, you’d just spend the rest of your life pretending you’re not the amazing guy I know you are! You’re way better at sailing than me, and the ship will go a lot faster with you at the helm. Without you, we won’t make it in time. I didn’t say a single thing that wasn’t true! All you’ve gotta do is prove it!”


      “Still... You didn’t have to exaggerate so much, especially considering it was the king you were talking to...” Dan muttered.


      Allen sniffed. “I might have gotten a little overexcited, but that wasn’t my fault. My tongue just got the better of me. Besides, what was I meant to say? ‘Can I take my friend Dan for emotional support?’ As if! All the attention would still be on me, and I’d get all the blame if things go wrong! Nope, sharing is what friendship’s all about, Dan. Oh, and before I forget, the king said to give you his regards,” he said. He proceeded to treat Dan to yet another of his thumbs-up and smirk combos, and in response, Dan treated Allen to another violently crushing chop.


      “Ow!”


      “Your tongue got the better of you, my ass! You literally just revealed what your real plan was! You talked me up on purpose!”


      “You wanna go, you dumb tuber?! I’ll blast you into next week!” Allen cried, rubbing his head.


      As the air around them began to stir into a circular breeze, Dan easily leaped onto the starboard rail of their nearby ship and prepared to launch himself back at Allen. “Go ahead and try!” he yelled, but to his surprise, it wasn’t Allen who replied.


      “It’s nice to see you’re both so excited, but I’ll have to ask that you save that youthful energy of yours for the journey ahead...” said an exasperated voice.


      When Dan and Allen looked around, they realized they’d been joined by Captain Glover and another knight from the Second Legion, both of whom were wearing identical cyan capes and dumbfounded expressions. When they looked a little more closely, they could also see Marquess Glaux standing a little farther behind them. For some reason, he appeared to be chuckling.


    


  

  

    

      Chapter Two: Transport Mission


      Transport Mission


      “You wanna go, you dumb tuber?! I’ll blast you into next week!” I cried.


      “Go ahead and try!” Dan yelled.


      Unfortunately, our friendly conversation was interrupted at that point by Captain Glover, who’d apparently approached us while we’d been goofing off. “It’s nice to see you’re both so excited, but I’ll have to ask that you save that youthful energy of yours for the journey ahead...”


      “Oh, Captain Glover! Good evening,” I said, lowering my fists to instead twiddle my thumbs innocently—a mannerism that Dan immediately copied.


      Glover sighed. “Well, at least you’re here nice and early... Commander Orina and I have decided it would be best for me to personally lead this transport mission. This is Caster Blow, one of my men from the Second Legion. He’ll be my second-in-command. Both of us have some experience in sailing. I know you said you’d manage it with a single assistant helmsman, but you’ll both need rest, and who knows what mishaps might happen throughout the journey. With that in mind, I thought it best to have at least two assistant helmsmen at the ready. We’ll be even shorter on space, but if it might help us arrive safely, then that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.”


      “Just call me Cass. It’s nice to meet you,” said the younger man, holding out his hand. He appeared to be somewhere in his late twenties or early thirties. His hair—long, dirty blond, and slightly disheveled—gave me the impression that he was somewhat mischievous, and there was also a gleam in his eyes that reminded me of my beloved upperclassman Reed. I liked Cass immediately.


      At about twenty-five meters long, our new ship was marginally bigger than the first. It was slightly wider than a standard fore-and-aft ship to give us improved stability, but in the grand scheme of things, it was still on the slender side, with only a handful of cramped cabins. It hadn’t been designed with the idea of ferrying soldiers halfway across the kingdom in mind. With space already at a premium, the decision to add an extra helmsman—and the rations he’d need—couldn’t have been an easy call to make, but it had probably been the right one. With two helmsmen to assist us, Dan and I could get even more rest, which would ultimately result in faster speeds whenever we were on duty.


      The size wasn’t the only thing that had changed with the newest iteration of our ship. We’d also asked the Calmwinds shipwrights to increase the size of our keel, a rounded, winglike protrusion beneath the hull that stuck out into the water. The keel helped the ship maintain forward propulsion by countering the lateral force from the sails, and since Dan and I were anticipating (aka hoping to generate) never-before-seen levels of lateral force, we’d requested the larger keel in preparation. As the keel was also quite heavy, enlarging it had lowered our ship’s center of gravity, which in turn had also improved our stability.


      The new ship also featured the addition of watertight, “bulging” walls to the outside of the hull, which, in addition to further enhancing stability, would also help protect the ship from ramming monsters. Despite all the improvements we’d made, our new method of sailing still left us at constant risk of capsizing—and that was without any help from monsters, like the ozrorcas we’d encountered during our first voyage. The hull upgrade hadn’t actually been one of our requests, but something the shipwrights had come up with on their own. The additional breadth and weight of the hull would have repercussions on our ship’s speed and resistance, but it wasn’t as though they’d stuck a few extra planks on and called it a day. There was no doubting that the careful balance they’d struck between increased defensive capability and decreased maneuverability had been the result of significant trial and error, and it didn’t take a genius to see that everyone at Calmwinds—Mimosa included—had our safety as their top priority.


      Finally, they’d made it so that both the keel and the ballast were adjustable, which would make shifting the ship’s center of gravity a piece of cake. We also wouldn’t need to carry as much physical ballast, giving us crucial space for cargo. Adjusting the ship’s center of gravity mid-voyage was usually something to be avoided, as it affected the ship’s maneuverability and therefore made steering quite hard. However, the little matter of being able to control the wind (at least to some extent) meant it would be possible for Dan and me to counter the shifting center of gravity to keep the ship stable. Ultimately, the adjustable keel and ballast would let us go even faster—well, theoretically, at least. We’d yet to fully master the mechanics behind it.


      The final design, which had been the result of countless discussions between Dan and Calmwinds, also relied heavily on the assumption that it would be manned by Royal Academy students or individuals of a similar level of magical aptitude. If a normal person tried to sail it, they’d probably capsize within an arm’s length of the dock. Of course, we (mostly Dan) still had a number of future improvements in mind, but even so, our new ship was still far more stable and—at least on paper—faster than the previous model. I just hadn’t expected we’d need to put it to the test so soon.


      “I thought so last time I saw her, but she really does have quite the interesting design! She’s a real beauty!” Cass exclaimed.


      “A beauty...?” I repeated, surprised by his reaction. Apart from the Calmwinds logo emblazoned on the sail, our ship was about as generic as they came. We didn’t even have a figurehead. To be fair, we could have attached a figurehead if we’d wanted, but since that would mean Dan losing his beloved vantage point on the bowsprit, we’d decided against it. It was a simple choice, really.


      Cass nodded enthusiastically. “Yep, a real beauty, and a true work of art. You can always tell when a ship’s been made with love. I might not know the thought process behind her design, but I know she’s something special. She’s absolutely mesmerizing.”


      Hell yeah! Another weirdo!


      I couldn’t really make heads or tails of what Cass was saying, but even though I didn’t understand the specifics, what I did understand was his passion. My opinion of him—which was already quite high—skyrocketed.


      “It’s nice to meet you, Cass. I’m Daniel Sardos,” Dan said, shaking Cass’s hand. “Your last name was Blow, right? As in, Blow Shipping?”


      Cass grinned. “Yeah, that’s the family business!”


      I’d never heard of Blow Shipping before, but from Dan and Cass’s subsequent conversation, it seemed they were one of the kingdom’s more notable water-based transportation companies. That was where they lost me, however. The pair evidently spoke the same language, because they spent the next few minutes discussing things like the material used for the ship’s frame, as well as curves, joinery, sealing, and a bunch of other incredibly niche stuff that I didn’t understand.


      “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about, but I’m loving the whole boat fetish thing you guys have going on right now,” I finally said, nodding my head approvingly.


      Dan scowled. “I can deal with you calling me a weirdo, but don’t make it sound like I’m some kind of pervert! Plus, you’re being very rude to Cass...”


      Cass, however, didn’t seem particularly offended by the comment. To be honest, I wasn’t sure he’d even heard it over the sound of his own heavy breathing as he ran a hand along the ship’s stern. “Oh, these curves... Isn’t she just ravishing, Daniel?”


      For some reason, Dan didn’t reply.


      ◆◆◆


      By the time 7 p.m. rolled around, most of the necessary provisions and equipment had arrived, along with a good number of ice-affined mages. Unless anything went wrong at this point, we’d be setting sail in just one hour.


      The first two mages to arrive were technically knights belonging to the Royal Order. Unlike the private noble armies, which separated their personnel into the commonly accepted categories of “knight” and “mage,” the Order contained only knights. For noble armies, separating the two groups was a tactical necessity to account for significant differences in physical and magical strength. However, since all of the Order’s mages also possessed a mastery of Strengthening Magic to rival that of any given noble army’s most renowned knight, there wasn’t really any reason to maintain two separate divisions.


      If anything, it gave the Order a tactical advantage. A squadron of Order knights could march halfway across the kingdom without breaking much of a sweat—and if you had the misfortune of facing said squadron in combat, you’d have no idea how many of them were mages until the fireballs started flying at your head. Of course, Order knights who specialized in Strengthening Magic were generally stronger than their Emissive Magic-inclined peers and therefore formed the vanguard and rear guard when it came to battle, but whatever their specialty, an Order knight was still a formidable opponent, and not one you’d want to cross swords with. Godolphen’s frequent and long-winded lectures about how the kingdom had “no need for Royal Academy graduates who could only cast spells from safe spots outside the battlefield” had clearly been inspired by the mages in the Order.


      In addition to the two Order knights, we’d also been joined by a single mage from the kingdom’s central command, as well as a civilian who worked as an Emissive Magic researcher. The Explorer’s Guild had also issued urgent requests to every competent ice-affined mage in the area, but there was no guarantee that any would be joining us, at least for this leg of the journey. That would all depend on the Guild being able to get in contact with said mages in the first place, and—assuming they were willing to risk their lives for the undoubtedly extravagant reward—them arriving at the docks before we set sail. With even the slightest delay in departure potentially resulting in us arriving after the eggs had hatched (and therefore rendering the whole endeavor meaningless), waiting around for stragglers wasn’t an option. Instead, the Royal Order would organize for any latecomers or new volunteers to be transported to one of the ports of call along our route, with a system of spellbirds used to inform us of any additional stops.


      Just five minutes before departure, a horse-drawn carriage carrying three explorers came to a hasty stop alongside the docks.


      “Allen...?! Dan! What are you two doing here?!” Al cried as he clambered out of the carriage.


      His appearance, while sudden, didn’t really surprise me. Even in the capital, there wasn’t exactly a surplus of ice-affined, decently talented mages who also belonged to the Explorer’s Guild—and out of the few mages who did check all those boxes, Al had probably been the easiest one to contact. While the law protected him from being forcibly mobilized as an Academy student, that didn’t prevent him from voluntarily accepting a guild request as an explorer. While uncommon, it wasn’t unheard of for Academy students to moonlight as explorers; my beloved upperclassman Reed’s unfortunate demotion to Class B had actually come about after his grades fell during an extended foraging request.


      “Oh, the Sailing Club received a Royal Council request to transport you all up to the Yabré Baronry,” I replied casually. “What about you though, Al? I never thought I’d see you skipping school.”


      Al frowned. “My ice magic might be able to save thousands of people, Allen. Did you seriously think I was just going to stand around and watch? Nah, I’ve picked up a real annoying habit ever since I started spending time with you—I keep asking myself if I’m really doing everything I can to become the man I want to be. And skipping school to save lives... Well, it’s not the hardest choice to make, is it?” He shrugged. “Besides, I ran the whole thing past Godolphen, and he approved it as an ‘extracurricular lesson’ or something on the spot, so technically I’m not missing any school.”


      If flagrant abuse of authority was an Olympic sport, that geezer would have a gold medal in it... Oh well. At least it’s for a good reason this time.


      In reality, I wasn’t all that bothered by what I assumed was actually a glaring breach of Academy policy. In my opinion, a good teacher only needed two things: power and the willingness to misuse it from time to time, provided it was in the interest of their students. Given that I didn’t really care about things like grades, I was willing to admit that my definition of a good teacher was potentially a little unconventional, though.


      “A request from the Royal Council though, Allen? Really? I thought the Sailing Club was just for fun?” Al asked suspiciously.


      I shook my head, laughing. “Oh, Al... Are you forgetting who the captain of the Sailing Club is? When Daniel Sardos gets serious about having fun—well, anything is possible,” I replied, taking care to ensure it was loud enough for everyone in the vicinity to hear. For good measure, I also shot Al a cheerful thumbs-up. A well-timed jump then took me out of the way of Dan’s powerful downward chop, and before he could make another attempt to flatten me, Glover’s voice rang out across the docks.


      “It’s time. All aboard! Hoist the anchor! Rig the sails!”


      But I wanted to say that...


      I only let myself sulk for a second, though. It was time to set sail.


      ◆◆◆


      About three hours had passed since we’d departed. Dan and I had headed straight for our usual spots as soon as we’d boarded, with me controlling the winds from the deck and him steering at the helm. While night had well and truly fallen by this point, it didn’t really affect our sailing too much as long as we kept our nightgaze active. Plus, Captain Glover and Cass were even better at using nightgaze than we were, so navigating in the dark was even less of an issue than usual. Glover also had an encyclopedic knowledge of every hidden reef and sunken obstacle along our route, so even the dangers we couldn’t see didn’t pose much of a threat.


      Yeah, yeah, he’s impressive, but you know what would be even more impressive? Taking some of that expert knowledge and using it to create, oh, I don’t know—some actual maps and charts, maybe?!


      Glover and Cass were also at the helm, learning the specifics of steering our ship from Dan. Though they were clearly very talented, I wasn’t really expecting them to be able to pick up even the basics of wind magic over the course of our voyage. However, if we could entrust the steering to them, it would leave Dan free to help with controlling the winds, which in turn would give both of us more time to rest. For the first hour, they’d simply watched Dan as he steered us away from the docks and along the river.


      When he’d eventually handed over the reins so they could get a feel for the ship, it immediately became obvious that both Glover and Cass were better helmsmen than I could ever hope to be. In particular, Cass—who I soon learned spent most of his free time cruising up and down the River Rune in one of the multiple sailboats he owned—seemed to be just as good as Dan, if not more so. Even so, the journey still got a little rougher whenever Cass or Glover was at the wheel. Sailing a ship wasn’t a one-man endeavor but a coordinated effort, and all the experience in the world couldn’t make up for the sheer synchronicity Dan and I had developed during our time in the Sailing Club.


      After they’d each had a few more turns at the wheel—with their steering getting noticeably smoother each time—Glover and Cass left the helm to join me on the main deck.


      “Daniel taught us the basic principles of your method, but I still can’t quite believe what I’m seeing...” Glover said, staring up at the sail. “It’s rather unsettling, to be honest. By all rights, we simply shouldn’t be moving this fast, not with the winds as they are—and that’s not to mention the fact that you’ve been casting for over three hours straight by this point...” He shook his head in disbelief. “It truly doesn’t have any impact on your mana?”


      “Nope, not really. It would be one thing if I was trying to create a breeze from scratch, but all I’m doing is giving the wind that’s already here a little push in the right direction,” I replied.


      At the moment, the wind was blowing from the northwest, and with the way we were currently oriented, that meant we were sailing almost perfectly downwind (in other words, moving with the wind rather than against it) at a speed of around ten meters a second. If we managed to angle the ship so we were completely downwind, we’d theoretically be able to achieve a maximum speed of about thirty-six kilometers an hour—“theoretically” being the key word. Once you accounted for things like cargo weight and water resistance, the potential speed a ship could actually achieve dropped quite significantly.


      Our ship was currently going much faster than thirty-six kilometers an hour, however.


      The interesting thing about sailing was that it relied on a force called “lift.” The physics behind it were somewhat complicated, but basically, lift was what made it possible for a sailing ship to move much faster than the current wind speed, provided a sailor could manipulate it effectively—or alternatively, if they could somehow manipulate the wind.


      There were two core principles behind using wind magic to generate lift. The first was to use external mana circulation to ensure a permanent crosswind, thereby allowing us to access the benefits of lift. The mana loop had to cover a pretty wide area for this to work, and Dan hadn’t yet had much success with it, though not for lack of trying. I still had room to improve as well. It wasn’t like I could completely reverse the direction of the wind or anything, after all. At my current level of mastery, I could change the angle by about thirty degrees and maintain it with almost no loss of mana. Even getting to this point had taken a lot of practice. Thankfully, between the Sailing Club and the flying magicycle I was developing with Fuli, I wasn’t hurting for opportunities to use wind magic.


      The second principle was wind placement. The key to lift was making sure that the wind passing over the inside of the sail was slower than that on the outside, creating a difference in air pressure that basically pulled the ship forward. However, if the wind slowed down too much or changed direction, the airflow would separate from the sail, and the rapid loss of lift would throw the ship off-balance. Maintaining lift therefore required constant minute adjustments. This was where the need for coordination came in. Every time Dan turned the wheel, I had to adjust my mana circulation loop to account for the slight change in direction and pressure. Achieving our true maximum speed therefore required him to understand precisely how much of a change I could manage without losing control. We also had to deal with the whims of nature, with every sudden change in wind direction and speed requiring us to work in instinctive unison to keep the ship upright.


      I was happy to admit that the addition of wind magic made sailing a lot more complicated than it already was. It also made it a lot more fun, though.


      “This is gonna change the world,” Cass whispered excitedly. His eyes were gleaming with an almost childlike delight. “And it’s not even just a theory! You’ve already proven that it works! Once you go public with it, there won’t be a single person in Yugria that doesn’t know your names. Dan said it’s too soon for that, but honestly, I don’t know how you can stand keeping such a groundbreaking discovery to yourselves... Oh, but I’m not saying it’s the wrong decision. On the contrary, it’s probably the smartest choice right now. As soon as this gets out, maritime battles will never be the same again, that’s for sure,” he rambled. “I am curious about your future plans for this new sailing method of yours, though. Are you actually wanting to go public with it? It’s fine if you don’t want to answer, but we might be able to help you, you know?”


      I shrugged. “I told Dan it was his decision, since he’s the expert. Personally, though, I don’t think there’s much point keeping a basic method like this out of the public’s hands. If anything, I’d love to see it being adopted as soon as possible.”


      At first, there was only silence as Glover and Cass exchanged bewildered glances. Eventually, Glover turned back to me with a wry smile, shaking his head in apparent disbelief. “You were listening to Cass just now, correct? About how your discovery will redefine naval warfare as we know it? But apparently, you consider it nothing more than a basic method...” he said with a sigh, rubbing his forehead as though he had a headache coming on. “You belong to Class A at the Royal Academy, Rovene, so I have no doubts that you know exactly how valuable your discovery will be.”


      Er, it’s not that I don’t know, it’s just that I don’t care... I’m all good for fame and riches, you know? Besides, it’s not even my discovery anyway, if we’re getting technical about it—just a little bit of past-life plagiarism. And speaking of past lives, I was basically your textbook example of Japanese humility the first time around. I’m literally incapable of acting all arrogant for the sake of a bit of cash.


      “I know what you’re trying to say, Captain Glover, but to be honest, I’m just not really that interested in wealth or glory or whatever. The faster this method spreads throughout the world the better, in my opinion. I’m looking forward to having more breeze buds.”


      Glover blinked. “Breeze buds...?”


      “Er, yeah? You know, as in ‘buddies’? Friends who share my commitment to creating their own winds of adventure, and follow them no matter where they lead?” I explained with far too much confidence for what was in reality something I’d just made up.


      Cass laughed. “I get you, Allen. When I was a kid, I was just as jealous of those with the talent for Emissive Magic. I got over it by the time I was your age, but seeing you all fired up, I’m thinking I might’ve given up a little too soon! Love the passion, kid. When I first heard that Skirt-Flipping Studies had become the Emissive Magic Club’s primary focus... Well, I assumed it was just a bunch of boys playing around, to be honest. You’ve got me hooked now though! Maybe this’ll be a good chance for the captain and I to test out the power of Skirt-Flipping for ourselves, hey? Join the Sailing Club to take a little wander down the ‘road to despair’ Musica was talking about? What do you think, Captain?”


      Wait, do Cass and Musica know each other? They’re probably around the same age, I guess... Maybe they went to school together or something?


      Glover’s shoulders slumped at this, for some reason. “We’d be fools to pass up an opportunity like this. It’s just... I have a daughter, you see—soon to be married, if all goes well.” He sighed heavily. “Does it really need to be called Skirt-Flipping Studies? Isn’t there any way you could change it? If my daughter hears of this, I fear she’ll never speak to me again...”


      Believe me, I’ve tried... I thought, grimacing. Unfortunately, no matter how hard I’d begged or threatened them, the group of self-avowed Skirt-Flipping scholars had refused to budge. Ultimately, their cries of “There is no shame in the pursuit of a privilege denied to us! To change the name is to admit defeat!” and other groundlessly passionate protests had exhausted my patience, and I’d given up.


      “I didn’t have anything to do with that name, so as annoying as it is, I can’t really force them to change it...” I replied. “What do you mean by ‘join the Sailing Club,’ though? Is that even allowed?”


      Because I kinda assumed you had to be a student to join a school club...


      Glover shook his head. “Our Academy days are long behind us, so no, we can’t join your club—nor would we have the time to do so. I believe Cass is suggesting that the Royal Order and the Sailing Club collaborate on a joint research project. It wouldn’t be entirely unprecedented, though it’s always been the Academy’s researchers we’ve collaborated with rather than its students. I’ve never heard of us entering into a joint research initiative with a student-led club before.”


      Now that I thought about it, I’d actually helped form a joint research agreement between the Order and the Academy before, albeit unintentionally. Ms. Emmie, a magical tool researcher who was also the Magical Craftsmanship Club’s adviser, was assisting the Order with the spreadsheet software development project I’d inadvertently inspired.


      Hmm...


      The only benefits of entering into a joint research agreement with the Order were funding and prestige, neither of which we particularly needed. At the same time, though, I was pretty sure that my aversion to wealth and glory probably wasn’t a good enough reason to risk offending Glover and Cass by turning the offer down. Plus, having the Royal Order’s seal of approval would most likely help to accelerate the public’s uptake of wind magic-based sailing, and I was all for the chance to make more breeze buds.


      “Well, I’m not opposed to the idea, but Dan’s in charge of all club-related decisions, so you’ll have to discuss it with him,” I said with another shrug, casually avoiding any responsibility—and, more importantly, also avoiding the inevitable pile of paperwork that entering into a joint research project would entail.


      Incidentally, while I hadn’t told them this, the reason I’d referred to our new sailing method as “basic” was because Dan was actually already working on a completely different ship design. We’d been discussing potential improvements to our current design, and as usual, I’d been borrowing bits of information from my past life to make things easier. I’d used the term “fluid dynamics” while attempting to explain something about lift, and being as extraordinarily perceptive as he was, Dan hadn’t let it slide.


      “Fluid dynamics?” he’d asked. “So you think these concepts could apply to more than just air, then? Could we do something similar with water?”


      “Well, I think it’s probably possible,” I’d replied noncommittally. His question had jogged a memory, though. In my previous life, I’d once been sent to conduct some business with a company that operated on a semiremote island. The boat that I’d taken there had been a type of high-speed craft called a hydrofoil, which was awesome, because it was essentially a flying boat. It had small wings that stuck out from the hull below the water, and when the boat was moving fast enough, the wings generated so much lift that the hull actually rose out of the water, basically turning it into a hovercraft. Out of curiosity, I’d done a bit of research into the science of it afterward. With water being hundreds of times denser than air, the resulting lift was on a completely different scale, which was what made the seemingly magical phenomenon possible.


      I’d also learned that hydrofoil sailboating had already become a standard category in sailing competitions and that some of the more experimental designs could hit speeds of nearly one hundred kilometers per hour—and that was without wind magic. Here, the possibilities were endless. In a world where a magically powered ship could still easily be overtaken by a galley of rowers, the introduction of a hydrofoil would be nothing short of revolutionary. We were still in the preliminary phase of research, but with Dan at the wheel, I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be too long until we exposed Yugria to yet another of the endless possibilities wind magic had to offer.


      “We might not ever rival you and Dan, but the captain and I are somewhat competent, you know? And we’ve got too much pride to just sit back and reap the benefits of your hard work. I reckon we could help you take this thing to the next level,” Cass said with a grin that I couldn’t help but return.


      And so, with the wind in our hair and passion in our hearts, we continued our smooth journey down the Great River Rune.


      ◆◆◆


      Unlike Allen, Dan, and the two knights from the Second Legion, the seven mages who’d boarded the ship at Runerelia had very little to do throughout the length of the voyage. Their responsibilities awaited them in the Yabré Baronry. A few of them—the ones who hadn’t been on a sailing ship before—began by exploring the ship with keen interest or watching Dan at the helm, while others simply sat back and observed the passing scenery. When the light began to fade and what little scenery they could still see lost its appeal, the mages instead began to huddle around the magically powered heaters that had been set up toward the bow, out of Allen’s way.


      This section of the Great River Rune was exposed on all sides, and the early spring wind was bitingly cold, especially at night. They’d all dressed for the weather as best they could and were making good use of both Magic Guard and the provided monster wool blankets to ward off the worst of the chill. Still, whether out of a desire for more warmth or simply out of boredom, one by one they converged around the heaters like moths to a flame, and soon enough, they began to talk.


      Naturally, the cabins on a ship of this size weren’t roomy enough to accommodate beds for all of them, much less for the rest of the mages they’d pick up along the way. The cabins at the fore and aft were already crammed full of provisions and equipment. The central cabin, which was still empty, could probably fit them all at a squeeze (provided they were willing to sleep on the floor, of course), but no one looked particularly tired yet. Actually, they all looked rather grim. It might have been that the absurdity of sailing aboard a ship captained by two children had finally struck them, or perhaps it was their mission that was weighing them down. Either way, it seemed as though sleep was the last thing on anyone’s mind. It was usually at times like this that the chronically cheerful Al could be relied upon to lift the mood, but at the moment, his otherwise permanently positive attitude was nowhere to be seen. He sat slightly off to one side, hugging his knees to his chest as he stared out into the night with a troubled expression.


      It was probably around midnight when one of the mages—a man who looked to be somewhere in his thirties—pulled out a flask of some kind of strong-smelling liquor and took a swig from it. After a few more mouthfuls, he began muttering to himself. “Never thought I’d end up sitting next to Order knights on a mission... Never thought I’d end up sitting next to Lelouche Symplex either. I mean, what’s a third-rate explorer like me got in common with the Ice Fairy herself, huh? I knew I shouldn’t have let myself get suckered in by that stupid reward! What the hell was I thinking? I’ll probably just screw up and doom the whole kingdom, and then it’ll be the gallows for me...”


      A woman sitting nearby—one of the Order knights in question—shot him a stern look. “Dongo Iriche, C-Rank, correct? I place quite a lot of faith in the Explorer’s Guild’s evaluations. If your superiors didn’t think you were competent enough for this mission, you wouldn’t be here. Look, I’ve got an idea that might help calm your nerves,” she said, standing up. As a skilled mage and a member of the Royal Guard, the woman, Capeline, had been charged with supervising the mages during their voyage. She vanished into the front cabin and returned with a basket filled with what seemed to be large hen’s eggs, one of which she then placed carefully on the deck.


      “Freeze the egg until it shatters, as quickly as you can manage it. Like this,” she said, touching the tip of her wand to the egg. The next moment, there was a soft cracking sound. A fine line appeared along the shell where the contents had expanded as they’d frozen, but not a drop spilled out. “If you miss... Well, I guess you’ll be going without breakfast tomorrow then, Dongo,” she continued, handing him another of the eggs.


      Dongo took it—but not without first taking another hearty swig from his flask. “People from my side of Runerelia ain’t in the habit of wasting good food,” he said with a snort. “Raw egg’s not a bad drinking snack. If it spills, I’ll lick it straight from the deck.” He sat the egg on the deck, snatched up his unusually short staff, and jabbed it in the egg’s direction. A few seconds later, there was another, louder crack, and a spiderweb of fissures shot across the shell. Some of the egg’s white could be seen where it had seeped through the fissures like thick sap from a split branch, but otherwise, the egg retained its previous shape.


      Capeline retrieved the egg and examined it closely. “I have a fair amount of experience with freezing hell locust eggs in the farming regions—though never under the threat of plague, of course—so I’m quite confident in saying that while our control could use a little work, your technique is perfectly adequate. If you can maintain that volume of mana output at that speed, you shouldn’t need to worry about accidents. What’s your magical aptitude level?”


      “Wait, really?” Dongo answered, his expression somewhere between surprise and smugness. “Never thought I’d get the seal of approval from a freakin’ royal knight... Heh. Pretty much gave up on it already, but if this goes well, I guess there might be a chance of a B-Rank promotion for me after all! Oh, 1200—that’s my magical aptitude level. And that’s triple what it was when I was a kid,” he said proudly, rubbing his nose. “Compression training every day—never skip it.”


      “I see...” Capeline said, nodding to herself. “I’ll send out for a supply of training eggs to be prepared for us at our next port of call. With any luck, by the time we reach the Yabré Baronry, you’ll be able to achieve the same result with less mana. The mana required to freeze a hell locust egg is almost the same as it takes to freeze these, so they’re excellent substitutes for training. Using less mana will mean freezing more eggs in a shorter time, and that’s what will spell the difference between success and failure in this mission. The future of this kingdom depends on your performance, Dongo. If your contributions are adequate, I, Capeline Yakutsk, will personally write a letter of recommendation to the guild on your behalf advocating for your promotion to B-Rank,” she declared, placing her right hand over her heart.


      Dongo’s face lit up with joy. “Really?! Bloody hell! A recommendation from a member of the Royal Guard—now that’s a reward I could get tempted by! Get as many eggs as you can! I’ll show you what Dongo Iriche is made of!”


      At this, Kiefer—the third explorer who’d boarded at Runerelia and another C-Rank—shot to his feet. “And me!”


      “I’ll show you what I’m capable of too!” chimed in Panee, the mage who’d been dispatched from the kingdom’s central command.


      The mood, which had been rather gloomy, was instantly lifted by their collective excitement. Their previous hesitation had been understandable, really. All three—Dongo, Kiefer, and Panee—were quite far down in the social hierarchy, and royal knights were at the pinnacle, commanding greater respect than even A-Rank explorers or military generals. The suddenness of the request (or the orders, in Panee’s case) had only exacerbated their uneasiness, and they’d had no idea how to interact with the two royal knights.


      However, Dongo’s self-contemptuous sulking had served to break the ice, and when Capeline’s response to it hadn’t featured even a hint of the holier-than-thou attitude they’d expected, the three had found their reluctance fading. It wasn’t just that she’d treated Dongo as an equal either. She’d openly declared that Yugria needed him and his talents. The Royal Order needed him—needed them. Upon realizing that, their morale soared in an instant.


      “Hey, you! Er, Al, right? You should come show us what you’ve got too! You don’t get a chance like this every day, eh?!” Dongo called out to the blue-haired boy, then turned back to the others. “Apparently the kid’s already a D-Rank, so he’s gotta be something pretty special! Heck, even the Royal Order might want to get their hands on him!”


      He glanced back in Al’s direction, but the boy showed no signs of having even heard Dongo’s comment. He was still staring blankly into the darkness. Dongo, assuming the reality of their mission was hitting the boy hard, smiled bitterly. If he was Al’s age, he’d feel the same. The task awaiting them was a demanding one, even for a veteran explorer like Dongo himself. If not for his trusty flask, he knew he’d barely sleep a wink for the entire length of the voyage.


      Taking another egg from the basket, he stumbled over to Al. “No use being all stiff and formal now,” he slurred, his breath reeking of alcohol. “Your mission right now is to relax! You’ve got a pretty fancy wand there, don’t you? Come on, give it a go!” he urged, forcing the egg into Al’s hand.


      Crack.


      Without picking up his wand—or even so much as turning away from the invisible scenery—Al froze the egg in his bare palm, turned it upside down, and dropped it back into Dongo’s hand. It was almost identical to the one Capeline had frozen just earlier, with a single hairline fracture running along the egg and not a drop of the white spilling through.


      Until that point, Lelouche Symplex had been polishing the fist-sized magic stone on the end of her wand with an utterly disinterested expression. Now, though, she tilted her head (and by extension, the wide-brimmed, pointed hat she wore atop it) with an amused grin. Just twenty years old, Lelouche—or the Ice Fairy, as she was otherwise known—was an extremely talented mage who also served as the vice principal of the Symplex Intensive Educational Center, Runerelia’s most highly regarded magical cram school. Within seconds, she’d snatched the egg from Dongo and was poking at it like a child with a particularly interesting insect.


      “Interesting... Al, was it? Do you have a last name, Al?” she asked, and when Al didn’t reply, she simply giggled. “Sorry, but it’ll take more than a little moodiness to scare me off. I’m used to kids like you. Perhaps I should give it a go? This might make you decide I’m worth your attention.”


      She swiftly plucked an egg from the basket and held it in Al’s direction. With a crack, it was frozen solid; just like Al, she hadn’t needed a wand to do it. However, Al still didn’t reply. He didn’t even look her way.


      Dongo, who was ostensibly Al’s senior in the guild, finally lost his patience at this. “Look here, kid! You don’t have to suck up to her, but at least answer people when they’re talking to you!”
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      Lelouche giggled again. “It’s okay, Donji. Our friend Al here clearly has high standards, and as a researcher, I can respect his unwillingness to compromise on them. I’m sure I’ll be able to demonstrate my worth to him in time.”


      “Who the hell is Donji?! My name’s Dongo! And you might be willing to let him give you the cold shoulder, but I’m not! It ain’t monsters that kill explorers. Being forced to work with someone you can’t trust, that’s what kills us! He could be the greatest mage in the kingdom for all I care—he’s still gotta show us some basic manners!” He grabbed Al by the shoulders and forcibly spun him around. “Look at me, you little brat!”


      Though Dongo didn’t know this, Al, of course, hadn’t been deliberately ignoring them all. He’d simply been focusing too intently on Soldo’s teachings (or rather, on the teachings Allen had attributed to Soldo) about clearing one’s mind of all worldly thoughts. However, the sheer force of the movement as he twisted around, in addition to the overwhelming smell of alcohol on Dongo’s breath, was enough to yank him back to reality. Al staggered to his feet, lowered his head, and—


      “HUUUUUURGH!”


      —vomited spectacularly, catching the foul substance in his own hands. “Haaa, haaa... Sorry... I’m feeling...a little sick...” he said woefully, looking up at them with bloodshot eyes. To the relief of all present, Al froze the contents of his hands before any could spill onto the deck and tossed it overboard, then conjured up a stream of water to rinse himself off.


      Lelouche burst out laughing. “Ha! I can’t believe it! I’d love to figure out the mana conversion equation for freezing your own vomit! Pretty handy, though... How long did it take you to master it? I might need to give it a go myself!” she said, laughing again. “Well, now that’s out of the way, maybe you’re ready to share your full name with me?”


      “It’s, urgh, Ald, AldoRUUUUUURGH—”


      The sound of crackling ice echoed across the deck once more, shortly followed by another splash.


      “Amazing! Absolutely amazing!” Lelouche exclaimed gleefully, clapping.


      Capeline, who’d decided to remain at a somewhat safer distance, sighed. “Let me introduce you to Al, D-Rank explorer—otherwise known as Aldor Engravier, first-year student at the Royal Academy and captain of the Emissive Magic Club.” Shaking her head slightly, she knelt down and picked up the egg he’d frozen, then paused, frowning. “It takes a rare talent to freeze something so solidly in an instant, especially without the use of a wand. Even then, it would take months of specialized training to achieve this. But what reason could a student like you have to dedicate himself to learning such a specific skill?”


      “Oh, so you’re in charge of that Emissive Magic Club?” Lelouche asked. “Which means it’s your fault that our Royal Academy enrollment rates have plummeted this year. The principal won’t stop moaning about it... Though personally, I don’t really care, to be honest. Come on then, Al. What kind of training have you been doing?”


      Shoving Dongo out of the way, the two women were soon sandwiching Al where he was leaning over the ship’s side.


      “Urk. Who... Who woulda thought Allen’s stupid idea to practice shooting ice beams out of my mouth would ever come in handy... S-Sorry, but could we hold off on the introductions until later? I’m not quite— Urgh... HURRRGH—”


      Capeline smiled gently at the boy, with his pale face and bloodshot eyes, and nodded. “Of course.” She took out a handkerchief and dampened it with a stream of conjured water, then placed it on the back of Al’s neck. “They say this helps with seasickness,” she said, patting his back. “Does that make you feel any better?”


      Al nodded, his face still ashen. “Yes, a little. Thank you.”


      “Loosening your clothes is meant to help too, right?” suggested Lelouche. “Here, I’ll loosen your belt for you.”


      Her hands had barely touched his waist when the ship suddenly lurched, leaving her free to skillfully catch the stumbling Al.


      “S-Sorry!” he said.


      “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about! You just need to rest up and focus on feeling better soon, so we can have a proper chat,” she said soothingly, rubbing his back; she’d yet to release him from the embrace.


      And so, with a chill in the air and the stars overhead, they continued their journey down the Great River Rune. However, the sailing was no longer as smooth as it had been just minutes before, for some reason—and it was getting rougher by the second.


      ◆◆◆


      Al, you little bastard! I’m working myself to the bone here to do my part in protecting the lives and liberties of Yugria and its citizens, and you’ve got the freaking nerve to make me the captive audience to your little flirting show?! Who the hell do you think you are?! It should be me getting comforted by that silver-haired beauty! And where’s my adorable witchy girl to cuddle?! Nope, no way. I’m not gonna put up with this!


      With a quick hand signal, I informed Dan that I was about to step on the proverbial gas.


      Sorry, Al, but desperate times call for desperate measures. If I don’t push myself while I’ve still got the strength to do it, we’ll never make it in time, you know? Mwa ha ha...


      Dan acknowledged my signal with a thumbs-up, and an instant later, the ship lurched as he turned the wheel sharply. The sail yards swung around, and I adjusted the angle of the wind to match. Then, keeping in perfect rhythm with Dan as he tightened the rigging, I lowered the wind speed on the inside of the sails by a significant amount. The effect was immediate. With another sharp lurch, the ship shot forward like an arrow from a bow, and Al went flying forward too—directly into the witchy girl’s ample bosom.


      “S-Sorry!” he said, despite making no attempt to free himself from her voluminous embrace.


      “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about! You just need to rest up and focus on feeling better soon, so we can have a proper chat,” she replied, gently rubbing his back.


      What the—?! I thought, staring at Al—who had apparently turned into a rom-com protagonist without bothering to inform me—in horror.


      “He coulda just said he was seasick... And why the hell is a bloody Academy student working as an explorer anyway? Little show off...” grumbled the man who’d been attempting to teach Al the error of his ways, looking every bit the exemplary explorer as he stomped past me on his way to the toilet at the rear of the ship.


      “You’re damn right, Donji. The kid’s making a joke of it, flirting around like that in the middle of a request. He needs to learn how us explorers do things, and if he ain’t gonna listen to your words, he can listen to your fists,” I said, hoping I could inspire the man to give Al a good scolding (for the sake of Yugria, of course). Anger flashed across the man’s face, and for a moment, I thought my plan had worked. Sadly, the rage I sought faded as quickly as it had appeared, and he shook his head.


      “First of all, the name’s not Donji. It’s Dongo. And when he’s that seasick, then I can’t really blame the kid for being a little unfriendly. I made a real mess the first time I had to take a long-haul stagecoach, and the guys I was working with gave me hell for it. I ain’t gonna do the same to a kid like him.” He frowned. “And what do you mean, ‘us explorers’? I know a Third Legion cloak when I see one. I feel like you’re pretty damn young for a royal knight though. Also, the mask ain’t doing much to— Hang on! You’re him, aren’t you?! You’re that Allen Rovene kid!” he stammered, backing away as though I was some kind of wild animal.


      Crap. I’d been so caught up in the man’s perfectly outlawish allure that I’d accidentally gone full Lenn mode.


      As he’d pointed out, I was indeed wearing a mask. I basically always wore one when I was on official Order business to avoid being recognized by anyone who’d already met my alter ego, Explorer Lenn. Today’s specimen was the newest in my prized collection of “old man” masks, (somewhat begrudgingly) hand-delivered all the way from Kilka by Mimosa. I’d fallen in love with it at first sight. The carefully crafted smile was a work of art, thin yet profoundly deep in a way that reminded me of an ancient religious carving. Unlike the first few masks I’d acquired, this one also featured eye holes, meaning I didn’t have to rely purely on Scouting Magic for visual awareness. The view I saw through those vast cavities felt like it was about to swallow me whole. I was pretty sure I could understand how Sun Wukong had felt when he’d returned from his journey to the end of the universe only to discover that he’d never left the Buddha’s palm. For that kind of spiritual enlightenment, forty-nine riels had been a bargain price.


      Still, for such a tough-looking guy, he’s a lot kinder than I expected... It’s a bit of a letdown, really.


      “Who, me? Nah, you’ve got the wrong guy. I just wear this for fun,” I lied. “Also, we’re about to hit some turbulence, so you might want to hold on!” I swung my right arm out to the side before I’d even finished speaking, just in time to counter another of Dan’s hard turns. With a yelp, Donji scrambled toward the ship’s railing and clung on tightly.


      Damn it, Dan! That was way too close! I know we’re on a tight schedule here, but we’re not gonna be much help to anyone if our ship capsizes!


      At the front of the ship, I could hear Al groaning.


      Never mind. Your steering is perfect, Dan! Keep it up!


      “Oh, you poor thing. Take some of these leaves. Chewing on them should help a little. It seems like it’s only getting rougher out there, though... You’ll feel better if you’re lying down. Here, you can use my lap as a pillow.”


      Excuse me?! What did the silver-haired beauty just say?!


      “No, I c-couldn’t possibly! What if I ruin your clothes? I— Uuuuuurgh...”


      “I wouldn’t mind in the slightest. I’m responsible for making sure you all reach the Yabré Baronry in the best possible condition, Al. A mere change of clothes and a bit of washing is a small price to pay for helping you feel better.”




      “Capeline, I think I’m getting seasick too...”


      “No, Dongo. You’re just drunk. Go sleep it off in the cabin.”


      “...”


      ◆◆◆


      Midnight blue gave way to a tapestry of pale gray and soft pink as the sun slowly rose over the horizon, and still, we kept vigil. We were worshippers at the altar of the wheel and the winds, tracing out a new prayer upon every fleeting current and passing breeze.


      Sadly, our prayers went unanswered. Al had eventually run out of ammunition just before dawn and, to my great dismay, now seemed almost comfortable as he sat on the deck meditating. I strongly suspected that the two beautiful women he was sandwiched between (supposedly to “help him stay upright”) were contributing to that comfort. For no discernible reason, the three were all sharing a singular warm-looking blanket as they soaked up the light of the morning sun. To be honest, I was baffled. Logically, there was no way a bit of seasickness was the price of admission into a beautiful women burrito. Logic had betrayed me, though, and in an unsolicited reimagining of “The North Wind and the Sun,” the rougher our journey had (intentionally) become, the stronger the bond between the three had grown.


      Stupid Al...


      It was just past eight in the morning when Mainoa—a river town in the Dosuperior region and our first port of call—finally came into view, and after a quick signal to Dan, I began to slow us down. Soon enough, we were drifting toward the port at a much more reasonable pace as I just stood there, too exhausted to do anything but watch as Cass made his way toward me with a stiff expression.


      “That was... Well, it was incredible. That’s the only word for it,” he said, placing a hand on my shoulder.


      The last shreds of my strength drained from me in an instant, and I dropped to my knees. It took everything I had not to collapse fully onto the deck, because I was pretty sure I’d never be able to get up again once I did; they’d have to sweep little piles of Allen ash into the river.


      While the voyage hadn’t taken any real hit on my mana, twelve straight hours of intense focus and constant minute adjustments had left me utterly drained in other ways. Our method of sailing required me to be constantly aware of both the natural environment and Dan’s movements, and when a single mistake could send us sinking to the bottom of the river, there was no margin for error. Despite my dramatic collapse, I wasn’t actually doing too bad in the physical sense. Mentally, though, I’d reached my limit. Thankfully, our efforts hadn’t been in vain; we’d reached Mainoa over two hours earlier than planned.


      “You all right down there, Allen? Man, you were incredible. It was kind of terrifying, really. Your sailing was so aggressive, I almost thought Cid the Destroyer had come right out of the legends and possessed you or something!” he continued, shaking his head with a laugh. “Captain Glover and I will take over from here, okay? Go get some rest. I’ll wake you in a bit.” He patted me on the shoulder, then headed back toward the helm to take over from Dan.


      Our so-called aggressive sailing (all in the name of Yugria and its citizens, of course) had resulted in a somewhat haunted atmosphere aboard the ship. Cass and Glover, being hardened sailors, hadn’t been affected by the turbulent waters, but all seven of the mages were looking at least a little pale. Some had even joined Al in emptying the contents of their stomachs over the ship’s railing over the course of the night.


      Glover joined me on the deck a minute or so later, looking needlessly solemn as he gave me a dignified nod. “I suppose I should have known you’d have planned something like this... I must admit, your little childish display back in Runerelia did give me pause, but it was all an act, wasn’t it? While I was still racking my brains to find a way to unite these mismatched individuals into one cohesive unit, you sailed us straight onto a common battlefield. Fighting as one against potentially fatal odds and living to tell the tale—that’s what bonds warriors together.” He paused for a moment, a bitter smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “On behalf of the Royal Order that protects this kingdom, and as one of its humble citizens... Thank you, Allen. With your relentless determination, you’ve brought us together more closely than I ever could.”


      I didn’t understand a single word of the absolute nonsense he was spewing, but I decided to play it safe with a vague response for the time being.


      “Well, it was all for the sake of peace in the universe...” I mumbled.


      Thankfully, Dan showed up before Glover could misinterpret anything else. He looked impossibly perky as he strolled toward us, flexing his trembling hands. His palms were tattered and bleeding. “You really like keeping me on my toes, huh? Still, I’d say our coordination was pretty much perfect—not that I was worried or anything. I mean, if we struggled on a nice, calm river like this one, we’d be doomed as soon as we hit the seas!” he said, his potato-like face lighting up with a satisfied grin.


      Argh! My eyes! Put that thing away before you blind me, you stupid spud!


      In contrast to my utter exhaustion, Dan was clearly experiencing the sailing equivalent of a runner’s high.


      “What’s wrong with you?! Are you seriously not seeing this?!” I exclaimed, pointing frantically at Al’s burrito of love.


      “Huh? Oh. I know how you’re feeling, Allen, but we can’t compromise the mission just because we’re worried about Al. He can take care of himself. Our job is to get everyone to the Yabré Baronry as soon as possible, no matter what it takes! I’m ready for anything!” he said with a firm nod and an even firmer thumbs-up.


      Take care of himself?! He’s forming a freaking harem right in front of my sails! And get your stupid thumb out of my face before I break it!


      ◆◆◆


      Before I could figure out how I was going to convince Dan to join my anti-Al crusade, the traitor in question stumbled over to us. His cheeks were already slightly sunken, as though we’d been sailing for months rather than half a day. “Hey, guys... You must think I’m pretty pathetic, right?” He smiled weakly. “I’m getting used to it now, at least. I’ll probably get sick again the moment it gets as rough as it was last night, but I feel all right when it’s smooth like this. I’ll push through.”


      Dan smiled but shook his head. “You can’t help it if you get seasick, and it’s not something you can overcome by pushing yourself either. Yeah, people can get used to it eventually, but it takes a lot longer than a day or two. The journey’s not gonna get any smoother from here, so you’ll probably get sick again, but it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Plus, most people recover pretty much as soon as they set foot on land, so at least there’s an end in sight. I don’t like seeing you suffer, but we’ve gotta do everything we can to get you all there in time. Sorry, Al,” he said, kindly but firmly.


      “Guess I should start preparing for the worst then,” Al replied with a feeble laugh.


      “Boys are always so hard on one another,” said Capeline—the silver-haired beauty—as she approached us with an amused smile. “Daniel Sardos, correct? I can’t claim to understand exactly what it was that you and Allen were doing, but your determination to protect this kingdom and its people was as clear as day. I can see that it’s taken a toll on you, but I hope you’ll continue to persevere. Thank you.”


      “Magic is usually the only thing that can excite me, but you know what? That touched me, whatever it was. I could literally see how much you trust each other. Just be careful, okay?” Lelouche (the adorable witchy girl) said with a wink. She rummaged around in her bag for a second, pulled out a salve, and carefully began tending to Dan’s hands.


      “Did you want me to bandage them too?” she asked.


      Dan shook his head. “Nah, it’ll dull my sense of touch. Thanks, though. That feels much better. I was so focused on steering, I must have let my Magic Guard slip,” he said with a dry smile.


      From what I’d gathered, a sense of touch—dulled or otherwise—wasn’t particularly important when sailing a standard Yugrian ship. When it came to our ship, however, a keen sense of touch was apparently indispensable. The lines and the wheel became an extension of Dan’s body, and every slight tremor was a nerve impulse, telling him what he needed to know to keep us upright and on course. Having his sense of touch dulled wouldn’t just slow us down. It would send us plunging to the depths.


      Once she was satisfied with Dan’s treatment, Lelouche then turned her mischievous smile on me. “I’d heard the rumors, but they didn’t do you justice. Your proficiency in external mana circulation truly is extraordinary... Though really, it’s something more than that, isn’t it? Something that ideas like ‘magic manipulation’ and ‘mana circulation’ don’t even begin to describe... Wind magic, hmm? It’s certainly an exciting concept. As a researcher, I’d like to express my admiration for your work, but...” She paused suddenly, dropping her previous smile in favor of a stern glare. “I’m not particularly fond of the way my robe tries to escape over my head every time you wave your hand, Mr. Skirt-Flipping Master. Now I’d love to think it’s simply a coincidence, but that lecherous mask you’re wearing says otherwise.”


      Lecherous?! The craftsmanship that went into this thin yet deeply profound smile rivals that of Japan’s greatest sculptures! Back there, this mask would have been designated a national treasure! How dare you disrespect Japan’s cultural heritage?! The people of Nara would string you up for a comment like that one!


      “You’ve got it wrong! While I’m yet to discuss this particular mask with the artisan, anyone can see that this smile is one of benevolence and compassion! Also, I would never be so boorish as to try to lift your robe on purpose!” I answered hurriedly.


      Lelouche’s eyes narrowed. “Really? You very nearly undressed me when I was on my way to the toilet...”


      Dan chuckled. “He’s telling the truth. The way we were sailing earlier, even Allen wouldn’t have the attention to spare for anything indecent. As the one who had to keep up with his crazy pace, I can promise you that. Every single breeze he made was for the sake of pushing us forward.”


      “Yeah,” agreed Al. “Allen’s a real perv most of the time, but he takes things seriously when it matters most.”


      Lelouche glared at me for another second or two, but much to my relief, she then broke into a giggle. “Sorry, boys. I was just having a bit of fun. I’m just glad I wore my lucky red underwear today. If I accidentally gave anyone a little show, at least I looked good doing it.”


      “Red?” I repeated.


      But the glimpse I caught was white—


      I tore myself back to reality as soon as I realized my error, but it was too late. Lelouche was already glaring at me again, mouth set in a thin yet deeply profound smile. “You saw them, didn’t you...?”


      “No, not in the slightest!” I said, avoiding her gaze as I shook my head. Strangely, Dan also seemed eager to avoid making eye contact. “Dan probably did, though.”


      “Leave me out of this! I didn’t see anything!”


      “Liar! You would’ve had an even better view of them from the helm!”


      “A better view?! That just means you did see them! Stop trying to drag me down with you!”


      “I was so sick I nearly died, and this is what the two of you were up to?! You— Wait a minute... You weren’t rocking the boat on purpose with your stupid antics, were you?!”


      “Screw you, Al! None of this would have happened if you had just kept your hands to yourself!”


      “So it was on purpose!”


      Capeline let out an amused giggle, neatly derailing our banter before it had a chance to become an actual argument. “Sorry,” she said after a few seconds. “It’s just nice to see how close the three of you are. Most Royal Academy students tend to be more guarded in their conversations, like they’re considering the political ramifications of each and every word. Not you three, though. I feel as though I’ve caught a glimpse of the reason behind Class-A’s implausible score at this year’s camping trip. If only I’d been born a little later... I would have liked to belong to your cohort. I’m rather jealous, to tell the truth.” She giggled again. “Well, if a few skirts have to be flipped for the sake of saving our kingdom, then I suppose I have little choice but to allow it. Perhaps I should forgo my pants in favor of a skirt too? I’d be happy to change if it would help us get there faster,” she suggested with utmost sincerity.


      Dan and I looked away in perfect synchronization. “No, there’s no need...” I muttered, and Dan nodded in agreement, both of us too cowardly to voice the answer we actually wanted to give.


      ◆◆◆


      The river port of Mainoa was the capital of the Marniney Domain, located at the border of the Royal Dominion (the section of Yugria under the direct supervision of the royal family) and the Dosuperior Region. The sizable tributary that joined the River Rune nearby had rendered the area a key strategic position in the earliest days of Yugria’s founding, and the town therefore had a much longer history than most viscountal capitals. The charmingly traditional shops and houses I could see from the ship were the enticing proof of that history, but unfortunately, our itinerary didn’t allow for any sightseeing. The additional supplies we’d requested via spellbird (plus another C-Rank mage) had already been waiting for us on the docks, and just five minutes after mooring, we departed once more.


      As we left Mainoa, I swapped out with Dan to try to get some sleep. One of us had to be propelling the ship with wind magic at all times, or we’d never make it to the Yabré Baronry before the eggs hatched. Having Dan at the helm and me on wind duty was the fastest combination, but obviously, neither of us could keep going for six days straight without rest. Exhaustion would lead to poorer concentration, and zoning out for even a second could result in us capsizing, rendering the whole mission futile.


      Thankfully, Dan already had a pretty decent grasp on the circulation technique needed to slow the wind speed down and thereby generate lift. He was actually the only member of the Emissive Magic Club who’d managed to get the hang of it so far. When it came to magical manipulation, Dan was in a class of his own. I suspected he’d also be the first to master the intermittent magic compression technique that the members of the Hill Path Club were currently pursuing. It wasn’t merely a matter of talent, though. There were plenty of talented students at the Academy. It was also a matter of passion. Dan’s passion for sailing fueled his efforts to master wind magic, and that set him apart from the others.


      Well, not all of the others. Some of the club’s more dedicated students of Skirt-Flipping had managed to conjure up a few mild breezes, but the passion that fueled them was plainly of a more primitive variety.


      At his current level, however, Dan still lost a lot of mana while casting and maintaining an external circulation loop. Even starting from a fully rested state, he wouldn’t be able to propel the ship for eight hours straight, despite his insane magical aptitude level (the second highest in our class after Leo’s). Of course, he wasn’t starting from a fully rested state anyway. His mana would have already taken a hit from the Strengthening Magic he’d needed to use while steering, further reducing the time he’d be able to cover for me while I rested—and the longer we spent aboard, the shorter my breaks would become. I needed to take every opportunity to catch a few winks now while I still could.


      Leaving Dan and Cass in charge, I headed to the central cabin and managed to get about five hours’ sleep. Glover and I then took over so the two of them could do the same. Of course, neither pair could go as fast as Dan and I could when we were working together, but I was still quite pleased with the speed Glover and I managed to achieve. The two of them emerged from the cabin a few hours later, and Dan and I took over once more, with favorable winds (and a distinct lack of flirting) making the next leg of the journey a much smoother one.


      Almost exactly a day and a half after leaving Runerelia, we arrived at the ancient city of Laverdin, the capital of the Dosuperior Region. The ancestral home of the Dosuperior family, Laverdin had once been the most prosperous city on the entire continent of Rondene. Some of that former prosperity was still evident even now in monuments such as the famous Tower of Laverdin, which I could just make out through the thick mists. The tower, which had been built in memory of Aeolus—the legendary emperor who’d once ruled over all of Rondene—was off-limits to all but the Dosuperior family, but that didn’t stop visitors from all across Yugria and the wider continent from flocking to Laverdin in droves just to get a glimpse of the ancient monument. The sprawling cityscape of single-story buildings surrounding the tower on all sides made it look even taller, but not ominously so. Somehow, the contrast brought the city and the tower together, blending them to paint a breathtaking picture visible from anywhere in the city.


      So this is where Mother was born... I’ll have to come back one day and explore it properly.


      By the time we came to a stop beside the long, charmingly rustic wharf, an elegant older woman with dark brown hair was already waiting for us, along with a number of attendants. She lowered her head graciously as Captain Glover stepped down from the ship.


      “Welcome, Captain. We’ve scraped together as many of the supplies you requested as we could,” she said, nodding to a pile of crates nearby. “Ideally we’d be able to provide you with more, but the rest is already on a ship bound for the Yabré Baronry, along with our most capable fighters. We sent it as soon as we received word of the hell locust eggs, before we knew you’d be coming. However, given that it only took you a day and a half to arrive here, I imagine you’ll catch up to them somewhere around the Cluj Peninsula. I’ll send a spellbird to attempt to inform them of your progress, but please keep an eye out for their ship.”


      “Thank you, Fleria. We are indebted to House Dosuperior for their tremendous support. It’s a shame it’s under circumstances like these that we finally meet again. I’d love to stay for a few drinks and a trip down memory lane, but unfortunately, time is of the essence,” Glover said with an apologetic smile. “I’ll have to visit again soon.”


      “Your thanks is appreciated, Captain, but unnecessary. I’m merely fulfilling my duty as a noble of our fine kingdom,” Fleria replied. “It’s hardly my place to give you advice, but I’ve heard the seas are treacherous of late, and the monsters are more vicious than usual. Please stay safe, Captain. I’ll be praying for your success.” She interlaced her fingers loosely in front of her face and bent her knee slightly—a gesture that, despite having fallen out of use in recent decades, I knew to be a knight’s bow.


      In addition to the supplies, two more mages who’d arrived in Laverdin earlier that morning were also waiting to board our ship. The dockhands worked quickly, and within ten minutes, Dan was steering us slowly away from the docks when I suddenly realized I was being watched. I could sense the older woman—the one Glover had called Fleria—staring at me intently. After hesitating for a moment, I turned to face her (albeit without removing my mask) and placed my right hand over my heart in a standard knight’s salute. However, while I’d definitely felt her gaze, by the time I looked over, she had lowered her eyes, hiding them behind the clasped hands of another traditional knight’s bow. A conch whistle blew to announce our departure, and for some reason, the low, booming note made my chest ache with a sense of sorrow.


      ◆◆◆


      A day after leaving Laverdin, we crossed the mouth of the River Rune and into the open sea, following the coastline to the north. While we’d eventually need to sail northeast to circumnavigate the jutting Cruj Peninsula, Glover had set the course due north to begin with.


      There were two reasons for this. The first was that the advance ship dispatched by the Dosuperior Region was a galley, unsuited for open-sea navigation. If we accidentally overtook them on our shortcut across the open sea, it would mean either losing valuable time to double back or sailing ahead without the mages and equipment aboard. Fleria had said she’d attempt to contact them via spellbird, but avian communication technology wasn’t the most reliable. Spellbirds couldn’t track down a moving ship, so all one could really do was send them to any plausible ports of call along a ship’s route and hope for the best. Unfortunately, the crew of the Dosuperior ship hadn’t yet determined their anchorage points when they’d departed, which made getting in contact with them all the more difficult.


      The second reason was that, after taking one look at the beautifully calm sea, Dan had immediately declared that “things would soon get rough” like some kind of seafaring soothsayer. He hadn’t been able to provide any tangible explanation for his prediction and had admitted that he might be wrong. However, the look in Dan’s eyes—eyes trained over a lifetime of watching the seas—had been all the proof Glover needed. Though Dan’s spontaneous act of divination was a little out of the blue, his prophecy itself wasn’t actually all that far-fetched. The winds could change from southerly to northerly quite abruptly this time of year, and they tended to bring devastating storms with them when they did. By following the coastline to the north, we could retreat nearer to land as soon as the seas turned rough.


      Dan’s prediction came true around nine hours after we’d set off on our northbound course. The winds suddenly shifted, and within minutes, the ship was being tossed around by ever-intensifying waves. The skies opened up in the blink of an eye, pelting us and the sea with cold, heavy raindrops.


      “What do you think, Captain?” I asked, glancing at the small fishing village to our distant left. The storm wasn’t bad enough to make sailing impossible yet, but the rain and the wind seemed to be steadily worsening.


      It took Glover a moment to reply. “I’d like to push on just a little farther, if we can. There’s a port town by the name of Julea in a safe harbor not far from here. Even with the storm, we should be able to reach it within an hour. Do you think you can manage it?”


      “No problems at all, Captain.”


      By the time we reached Julea—a sizable port town centered around both trade and fishing—it was almost 6 p.m., meaning nearly three days had passed since we’d left Runerelia. While I’d told the Royal Council we could make the journey in six days, assuming all went well, that would still leave the mages with very little time to destroy all the hell locust eggs. Thanks to favorable weather, we’d been well on track to make our six-day deadline until now, but there was no telling how long the storm would last. If luck wasn’t on our side, we might very well still be stuck in Julea by the time the eggs hatched.


      Cass hadn’t even finished tying the mooring ropes when Dan and I, having realized the precarity of our situation at the same time, had frantically cornered the captain. “A little storm like this is nothing, Captain. If we cling to the coastline and maintain a slower speed, we can keep sailing through the night,” I’d said, with Dan firmly nodding his agreement. Unfortunately, Glover had refused to change his mind, leaving us with little choice but to disembark with the others. Impatience still buzzed angrily in my mind, but at the same time, I couldn’t really fault his decision. If we continued sailing, it could improve the mission’s chances of success, but only if we actually made it to our final destination. It couldn’t have been an easy decision to make, but it was one that Glover—with his decades of battle experience—was far better suited to make than me.


      Even in the heavy rain, Julea was a bustling town. The scent of salt and smoke hung thickly in the air, reminding me of Dan’s hometown of Solcoast.


      “Your job right now is to rest,” Cass said, his tone kind but firm. “Everything else—maintenance, rearranging the cargo, figuring out our time of departure—we’ll take care of all of it. I know you want to help, but there’s gonna be plenty of work that only you can do in the days to come. Let us do the few things we can, okay? And you go get as much rest as possible.”


      There go my plans for a refreshing wander through the town... Oh well. It’s not like I can disobey the orders of a senior knight—well, I can, but I don’t want to disobey Cass.


      Following Cass’s directions, Dan and I soon found ourselves at a rather luxurious inn. The lodgings, which looked over the harbor from a hill on Julea’s outskirts, had been booked out by the Royal Order for our exclusive use. We were joined by most of the others for a quick dinner, after which the two of us made our way up to our allocated room on the top floor and immediately fell asleep. I’d clearly been more exhausted than I’d realized, because despite the raging storm, I slept like a log. It wasn’t until the knocking started that I finally stirred.


      “Sorry,” Cass whispered. “How are you feeling?”


      It must have been about three in the morning, judging from the faint tinge of gray I could see through a gap in the curtain. “Perfectly rested, thanks to you,” I replied. “How’s the weather looking?”


      Cass grinned. “Glad to hear it. The rain looks like it’s about to let up, but the seas are still rough. The captain and I think the waves will settle down soon though. We’ve still got a few things to do before we can set sail again, but before we can decide on a departure time, I wanted to get the opinion of our master helmsman.”


      Dan pulled back the curtains and flung the window open, leaning out to stare down at the murky, turbulent sea. “You’re right,” he said after a moment or two. “The rain does look like it’ll let up soon. We could sail through it, but steering in the rain will take more Strengthening Magic, which means losing more mana... I reckon about an hour should do it. What do you think, Cass?”


      “Sounds good to me,” Cass replied with another grin. “We’ll get started on the preparations. Take your time waking up and meet us down at the ship at five minutes to four.”


      ◆◆◆


      When we arrived at the docks at the specified time, the ship was already primed for departure, loaded up with additional provisions and—to our surprise—the mages and equipment from the Dosuperior ship. The advance ship had apparently taken shelter from the storm in another harbor a few dozen kilometers to the north, and Glover had arranged for the mages and cargo to be transported back to Julea via land while Dan and I were fast asleep. The surprise, while unexpected, was a welcome one. We no longer had to cling to the coastline out of fear of missing the galley, which meant we could set our course according to the winds. With a sailing ship, the shortest distance wasn’t always the fastest. The angle of the wind was very important, and often, sailing in a wide arc to catch the more optimal breezes on the open sea could get you to your destination faster than sailing in a straight line.


      So that’s why the rest of the Order knights weren’t at dinner... I thought, as shocked as I was impressed. Tracking down the advance ship in the middle of the night while a storm raged around them would have been difficult enough, and escorting the mages and the equipment back (along poorly maintained roads teeming with monsters, I imagined) would have been harder still.


      Incidentally, since there was no room aboard our ship for the rest of the galley’s crew—twenty or so soldiers-cum-oarsmen from the Dosuperion forces—they’d remained behind with their ship to continue toward the Yabré Baronry as planned.


      “Sorry I slept all night while the rest of you worked...” I said, scratching my head awkwardly.


      Cass waved it off. “You were working. Your job was to rest, so if you slept all night, then that’s a job well done,” he said, shooting me a grin that, upon closer inspection, was somewhat dulled by the deep bags below his eyes.


      I frowned. “You didn’t get any sleep either, did you...?”


      “Huh? Well, no, not really... I gave the ship a full check over, and replaced anything that needed replacing. A town like this one, it wasn’t too hard to find what I needed. I stocked up on a few spare ropes and the like too, just in case, so you won’t have to worry about pushing the ship too hard.” He let out a faint chuckle. “A mission as critical as this shouldn’t be something for two boys your age to shoulder alone. It doesn’t amount to much in the grand scheme of things, but as a member of the Royal Order, I want to do everything I can to support you. I’m just frustrated I can’t do more to help you... Captain Glover feels even more frustrated, I’d wager,” he said, glancing toward the deck. Glover, who was standing at the stern and peering out at the churning sea with a grim expression, gave us a sharp nod upon noticing us watching.


      Cass waited until Dan and I were safely on board, then untied the mooring rope and leaped neatly onto the deck. No sooner had he landed than Glover gave the deep, booming order to set sail. “Hoist the anchor! Rig the sails!”


      But I wanted to... Oh, forget it, I thought. Still, there was a decided lack of pep in my step as I slunk over to help Cass winch the anchor.


      ◆◆◆


      With our holds now crammed full of crates and queasy mages, we cut a cautious course across the dark, stormy sea. Unfortunately, the swelling waves caused Al’s seasickness to flare up once more, which in turn led to yet another flagrant display of flirting. I’d resigned myself to cursing him under my breath when my saviors appeared in the form of several experienced explorers who’d boarded in Julea. The small group, who apparently called the area around Laverdin their home (or perhaps more accurately, their turf), surrounded Al like hunters closing in on their wounded prey.


      “I’m Chaghora, B-Rank,” said the most delightfully loutish-looking member of the rough-and-tumble bunch. “D-Rank at your age, huh? And yet you can’t even handle a couple of waves...” He spat over the side of the ship. “You big city explorers don’t know how easy you’ve got it.”


      Couldn’t have said it better myself! It was a textbook example of the kind of assertive greeting explorers favored and definitely had nothing to do with our (apparently communal) jealousy over Al’s shameless philandering.


      “S-Sorry,” Al mumbled between retches. “I’m pathetic, I know...”


      Chaghora smirked at this. I couldn’t blame him. Hearing that Al was a D-Rank at his age, he’d likely expected someone with a little more attitude than the pale, subdued boy currently hunched over the ship’s railing.


      “That’s it? Nothing else to say? Where’s your pride, brat?!” He snorted. “You might be okay with a wand, but if you’d signed up with the Laverdin branch, you’d still be down with the other F-Ranks where you belong. Might even hit E-Rank, if you were lucky. A bit of excess mana doesn’t mean you’re a good explorer, you hear me?! They might promote you every time you take a dump back where you’re from, but don’t start getting cocky!”


      Ah, so he’s one of those “hometown pride” types... Well, pride is one of the most fundamental traits an explorer needs to have, so really there’s nothing wrong with him giving Al a little lecture, explorer to explorer.


      While I silently cheered Chaghora on in his attempt to establish dominance, the adorably witchy Lelouche stepped in to defend my nauseated classmate. “For your information, Alliekins here is a student at the Royal Academy, and in Class A for that matter. He’s worth ten of whatever passes for a D-Rank explorer at the Laverdin branch,” she said, sounding undeservedly smug.


      Alliekins? ALLIEKINS?!


      Chaghora scoffed. “Well, that explains things! I thought he looked a little too delicate even for a big city D-Rank, but he’s just one of those bookworm brats. Your perfect report card doesn’t count for shit out here, kiddo!”


      Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about! You tell him, Chaghora!


      The explorers of Laverdin clearly shared the Dosuperior family’s disdain for the Royal Academy, because Chaghora hadn’t faltered in the slightest at the mention of the kingdom’s most prestigious school. To an explorer who’d earned his rank out in the field, the fact that an Academy uniform got you fast-tracked to D-Rank (or C-Rank if you’d already graduated) would be incredibly frustrating. I was of a similar mind regarding most of the unearned perks we Academy students got. Like he’d so eloquently said, strength and knowledge acquired in the classroom didn’t automatically make you a good explorer. What mattered was how you employed those skills in the field.


      It was then that Donji, who’d been standing nearby the whole time, cut in. “Hang on just a damn second. Name’s Dongo, C-Rank Runerelian explorer. Now what was that you just said again? Because it sure sounded like you think you country bumpkins are better than us ‘big city’ explorers...”


      Whoa! How’s that for a twist?! Not even part of the competition, but he’s throwing himself into the ring against a B-Rank?! Great stuff, Donji! If only Al could learn from your example...


      “Who the hell are you? The kid’s babysitter? Ha!” Chaghora laughed. “Aw, the little explorer needs his nanny to protect him! Is that how you do things in the capital? You’re just as pathetic as he is. If you were a real explorer, you’d have taught him to fight his own battles!”


      “This isn’t about the brat! This is about you looking down on the explorers of Runerelia’s northern branch!”


      The argument dissolved into a childish shouting match within seconds, but since a proper fistfight was the only way explorers could truly get to know their peers, there wasn’t really any need for the debate to remain verbal. Chaghora and Donji had just grabbed one another by the collar when—


      “HUUUUUURGH!”


      —the sound of Al losing his breakfast (and the subsequent chorus of crackles as it froze) brought the brawling to a halt. As far as I could tell, Al had finally found the resolve to stand up only to immediately collapse once more with another volley of vomit.


      You truly have grown, Al...


      The soup-based diet he’d adopted as soon as we’d left Runerelia might have made things easier on his stomach, but the lower viscosity of his stomach contents would also make it harder to freeze them on the way back out. However, he hadn’t spilled a drop—and even more impressively, he’d frozen it all midstream. To be honest, I’d mostly been joking when I’d suggested that he learn to shoot beams of ice out of his mouth, a technique inspired by a superhero show of dubious quality from my previous life.


      But I’m starting to think we might actually be on to something here, though... Of course, the whole “coming out of his mouth” part is still completely unnecessary, but who am I to tell him that?


      “Ugh!” one of Chaghora’s lackeys exclaimed, starting toward Al. “If you’re gonna hurl, do it into the sea, you disgusting little—!”


      He stopped short at a signal from Chaghora, whose eyes were fixed on the monstrosity in Al’s hands. “What the hell...?”


      Lelouche giggled. “Well, that’s a relief. I must say, I’d be disappointed if a fine B-Rank explorer like yourself couldn’t recognize how extraordinary Alliekins’s Ice Beam technique is, Chaghora,” she said, sounding even more undeservedly smug than she had the first time.


      Chaghora frowned. “But that’s... I’ve never heard of a kid his age casting a no-handed spell... What the hell do they learn at the Academy?! How to escape from prison even with spellshackles on?!”


      Lelouche laughed again. “You know, I used to be just like you, Chaghora. I didn’t think Royal Academy students were anything special. But last night I stumbled into Alliekins’s room by mistake, and the things he taught me... Well, I couldn’t help but change my mind. Things got quite heated—didn’t they, Alliekins?” she said, threading one of her arms through Al’s.


      Al glanced at me with horror, his face somehow turning even paler. “Don’t get it wrong, Allen! We were just talking about the potential of ice magic and the best training methods! It’s not what you’re—”


      Ignoring his pathetic excuses, I turned to Dan, already forming the signal for full speed ahead, but stopped short when I caught sight of his own hands—one giving me a thumbs-up, and the other spinning the wheel to the left as fast as it could go.


      ◆◆◆


      “Outrageous.”


      That was the word most commonly used by the passengers aboard Allen and Dan’s ship in their later retellings of the emergency transport mission to the Yabré Baronry. It was when describing the latter part of their journey that their voices would shake the most, for after departing from Julea, neither Dan nor Allen left their post even once. Carrying the fate of the kingdom on their small shoulders, the two boys sailed with single-minded determination, refusing to yield to exhaustion or pressure until their destination was in sight. No sooner had the mooring rope been tied than they collapsed, leaving their passengers with one final message before sleep claimed them: “The rest is up to you.” In slumber, their expressions didn’t speak of the satisfaction of a job well done but of emptiness, childish masks hiding hollow shells.


      143 hours, 20 minutes—that was how long it had taken them to reach the Yabré Baronry from Runerelia, at least according to the rumors that quickly spread across the continent like wildfire. Each nation assembled a panel of experts from every field to analyze the truth of the rumors, and all came to the same two conclusions.


      The first was that such a feat was logically impossible.


      The second was that, in spite of this, they’d somehow accomplished it anyway.


      Those panels proceeded to conduct extensive investigations and experiments, convinced there was some trickery or deception at play which would explain the otherwise implausible achievement. Ultimately, however, their efforts bore no fruit, only serving to strengthen the indisputability of that one impossible truth: A ship had sailed from Yugria’s capital to its northernmost fringes in just six days. There was only one explanation that remained, one that Allen Rovene himself had hinted at during the Nova Cup—the assistance of the Wind Spirit Les Sylph, one of the Four Great Spirits. The once laughable possibility of Les Sylph’s existence now weighed heavily on the minds of each nation’s leaders.


      But that wasn’t the only thing on their minds either. There was another rumor, one that spoke of the emergence of a new star, of a first-year student who’d achieved something even the prodigy Leo Seizinger had yet to accomplish: joining the Royal Order. They spoke of a boy who, in the span of a week, had gone from being a target of ridicule and disdain to a hero whose name was praised throughout the kingdom.


      And speaking of praise...


      Allen Rovene, when speaking to King Patrick Yugria, was reported to have said thus:


      “Daniel Sardos, founding captain of the Royal Academy’s Sailing Club... History will remember that name. He’s already following the winds to brand new horizons, and soon enough, he’ll return to port with a cargo hold full of new possibilities, and change Yugria forever.”


      One day, the world would learn what Allen Rovene had truly meant when he’d made that fateful prophecy—a day, in fact, that would come sooner than anyone realized...


      En Route


      “So he was Allen Rovene...” Chaghora muttered to himself, shuddering as the sight of the two young boys silhouetted against a stormy horizon crossed his mind once more.


      As a rule of thumb, rumors about Royal Academy students weren’t a very popular topic of discussion among those who resided in the Dosuperior Region. It wasn’t that they were forbidden to discuss them, much like they weren’t forbidden to attempt the grueling exams for themselves or make their children sit them. They simply didn’t have any interest in such matters. With the exception of military affairs, the Dosuperior family had long maintained its distance from Yugrian society. Instead of sending each new generation to participate in what it deemed to be pointless bureaucracy and inefficient education, it trained them in the Dosuperion style of fighting and warfare—a style that quickly gained a reputation as one of the most formidable on the entire continent. The residents of the Dosuperior Region took great pride in this and, consequently, shared a similar opinion to their ruling family when it came to the Royal Academy and other “inferior” academic institutions.


      While most children in Yugria went on to higher learning after finishing their mandatory education at the age of twelve, those who hailed from the Dosuperior Region were the exception. With the gathering and processing of monster-derived materials and wheat farming being the region’s primary industries, for most people, learning anything beyond reading, writing, and basic arithmetic was widely regarded as a complete waste of time. For those who did proceed to higher education, it wasn’t the Royal Academy they set their sights on, but the Dosuperior Noble College or a local vocational school. Indeed, the region’s vocational schools—particularly those focused on warfare or exploring—were so highly renowned that students would even travel from other regions to attend them.


      The downside of such a limited educational philosophy, of course, was that the Dosuperior Region lagged behind all others in terms of industrial strength, and its economic growth was sluggish at best. Those from other regions often referred to the Dosuperiors as the Waning Marquesses—a moniker mostly meant in mockery, but very occasionally, there was a certain tinge of awe in their tone as they formed the words.


      Even Chaghora had heard of Allen Rovene, though. In fact, the whole of Class 1-A had made enough of a name for themselves in the capital that rumors of their prowess had spread to the otherwise disinterested residents of the Dosuperior Region. It seemed many Yugrians believed their generation was poised to shoulder the future of their kingdom. However, just because Chaghora had heard the rumors, it didn’t mean he believed them. These were mere children they were talking about, after all—boys and girls only twelve or thirteen years old.


      Then there was the rumor about Larla von Liencoul, one of Class 1-A’s supposed members. The Liencouls were one of the Dosuperior Region’s baronial families, and livestock farming was their primary source of income—at least according to what Chaghora had heard, for until recently, he hadn’t known of the Liencouls’ existence. No one had. For one of their children to be attending the Academy—and as part of the class who’d achieved such a ridiculous score in the recent school camping trip... Well, he couldn’t help but feel skeptical. Of course, like many others who called the region home, Chaghora believed that an actual Dosuperior could break all that Academy’s previous records with ease should they have deigned to enroll. With the skill for warfare all Dosuperiors possessed, it would have been child’s play. But...


      “Allen? What about him, Chag?” Al asked curiously. The two were on quite good terms by this point, as were all of the mages. The bonds they’d formed on the battlefield of seasickness were as strong as any formed in true combat.


      “It’s nothing,” Chaghora replied, shaking his head. A vague memory was tugging at the corners of his mind, taking him back to his own school days.


      That was the first and only time he’d crossed paths with her—the Dosuperior girl. He’d been young and full of energy, freshly enrolled in the region’s Noble College. The young girl had come to assist with a practical lesson on Strengthening Magic. She’d participated in a mock battle with the class instructor, one of the most talented Strengthening Magic users in the region, and had held her own with ease. However, while the battle had ended in a draw, it was clear to everyone watching that she’d held back for the sake of the lesson. He still remembered her carefree laughter and the somehow sorrowful silence that remained after it had faded.


      It wasn’t until afterward that he’d learned that she’d been the same age as him and that even among the mighty Dosuperiors, she was hailed as a prodigy. He would have been proud to fight for his homeland under her command, he’d thought. He suspected he wasn’t the only one among his peers who felt that way. Unfortunately, his graduation a few years later coincided with the tragic news that the girl was suffering from core rot, and it was already in its final stages. The hopelessness he’d felt had been as indescribable as it was overwhelming. In the end, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to join the army, opting for the relative solitude of exploring instead. Unsurprisingly, many of his peers had made a similar decision.


      What saddened Chaghora most was the realization that the girl, in all likelihood, had already been ill during their one and only encounter. Historically, members of the region’s ruling family all attended the Noble College for their higher education, yet despite being the same age as him, the girl hadn’t been a student, neither at the College nor anywhere else. He remembered watching her look around the classrooms and hallways with wide-eyed curiosity and a delighted smile, and the older he grew, the more he began to realize just how much terror and anguish that smile had hidden. What had that twelve-year-old girl felt as she’d demonstrated her overflowing talent to them all that day—talent fated to fade away before it could be fully realized? What had she felt as she’d fought against not just the instructor but also her own body as it sought to destroy her from within? How had it felt, standing on the edge of such an unforgiving battlefield?


      There was no reason for those memories to have resurfaced now, as far as Chaghora could tell. There had just been something about those boys, with their fierce, almost tragic resolve, that had unlocked memories he usually tried his best to forget—memories of Cecilia Dosuperior, that fierce, tragic girl.


      “The Royal Academy... I guess that’s why they call it the Monster’s Nest, huh...?” Chaghora murmured, glancing at the blue-haired boy sitting beside him. For the first time in his life, he felt slightly ashamed about his disdain toward the famous Academy, and about his failure to grasp the immense weight its students carried on their too-small shoulders.


      ◆◆◆


      The journey from the closest port to the actual site where the eggs had been discovered would take another three hours. After alighting from the ship, Al and the other mages, along with the delivered equipment, were directed toward two six-wheeled, truck-type magicars that would take them to their final destination. Allen, Dan, and the two knights from the Second Legion had remained behind, and were currently fast asleep in a cheap lodging house in the port town they’d moored in. Having sailed straight from Julea without rest, Allen and Dan were understandably exhausted.


      While not to quite the same extent, Glover (who’d been in charge of logistics) and Cass (who’d handled the majority of the monsters they’d encountered along the route) had also been nearing their limits by the time their ship had finally coasted into the harbor. With there being very little any of the four could help with—at least until the eggs hatched—they’d instead put everything they had into getting to the Yabré Baronry as quickly as possible.


      Crash.


      They’d almost reached their destination when something heavy landed on the roof of the truck, startling everyone inside. For a moment, the atmosphere stiffened with a nervous tension—but then, a friendly voice rang out, and a man swung himself through the open rear section of the truck.


      “Well, if it isn’t Capeline! It’s been too long. You know, when I got a spellbird informing me that mages and supplies from the capital would be arriving within six days, I was pretty skeptical. I can’t believe you actually made it. Where’s Glover?” he asked, looking around as though expecting Glover to pop up from behind a crate.


      The man wore a cloak marking him as a member of the Royal Order, though it was hard to tell which legion he belonged to at first glance, as none of the legions used “dusty brown” as their signature color. Upon closer inspection, however, a few patches of pure white identified him as a member of the First Legion. The gold embroidery of his family crest gave a further clue to the man’s identity, as the color gold was usually reserved for the use of the royal family, with only those at the rank of captain and above given the privilege of using it. His name was Hugo—captain of the First Legion of the Royal Order and the designated commander for the hell locust extermination mission.


      “It’s nice to see you again, Captain Hugo,” Capeline replied with a polite smile. “Yes, those boys gave it their all to get us here on time. They’re back at the lodging house in Czapla along with Captain Glover and Cass, taking a well-deserved rest. I don’t think any of them slept at all over the last three days.”


      Hugo grinned. “Thanks for the report. Shame, though. That guy... Daniel Sardos, was it? I wanted to have a chat with him, but what can you do?” He shrugged, then suddenly leaned over and clapped Al, who was sitting toward the rear of the truck, on the shoulder. “And you must be Aldor Engravier, captain of the Emissive Magic Club! Pretty quick reflexes you’ve got there. Only took you about 1.2 seconds to start casting after you noticed my presence earlier—faster than anyone else here, apart from Capeline. You’ve got a lot of potential!”


      Al didn’t reply, however, but merely crushed the Ice Bullet he’d automatically conjured as he continued to glare at the passing scenery. While being on land was helping slightly, he still wasn’t fully recovered from his seasickness, and unfortunately, a noble upbringing hadn’t given him the opportunity to build up any sort of resistance to traveling along rough country roads in magically powered shipping trucks.


      “I’m sure your profile described you as being a little more sociable... Wait, never mind. It’s just motion sickness, isn’t it? Go ahead and throw up if you need to. Don’t hold back on my account!” Hugo laughed heartily and clapped Al’s shoulder once more.


      “I see you’re as fond of collecting data as ever, Captain...” Capeline said with a sigh. “I’ll assume no introductions are required then. I take it you’ve also got an itemized list of the supplies we’ve brought memorized as well?”


      Hugo’s smile tightened. “Of course I do. Those kids risked their lives to buy us some time, and I’m not going to throw it away because I wasn’t prepared. Okay, everyone. I’ve only got fifteen minutes to explain things before we arrive, so— Hey, Dongo! Listen up!”


      Dongo, the C-Rank explorer sitting at the very front of the truck, froze at this; he’d never expected to hear his name spoken by the captain of the First Legion of the Royal Order in the first place, much less before he’d even introduced himself. Thankfully, he somehow forced himself to nod.


    


  

  

    

      Chapter Three: The Hell Locust Extermination Mission


      The Challock Wetlands


      The eggs had been discovered in a section of the Yabré Baronry known as the Challock Wetlands. The terrain, most of which was covered by a large, gourd-shaped lake, exuded a desolate, somewhat disheartening atmosphere. In order to avoid any accidents that might lead to premature hatching, the use of wooden torches had been forbidden, and even magical lanterns were only being utilized when absolutely necessary. Ample lighting would have done little to make the surroundings more welcoming, however; from the shallower marshes in the south to the fringes of the hilly terrain in the north, the landscape was densely packed with large, translucent eggs. Upon closer inspection, about one hundred wrinkled cocoons the size of a man’s index finger could be seen within each egg, with each cocoon containing two dark red, eerily glowing eyes that darted around unceasingly.


      The trucks came to a stop outside the first of several fences enclosing the entire wetlands. Remarkably secure despite the speed of their construction, the fences were aimed at preventing unauthorized access to the site as well as mitigating the spread of the plague if—or when—it did begin. As the mages approached the first checkpoint, a young man stomped over, pointing furiously at Hugo.


      “There you are! How many times have I told you that you can’t just disappear whenever you feel like it! If you’re going to run off, at least give me a heads-up first! You’re meant to be in charge here, Captain!”


      Hugo laughed. “Oh, there’s no need to be so pedantic all the time, Ravel. I’m sure you all got on just fine without me. Besides, I don’t doubt that you figured out exactly where I went and what I was doing even without me informing you, so why would I waste precious time? We need to be as efficient as possible.” He laughed again, clearly not even remotely remorseful.


      “Pedantic?! What do you mean, pedantic?! It’s not being pedantic to say that a commanding officer shouldn’t vanish without so much as a word! You know I hate it when things aren’t done the way they should be! If you wanted an adjutant who’d let you skip around the countryside without a care in the world, then you picked the wrong person! I’m sure you could have found someone who shared your irresponsible work ethic!”


      “Why would I do that?” Hugo asked, looking utterly baffled. “If my adjutant got to be irresponsible, then I’d have to be the pedantic one.”


      “Oh, for all the— That’s the problem, Captain! It’s not necessary for either of us to be irresponsible! You need to get your act together—and I know you’re capable of it, so I don’t want to hear any excuses! I know full well that you managed just fine when you were Monstell the Madman’s adjutant! They say you were the only one who could handle him!” Ravel sighed. “You should know better than anyone how hard it is to be an adjutant, and yet this is how you treat me...”


      The explorers among the newly arrived mages pricked up their ears at the mention of Monstell the Madman, also known as Cherbourg Monstell, the current guildmaster of the Explorer’s Guild. In explorer circles, Cher was something of a living legend—and as with all legends, only certain parts of his story had made the cut.


      From an unprivileged childhood as an orphan, he’d worked his way up through the ranks of the guild until his unparalleled prowess as an explorer had earned him a job offer from the Royal Order. Once again, he’d worked his way up to greatness, ultimately being appointed captain of the First Legion. When he’d eventually left the Order to assume leadership of the guild, the king had bestowed him with a Minor Order of Merit. These parts of Cher’s story were widely known, but others—such as his exploits during his time in the Order—were less so, and opportunities to hear about them from someone who’d actually worked alongside him came rarely. There were rumors, of course, tales of Cher exterminating entire swarms of monsters single-handedly or defeating countless Named beasts that had long plagued the kingdom, but it was hard to tell which parts were true and which were fantasy. The explorers waited with bated breath, eager to learn something new about their beloved guildmaster.


      Hugo—who until that point had been nodding along dismissively to Ravel’s remonstrations—scowled at the mention of Cher. “That ridiculous nickname makes him sound a lot cooler than the codger deserves. Do you know what we used to call him in the First Legion? Captain Careless, that’s what. He was always rushing into things, going on about how much he hated planning and paperwork—and even when we did get him to agree to a plan, he’d change his mind on the way there, run off on his own, and we’d find him a few days later on the other side of the bloody region... Every day was a nightmare, let me tell you! That infamous jyantwurm extermination mission in the Jigo Desert—you think he took the fact it was a damned desert into account when he marched us in there? No! Our whole squad nearly got wiped out while he was munching on cacti and prancing around like a kid on vacation! And when they ordered him to write a letter of apology, he made me write the blasted thing! Do you know how many dubious excuses I had to come up with on his behalf? You don’t know how easy you’ve got it... I’ve never sent you into the desert without even a single waterskin, have I?”


      The explorers looked at one another in stunned silence, feeling like parents who’d spent the year listening to their son boasting about his academic triumphs only to learn at parent-teacher night that he was actually just the class clown.


      “It’s hard to believe the Order would entrust such a reckless person with the safety of an entire legion...” Capeline said, frowning in confusion.


      Hugo sighed. “It wasn’t all bad. The rate of monster-based disasters in Yugria was at an all-time low during his time in the Order. He’s a fearsome hunter, but that’s not the only reason for his success. He has a sense of intuition unlike anything I’ve seen before.” He shook his head. “And while his ridiculous orders did make us want to throttle him at times, it also forced us to become much stronger, whether we liked it or not. Back when he was made a commandant, the casualty rate for his company was terrible to begin with, but after a few months, it was the lowest in the Order. You’d get stronger, or die trying—that was what it meant to serve under Cher, and that’s what got him his captaincy.”


      Capeline nodded slowly. “Another of those types, then... The kind of person who somehow brings out the best in others, as insane as their methods may seem. He clearly had a good eye for talent too, Captain Hugo. He wouldn’t have chosen you as his adjutant if he hadn’t seen something special in you.”


      “Don’t give him too much credit, Capeline. A lot of people these days seem to think he only seemed careless because we weren’t privy to the workings of his mind, but there was never any deep thought behind his decisions. He’s never once had a deep thought in his damned life. If he’s any type of person, it’s the type who lives by instinct alone, and that’s the truth of it.”


      The sheer bluntness of his declaration drew a laugh from Capeline. “I’ll take your word for it, Captain. And speaking of seeing something special in people...” She glanced in Ravel’s direction. “I must say, I barely recognized you. You’re looking much more robust than you did during your time in the Royal Guard. Back then, you were so skinny that a breeze could’ve knocked you over... You’ve changed a lot since Captain Hugo handpicked you to be his adjutant, Ravel.”


      This time, it was Ravel’s turn to scowl. “Handpicked me to clean up his messes, you mean. Honestly...” He turned back to the mages. “Well, I hope the captain has already briefed you on the situation, but I’ll add a few points of my own. If the remaining eggs were to hatch right now, we’d be looking at a plague about forty million hell locusts strong—the worst in recorded history. If we can’t eradicate them before they breed, the resulting swarm could destroy the entire continent. Our best estimate is that they’ll begin hatching three days from now, in the early morning. Essentially, we have a little over two days to eliminate as many eggs as we can. Those toward the southern side of the lake are the closest to hatching, so you’ll be starting from there. Hopefully, that will buy us a little more time.”


      Capeline nodded. “Understood. We’ll even up the odds as much as we can as we progress to the north, and the equipment we brought with us should help your forces destroy any eggs we might miss. If we can work quickly enough—and with a bit of luck—we might even be able to buy ourselves an extra day.”


      The equipment they’d brought from Runerelia and the Dosuperior Region wasn’t limited to the generic wands and similar weapons mages used to channel their magic. Most of the weapons and tools they’d brought relied instead on mana stored inside ice-affined monster stones, which meant anyone could use them to produce ice magic, regardless of their own magical affinity. Unfortunately, only an ice mage could recharge the monster stones once all the mana had been used, meaning that the weapons were, for the moment, effectively disposable. Any mana a mage had to spare would be better spent freezing the eggs themselves rather than recharging a significantly less efficient tool.


      Hugo nodded once, the smile fading from his face. “The second phase of the Yabré Baronry Hell Locust Extermination Mission begins now!” he cried, his voice booming all around them. “Let’s show all of Rondene what us Yugrians are really made of! Move out!”


      “Yes, sir!”


      ◆◆◆


      Al pressed the tip of his wand to yet another egg, fighting the urge to shudder as the somewhat jellylike shell wobbled at the touch, and cast the spell. The egg instantly began to harden, and the countless eyes stopped writhing, their ominous red glow fading behind the solid white of the frozen casing.


      After confirming the egg was fully frozen, a nearby soldier extracted it carefully from the rest of the clutch, carried it a safe distance away, and smashed it with a large hammer—the only proven method for the safe disposal of hell locust eggs. Attempting to move or destroy an egg without first freezing it meant risking some of the hell locusts escaping unscathed, and one hell locust surviving would be all it took to trigger a full-scale plague. History was rife with tragedies caused by a single unfortunate mistake.


      By the time the soldier had smashed the first egg, Al had already frozen three more. Before long, two more soldiers had been assigned exclusively to assist Al, working tirelessly to check, transport, and destroy the eggs as the young boy froze them. All around them, similar teams dotted the dark wetlands, working without pause beneath the midnight sky.


      ◆◆◆


      It was almost noon the next day when Hugo approached Al with a somewhat strained smile. “You’re still going? Capeline was barely awake when she dragged herself into the recovery tent a little while ago, and she’s got one of the highest magical aptitude levels in the whole Order... You seriously haven’t run out of mana yet?”


      “Not just yet,” Al replied with a tight smile of his own. “I should have another two or three hours in me before I’ll need to take a break.”


      Hugo glanced at his pocket watch, eyes narrowing. “And you’re still managing approximately five seconds per egg... To be honest, I was a little disappointed by your pace at first. I didn’t expect a Royal Academy student to be slower than most of the other explorers. I just chalked it up to travel weariness or nerves, but still, I was disappointed. You proved me wrong though. Your magical aptitude level must be incredible.”


      Al shook his head. “It’s nothing special, really. This is more about technique than it is about mana reserves. I’d ideally be going a little faster, but compressing my mana between each spell slows things down a bit, so five seconds is about the best I can manage.”


      Hugo’s eyes widened. “Compressing it...? You’re kidding me, right? There’s no way someone your age could compress their mana between spells at the best of times, let alone when they’re under this much pressure!”


      Al simply nodded. “Well, I’m not very good at it yet. Allen won’t be satisfied until I can compress mana in the split second my feet are off the ground while running—that’s what we’re practicing in the Hill Path Club. I can still barely manage it while walking at this point, though.”


      Hugo burst into laughter. “So there’s a whole group of you practicing mana compression every morning?! Of all the absurd things a bunch of school kids could get up to...” He chuckled again. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s an invaluable skill to have under circumstances like this—but really, how often are you gonna end up in a situation like this one? With how much mana you Academy students have, the only reason you’d need to use mana compression would be during continuous combat. Even then, you’d need to be fighting nonstop for at least a day or two before it came in handy. I can’t imagine why you’d all want to spend your mornings on such a boring hobby. Was it another of Allen Rovene’s ideas? Or one of the Sage’s?” he asked, peering at Al curiously.


      Al shrugged. “Master Godolphen doesn’t really get involved in club activities. Allen is technically the coach, but he doesn’t actually give us any directions either. He only showed us how useful intermittent mana compression could be. We’re the ones who chose to start learning it... Unless that was his plan all along, I guess. You can never really tell what that guy is thinking,” he replied, frowning slightly.


      Hugo, grinning, signaled to the three soldiers assisting Al and sent them off in the direction of the recovery tent to rest. “Sorry for the interruption,” he said, once they were on their way. “I’ll take over as your assistant from here, so keep those eggs coming for as long as you can.” With that, he seized one of the eggs, carried it a few meters away, and, in one swift motion, seized the nearby hammer and swung it down forcefully.


      “Wait!” one of the soldiers cried, but it was too late. Luckily, his concern—while reasonable—was also unnecessary. A chorus of short, high-pitched cries came from the flattened egg, and then there was silence.


      “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. You lot rest up, and Ravel will tell you where to go next once you’re done. Al and I have got this covered,” Hugo said, picking up another egg. Once Al had watched him smash it with the same expertise as he had the first, he returned to his own work.


      Freeze. Carry. Crush.


      Within minutes, they’d fallen into a steady rhythm. They repeated the pattern for nearly two and a half hours, occasionally exchanging a few meaningless comments to break up the monotony of the work. Al was finally beginning to show signs of fatigue when Ravel came to collect the captain.


      “You’ve done well, Al, but it’s time you took a rest,” Hugo said, clapping Al on the shoulder. “Your control is starting to slip, and there’s no point pushing yourself just to end up making a mistake.”


      Fourteen and a half hours had passed since they’d begun their mission before Al, having single-handedly frozen close to ten thousand eggs, finally stopped to rest.


      ◆◆◆


      “From midnight until now, without even a single break...” Ravel murmured, shaking his head in disbelief. “What do you make of him, Captain?”


      Ravel’s disbelief turned to pure shock as Hugo explained the reason behind Al’s incredible magical stamina.


      “And that’s not all...” Hugo continued, his eyes narrowing. “I’ve met a fair few ice mages, but his control over frozen matter is the best I’ve ever seen. Ice mages usually train by freezing water, right? They’re great at turning liquids into solids, but they don’t really bother with much beyond that. If it’s frozen, it’s frozen. Not him, though. He can manipulate ice in a way I didn’t even know was possible. Every egg he touched was frozen to the precise temperature needed to send the hell locusts into hibernation. He didn’t waste a scrap of mana. He’s got it down to an art form, if you could call it that.”


      Hugo paused for a moment, still frowning. “And then there’s that wand of his. He wields it like it’s an extension of his arm, but it’s unusual for someone his age to have that kind of mastery over a magical weapon. When I asked him about it, he told me he was given it before he could even walk—long before his mana core had started developing. Most boys grow up playing with wooden swords, not real wands...” He shook his head. “He said it was made by a local wandmaker using low-grade materials, but it’s clearly an exquisite piece of craftsmanship. Most parents wouldn’t even consider making an investment like that before knowing whether their son had any magical ability, don’t you think?” He shook his head again. “Plus, he’s got a good disposition, and even without mana compression, his magical aptitude is exceptional. Give it two years and every legion in the Order will be fighting over him. We should stake our claim now—that’s what I make of him.”


      Ravel raised his eyebrows. “I never thought I’d hear such high praise coming from you, especially not for a mere student. I don’t have your discerning eye for talent, but is he really that impressive?”


      Hugo immediately nodded. “Yes. He’s incredible. His natural talent is remarkable, but what’s truly impressive is his discipline. Watching him cast spell after spell, I could tell how much time and dedication he’s put into perfecting the basics, and you and I both know how boring those fundamental drills can be.” He paused for a moment, looking thoughtful. “B, or even a B-plus... If he took the Royal Order recruitment exam right now, that’s what I’d give him.”


      Ravel tilted his head. “Just a B-plus? It would get him an offer, but why not an A? Is there something about him that worries you?”


      “Well, I wouldn’t say it worries me, exactly,” Hugo replied, scratching his jaw. “And really, considering his age, it’s perfectly natural... But as things are, he’s too dependent on that Allen Rovene. Al’s got the talent, but he lacks in mental strength and self-assurance. Sooner or later he’ll find himself faced with a challenge that Allen won’t be around to guide him through, and he’ll either conquer it, or it will conquer him—that’s when we’ll see his true strength.” He sighed. “Still, he’s only thirteen. Also, I get the impression he’s already aware of his own naivety, and he’s desperately trying to overcome it. He’s built himself a solid foundation, and ‘the stronger the foundation, the higher you can build on top of it!’” he finished, adopting a deliberately rougher tone toward the end of his sentence. “That was one of Cher’s go-to sayings.”


      “You know, I’m starting to think you respect Monstell the Madman more than you’re willing to admit,” Ravel said with a wry smile. “You can respect him without trying to become the second Careless Captain, though...”


      Hugo denied the accusation with a wave of his hand and quickly—as though wanting to change the topic—pressed his adjutant for a status update.


      Notice


      It was around eight in the evening when Dan and I, having completed our mission, somehow managed to drag ourselves to the port town’s sole lodging house and promptly fell asleep. Our room, with its hard, wooden beds, could hardly be described as comfortable or welcoming, but I didn’t mind. I’d never been particularly picky about where I laid my head as long as I had somewhere to lay it. Dan, who’d been raised as a commoner, seemed to care as little as I did. We were dead to the world until around 6 a.m. the next morning, when the first rays of light began to stream through the tattered curtains. Our movements were still somewhat sluggish as we got dressed and made our way to the cozy dining hall, where we found Glover and Cass sharing a large jug of coffee.


      “Morning, boys. Get enough sleep?” Cass asked as he noticed us.


      We both nodded our agreement. “You’re both up quite early,” I replied.


      Cass shot me a wide grin. “Nah, we’ve only been here a few minutes. Turns out staying awake for three days straight is pretty tiring, funnily enough—not that I’m complaining or anything. There’s no way I could let myself lie around the cabin napping while you guys were working yourselves to the bone up on the deck. I did start envying your youthful energy a bit toward the end, though...” he said, wincing as he rolled his shoulders back. “To be honest, I thought the whole mission was a bust when that storm hit us, but you two didn’t even blink an eye. We got here in six days, just like you said. The time you’ve bought Yugria is worth every riel in the kingdom’s treasury—don’t you agree, Captain?”


      Glover took another long sip of coffee before he replied. “What you’ve given this kingdom isn’t the kind of thing you could ever put a price on. It took skill, yes, but that wasn’t what got us here in time. It was your determination. You’d decided we’d get here in six days come hell or high water, and you saw it through.” He smiled gently. “I will personally inform the king of your relentless effort. The voyage you’ve just completed will mark the beginning of a new chapter in history, in more ways than one. I will do my best to ensure your accomplishments are recorded as accurately as possible.”


      I frantically shook my head. “We couldn’t have done it alone! If anything, we had the easy job! The logistics side of things—charting our course, dealing with monsters, picking out lodgings and ports of call—that’s the hard stuff, and it was expertly managed. I mean, it barely felt like an emergency mission at all! Hundreds of people contributed to the mission’s success, both on and off the ship. It was a team effort, Captain, so if accuracy is your goal, please include everyone’s accomplishments in your report, not just ours. Of course, that includes everyone who spent the night tirelessly destroying eggs while Dan and I were sound asleep.”


      I meant every word of it. Having organized corporate events in my previous life, I was no stranger to logistical nightmares, albeit on a somewhat less critical scale; the fate of Japan had never depended on the success of one of my product launches, after all. When dealing with logistics (particularly in the traditional, military sense of the word), the closer you got to perfection, the more problems arose. Flawlessly coordinating a mission of this scale on such short notice—and in a world without email or telephones, for that matter—would have taken incredible administrative skill, and imagining the challenges they’d overcome, I couldn’t help but grimace. The intensity of my declaration left Glover and Cass looking confused. Dan, however, merely smirked.


      “I really don’t know what you’re thinking, Allen...” Cass said. “Once word of what you’ve accomplished here gets out, you’ll have half the kingdom begging you to teach them wind magic. More breeze buds—that’s exactly what you wanted, right? So why are you trying to downplay your achievements? You boys deserve every bit of praise they’re gonna pile on you. You saved the kingdom, and showed us the way to those brand new horizons full of possibilities you were talking about. There’s nothing wrong with letting yourselves be celebrated as the heroes you are.”


      While I felt a little bad about rejecting Cass’s heartfelt encouragement, I simply shook my head. No matter how many times I insisted I wasn’t interested in fame or glory, it always seemed to go in one ear and out the other for some reason. If my minor part in the mission got blown out of proportion (and I was sure it would), I’d lose what little freedom I had left, shackled in service to Yugrian society. Luckily, I still had one reincarnation trope card up my sleeve if push came to shove—the classic “adopt a new identity and run away to live a slow life in the countryside” plotline—but I was saving that as a last resort.


      “But what you’ve done for this kingdom—” Glover paused, shaking his head. “Forgive me. I might not understand it, but I can sense there is a reason for your humility. It is not my place to question your wishes.”


      I breathed an inward sigh of relief. The prospect of yet another batch of grossly exaggerated gossip had already been starting to get me down, but Glover’s unexpected amenability would hopefully keep the rumor mill out of business for at least a little while longer.


      “Let’s move on,” Glover continued. “Daniel... I’d like to offer you a position within the Second Legion as a provisional member. Truthfully speaking, I was given your notice of commission before we even left Runerelia, with orders to observe you with my own eyes and determine your potential before delivering it to you. It should go without saying that you passed with flying colors. During these uncertain times, there is no mistaking that the new sailing technique you boys have developed will be an indispensable addition to the Royal Order’s arsenal. We need your guidance, Daniel. I’m aware it’s presumptuous of me to demand both your enlistment and your guidance, but I have no other choice. Without the necessary security clearance, you’d be unable to join us during training exercises or assist with the development of new ships. I also have high hopes for you as a warrior in your own right. Of course, the Order will do everything we can to ensure your duties have as little impact on your schoolwork as possible.” He paused for a moment, fixing Dan with a steely gaze. “What do you think, Daniel Sardos? Will you lend the Second Legion your strength?”


      However, before Dan had even opened his mouth to reply, I jumped in, clapping him firmly on the shoulder. “Wow! When I joined, I had to beg on my hands and knees to get Godolphen to reach out to the Order for me, yet here you are getting headhunted by them! That’s why you’re the captain, Dan!”


      Mwa ha ha... Perfect. Now I won’t be the only first-year student in history to join as a provisional member. Go for it, Dan! Let’s get a spotlight on that potato face!


      Unfortunately, Dan’s icy glare told me that my attempt to downplay the circumstances of my own enlistment hadn’t gone as well as I would have liked. “Begging on your hands and knees? You? Give me a break—and drop the smug grin already. You marched into the teacher’s lounge, grabbed Master Godolphen by the collar, and yelled at him until he agreed to ask the king to approve your enlistment—every man, woman, and child in Runerelia knows that. You’re just trying to shove me into the spotlight so there’s less attention on you.”


      Tch. Why do you always have to ruin my evil schemes... And where the hell would kids have learned about something like that?! This world’s education system is flawed! Seriously flawed!


      “That’s just a baseless rumor...” I muttered. “We just had a calm, normal debate, that’s all. But enough about that. What do you reckon? Are you gonna accept the captain’s offer?”


      Dan’s shoulders drooped a little, but he was still glaring at me as he answered. “What do you mean, what do I reckon?! It’s not like I have a choice, is it?! I should have known you were up to something... It would have been one thing if you’d only dragged my family and Marquess Glaux into your idiotic scheme, but you couldn’t help yourself, could you?! No, you had to go and throw my name around in front of the king and the commander of the Royal Order. How long have you been planning this, huh?!”


      “Er... From the very beginning, I guess...?”


      “From the beginning?! You—! Wait. When is that, exactly?”


      “When this all started, obviously—when we first discovered the true potential of the wind. I’ve been working toward this exact outcome from the moment those ozrorcas started chasing us,” I replied, following my explanation with another grin and a thumbs-up just for good measure.


      Dan opened and closed his mouth a few times, but the words never came. All he managed in the end was an even heavier slump of his shoulders.


      Can’t really blame him for being shocked...


      His reaction was understandable, but I hadn’t lied. From the moment I’d realized how wind magic could be used to amplify the effects of lift, I’d known it had the potential to change the world—but while uncovering yet another possibility for my beloved wind magic had thrilled me, I was less excited about the attention it would surely bring. That was when I’d caught sight of Dan, his potato-like face glowing with excitement, and realized I’d found my scapegoat. From Dan’s perspective, we’d merely stumbled across a random, possibly nonreplicable phenomenon. His mind would have been filled with hows, whys, and what-ifs, while I’d been cementing a plan to turn our discovery to my social (dis)advantage. His surprise was only natural, really.


      I shrugged. “But I’m not sure you can call it a ‘plan’ or anything. All I did was invite you to start a sailing club with me for fun—you’re the one who chose to agree. It’s hardly my fault you couldn’t resist an opportunity to dedicate yourself to the thing you love most, pioneer a new approach to sailing, and ultimately save the kingdom from certain ruin. Sure, I might have suspected our discovery would lead to something like this, but you’re the one who actually walked the path, hero!”


      I gave Dan another hearty slap on the shoulder before turning back to Glover. “You’ve made an excellent choice, Captain. I’m pretty confident in my wind magic, but sailing’s just a hobby to me. I’d struggle to explain even the basics, and it would take me ten times as long as it would Dan. When it comes to sailing, he’s in a class of his own. I can manage okay when we’re out on the water, but if you want to know how things like the sail’s surface area and the angle of the wind affect the resulting lift, Dan’s your guy. He basically designed our ship too, by the way. Heck, you could say he’s the world leading expert in this field!” I added enthusiastically, as though Dan was a prize horse I was trying to off-load at a market.


      For reasons I couldn’t comprehend, Glover cast a pitying look at Dan before continuing. “Somehow, I get the impression this mission wasn’t the first challenge you’ve had to overcome...” he murmured, closing his eyes. When he opened them again a moment later, there was a sharpness to them that hadn’t been there before. He stood up and nodded at Cass, who pulled out a brand-new cloak in the Second Legion colors from the box at his feet.


      “A humble country inn like this isn’t the most distinguished place for a ceremony, but you know what they say—it’s best to strike while the iron is hot,” Cass said with a grin, retrieving a sheet of paper from his pocket. “The following notice is for Daniel Sardos, Royal Academy, Class 1-A! You have been admitted to the Order of the Royal Knights of Yugria as a provisional member! From this day forth, you are instructed to serve under the command of Captain Glover von Oscean, Second Legion, and perform your duties as best you are able, providing they do not interfere with your studies! Signed, Orina Seizinger, commander of the Royal Order; delivered in absentia by Caster Blow, Second Legion.”


      Dan took a deep breath, then stood up straight, placing his right hand over his heart. “Yes, sir!”


      Unrest


      Tensions along the border between the Kingdom of Yugria and the Rosamour Empire—which were strained even at the best of times—were currently higher than ever.


      Notifying the surrounding nations of the abnormal proliferation of hell locust eggs in the Challock Wetlands had been an unfortunate necessity for Yugria. Though the kingdom’s leaders were loath to expose their insecure position to the world at large, they’d had little choice. The temporary legion needed for the extermination operation would be far too large to go unnoticed, and sending an army of that size to the border without warning would easily be taken as a declaration of war. However, after learning of the situation, Rosamour’s own forces had been gathering near the border too under the pretext of “contingency preparations,” making the atmosphere at the border one of palpable unease.


      Of course, the Rosamour Empire had also reached out through official diplomatic channels offering to send some local mages to assist in the operation, but Yugria had politely declined. The lands near the border were as remote to the Rosamour Empire as they were to Yugria, so there was little question as to the quantity and quality of the mages they’d receive—if they were actually there to help at all, that was. History showed that if the eggs did hatch, the resulting swarm was highly likely to migrate south toward Yugria’s grain-producing regions, and there was no denying the risk of the Rosamourian mages “accidentally” accelerating the swarm’s emergence in order to maximize the devastation. It wasn’t a particularly likely risk—to do so would potentially put Rosamour’s own citizens in danger as well, after all—but it was a chance Yugria couldn’t afford to take.


      In any case, the Rosamour Empire hadn’t actually expected Yugria to accept their offer. The fact that they’d extended it was enough to allow them to start amassing their own forces at the border without attracting international suspicion. After all, they’d volunteered to send their own mages to assist Yugria out of the kindness of their hearts, and therefore they couldn’t possibly be planning anything untoward. Naturally, Yugria’s leaders had reached out through the same channels to protest the Rosamourian army’s movements, but since Rosamour was determinedly insisting their actions were merely in anticipation of the potential plague, diplomatic negotiations were at a standstill. Once the eggs hatched and it was confirmed the swarm was moving south, the Rosamourian forces would almost certainly cross into Yugria under some pretext or another—and with that being the case, it wasn’t hard to see why tensions at the border were running high.


      ◆◆◆


      “Wait, we’re not going to the Challock Wetlands at all?” I asked, confused.


      After a simple breakfast of ham and cheese sandwiches, the four of us had been enjoying another jug of coffee while discussing our next movements when Cass had announced that, much to my surprise, we wouldn’t be joining the others in the Yabré Baronry.


      “No,” Cass said, shaking his head. “You two are currently under the supervision of the Second Legion, and we’re not needed up there at this point. There’s already enough soldiers without ice affinity on-site as it is. Even if we did join them, there’s nothing we’d be able to do. Also...” He paused for a moment, his expression hardening. “...the Rosamour Empire’s forces are amassing at the border ‘just in case,’ or so they say. It’s pretty easy to imagine what they’re actually planning, though. We can’t afford to risk losing two of this kingdom’s future pillars, and if they somehow found out Allen Rovene was nearby, taking you out would probably become their first priority. They’d prefer to deal with you now while you’re still young rather than leave you to become an even bigger threat. We need to do everything we can to keep you safe. Now, we’re pretty far from the border here, and we’ve established a decently secure perimeter—including at sea—but a little fishing town like this still isn’t the safest place to stay. We’re gonna relocate to the Second Legion’s naval base about thirty kilometers to the south. Al and the other mages will be escorted overland to join us once they’re finished with their mission, and we’ll all sail south from there. Well, almost all of us. I’ll be coming with you, but Captain Glover will be staying behind to oversee the naval forces.”


      So essentially, there’s every chance the wetlands could turn into a real battlefield... Hmm. I get that they might not be the biggest fans of me after that unfortunate incident at the Nova Cup, but surely that’s not enough to make them want to assassinate me, right...? There’s no telling what will happen if a real battle does break out, I guess.


      I was rather curious to see a hell locust breeding ground for myself—purely to further my knowledge as an explorer, of course—but even I wasn’t reckless enough to gallivant around such a dangerous area just to satisfy my curiosity.


      “The Roma Naval Base near Lake Sharoma, right? Got it,” Dan said, shamelessly showing off his local expertise.


      “Have you been there before, Dan?” I asked.


      “Yeah, my grandpa took me and my mom there when I was younger. It’s just north of the Corrida Strait, where we went fishing for dualysse. It’s one of Yugria’s biggest naval strongholds, so there’s heaps of different warships moored there. It’s pretty awesome.” There was a faraway look in his eyes as he spoke, his voice tinged with a warm nostalgia. “And Lake Sharoma is beautiful too—especially this time of year, when all the bleuflamingos are migrating. It’s a popular tourist spot.”


      Hang on, did he just say bleuflamingos?!


      One of the Three Beautiful Birds of Yugria, bleuflamingos, as the name suggested, were a species of bird with blue feathers that shone with an iridescent luster. The deeper and more lustrous their coat, the easier it was for them to find a mate during breeding season. Unlike most avians, bleuflamingos fed their young with the highly nutritious milk they produced—creatively named “flamingo milk”—and were otherwise omnivorous. They were genetically animals rather than monsters, but as with most animals, there were recorded cases of bleuflamingos consuming magic stones and becoming monsters in their own right. However, they didn’t pose much harm to humans either way. They were also a migratory species with a territory that spanned across the kingdom depending on the season. I’d longed to see one for myself ever since I’d come across their entry in the Canardian Encyclopedia of Monsters—a desire I’d shared with Coco, who’d also never had the opportunity to see one.


      “Well, we’re gonna have to find a way to entertain ourselves until Al arrives, so I guess I’ll let you show me around, Dan,” I said, inwardly smirking as I imagined the envious look on Coco’s face when I told him of our adventure.


      ◆◆◆


      After napping for about three hours and eating a quick meal, Al picked up his wand and headed back to work. Upon confirming Al had returned to active duty, Hugo took a moment to assess the situation. According to his best estimates, Capeline had destroyed the most eggs (around fifteen thousand), Lelouche the second most at twelve thousand, and Al had come in third with his ten thousand. Compé, the other Order knight who’d boarded in Runerelia, had destroyed around eight thousand eggs, and Chaghora had been responsible for another five thousand. The rest of the mages and the weapons they’d brought had exterminated another thirty thousand eggs altogether.


      In total, they’d eliminated somewhere close to eighty thousand eggs. Since each egg housed approximately one hundred hell locusts, that meant they’d successfully reduced the plague’s numbers from forty million down to thirty-two million in the eighteen hours since their arrival. Though they’d potentially bought themselves a little more time, at worst, they had around thirty-six hours until the eggs would start hatching. If they could continue at the same pace, they’d be able to reduce the plague’s numbers by half before the swarm emerged.


      Unfortunately, it was unlikely that they would be able to maintain the same pace. The mages had started off relatively well rested, but a combination of exhaustion and mana deficiency meant they’d already begun to slow down as the hours ticked past. Even Al’s speed had suffered toward the end of his first session, despite the boy’s unusual mastery of mana compression. They were sure to lag even more as the mission continued. Furthermore, the weapons and tools they’d received would soon become useless as the mana within them ran dry.


      The number and condition of the mages on-site, the mages scheduled to arrive within the day, the quantity and remaining lifespan of the various tools in their possession—all these variables and more ran through Hugo’s mind as he made his calculations as to the size of the plague that would soon descend upon Yugria.


      “It’ll be... Yeah, just over twenty million strong, I’d say,” Hugo muttered.


      Ravel, who was standing beside the captain, nodded. “The reinforcements from Runerelia have made an immeasurable difference. We should be able to keep any post-hatching breeding to a minimum now. Plus, if the eggs don’t start hatching at the earliest estimated time, we’ll be in an even better position. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we might even be able to subjugate the plague before it makes it beyond the baronry’s borders.”


      “I’d like that as much as the next person, but I doubt we’re gonna be so lucky. We’ve gotta prepare for the worst-case scenario... That’s about all you and I can do at the moment. What an annoying mission...” Hugo grumbled, frustrated by his inability to contribute to the mission in any tangible way. However, such emotions had no place on the battlefield, and so, watching the sky darken over the border, he pushed them aside.


      The Roma Naval Base and Lake Sharoma


      Cruising along the calm water at a relaxed speed, it didn’t take us long to reach our destination. A jarringly artificial exception to the otherwise untouched coastline, the Roma Naval Base was situated within a narrow harbor bordered by sheer cliffs, granting it protection from wind, waves, and unwanted attention. Countless ships were anchored within the harbor. While they differed in shape and size, design-wise, the vast majority of them were galleys with oars protruding from either side of their hulls.


      Beyond the harbor and past the docks and ship repair yards, there were a number of other buildings (presumably barracks, arsenals, and whatever else a naval base might require) between which dozens of people were hurrying back and forth. More buildings toward the farthest side of the base contained restaurants, shops, and other facilities one would usually expect to see in a town rather than a military stronghold. However, given that the base housed hundreds of regular sailors in addition to the members of the Second Legion, it wasn’t surprising its population rivaled that of the average town. If an enemy—the Rosamour Empire, for instance—were to launch a full-scale invasion of Yugria from the north, the Roma Naval Base would be our first line of defense against their fleets, thus its notable population.


      “Well, this is where I leave you boys,” Glover said, nodding at both of us in turn. “I dread to think how much work has piled up in my absence. I might not be able to see you off, but I imagine I’ll be visiting Runerelia again soon, so I’ll reach out when I arrive. Fair winds, boys.” With that, he leaped gracefully down from the ship, his cyan cloak flapping wildly behind him. The sailors working along the docks clearly hadn’t been informed of his intended return to the base, because all of them froze rather awkwardly for a moment before they hastily began to salute.


      Dan, Cass, and I remained on board to finish up a few final checks before we disembarked and were just about finished when a voice called out from the dock. “Welcome back, Caster.”


      Peering over the ship’s railing, I saw a man who looked to be about my father’s age. His jacket was covered in various medals and badges, and his darkly tanned skin and rippling muscles made it obvious he’d earned them in the field, rather than behind a desk.


      Cass, grinning, jumped down onto the dock and gave the man a fist bump. “It’s good to see you again, Morley. Revoll isn’t with you?”


      “Base Commander Revoll is briefing Captain Glover on the situation during his absence. We’ve spotted those Rosamour bastards out on the water these past few days, and you know how nervous the base commander can get,” Morley replied with a frown.


      “Well, at least it’s for a good reason this time...” Cass said, chuckling. “Oh, I haven’t introduced you to my new friends yet, have I? Though I’m sure you can guess who they are already, but oh well. Morley, I’d like you to meet Allen Rovene and Daniel Sardos, the heroes of our recent mission. Oy, you two! Get down here!” he shouted.


      After fastening our own cloaks, Dan and I jumped down from the ship. I could feel Morley’s gaze upon me as I landed, sharp and appraising.


      “This is Morley von Fastell, one of the officers here at the base,” Cass said, gesturing to Morley, who held out his hand.


      “I’m Allen Rovene, provisional member of the Third Legion. It’s nice to meet you,” I said, extending my own hand while Dan introduced himself. When Morley’s fingers curled around mine, I was so surprised that I nearly let go. His skin felt like hardened leather, no doubt the result of years—or decades, most likely—spent manning an oar. In his steady and unyielding grip, I could sense a mastery of Strengthening Magic to rival most royal knights. What I couldn’t sense, however, was any indication of him releasing me from the handshake.


      “Er... We won’t be here for long, but thank you in advance for your hospitality, Mr. Morley,” I said awkwardly.


      He raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Morley, huh? My men usually complain that I’m too much of a stickler for formalities, but even I wouldn’t dream of making a royal knight—even one as young as you—call me ‘Mr.’ Besides, I’m sure it’s going against your nature to act so deferentially, being raised under those famous principles of Combat Readiness and all. Please, just call me Morley.”


      Famous? Give me a break... I know I exploit the idea of Combat Readiness whenever I want, but I never thought it would go this far. It’s taken on a life of its own...


      “Now, this new technique you boys have developed—would you be willing to demonstrate it for this feeble old man left behind by the times? The new method of sailing that saved an entire kingdom... Oh, don’t take that the wrong way. It’s an impressive result, of course. However...”


      My hand—which was still within Morley’s viselike grip—throbbed as he squeezed even harder. “To think a simple sailing ship lacking even the most basic of magical engines could outperform a galley... Well, this feeble old brain of mine just can’t comprehend it. Us sailors are stubborn creatures, you see. We only believe what we’ve seen with our own eyes. What do you say? There’s no need for it to be a long voyage—just a quick trip beyond the harbor with me and a few of the younger lads,” he said, his lips curving into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.


      At a loss, I glanced at Cass for backup, and thankfully he came to my rescue. “Allen and Dan don’t intend to keep their method a secret forever, but it’s still too early to unveil it to the world at large. It’s the real deal though, Morley. Our navy needs to be the first to champion the technique, but until we master it, we can’t risk word of it slipping through our borders. It’s not something we can allow just anyone to observe... Are you certain you’d be able to keep it under wraps, Morley?” he asked, his gaze drifting slightly to somewhere behind the man. Upon closer inspection, a small crowd of sailors had gathered about halfway down the dock, all wearing identically anxious expressions.


      Ah. Yeah, that makes sense.


      The sailors watching us nervously would have spent most of their lives working on galleys, as had almost everyone else in the navy, I assumed. To learn, even if only through rumors, that the experience they’d spent so long accumulating might soon become obsolete would be terrifying—not to mention disconcerting. Sure, magical technology had been reshaping sailing for years, but it was reshaping it gradually. Our “discovery,” on the other hand, had basically turned the field on its head overnight.


      Demonstrating our technique for them might help Morley see its true potential, but it wouldn’t necessarily help the sailors overcome their anxiety. If anything, it could just make it worse. It was a dangerous risk to take. If we inadvertently turned one of the kingdom’s largest naval forces against the idea of wind magic-powered sailing, there was no telling how drastically it might affect its uptake. There wouldn’t be much point in building a fleet of wind magic-capable ships if half the kingdom’s sailors refused to even board them, much less sail them.


      Morley seems like a smart guy, though—too smart to risk making his men even more apprehensive for no reason. Morale must already be plummeting past the point of no return, and he’s hoping getting a firsthand look at the potential of our technique will turn things around... Not that it’s anything to do with me, though.


      While I pondered what to do, Dan (who, instead of helping, had been staring at Morley’s rugged hands as though they were the most interesting thing in the world) finally decided to chime in. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Morley,” he said, breaking into a wide grin. “I’m not sure you’d remember me, but you taught me how to row a galley at the base’s open day three years ago. My name was still Daniel Calmwinds back then.”


      Morley’s eyes widened. “You’re pulling my leg... Of course I remember you! You’ve done pretty well for yourself, wonder boy!” He clapped Dan on the shoulder, then—much to my surprise—pulled him into a tight hug.


      “You seem to be doing quite well too, Mr. Morley,” Dan replied with a chuckle. “And you’re still just as lively too. You haven’t given up rowing just because you became an officer, I’m guessing?”


      “Of course not! I can still row circles around these youngsters!”


      Thankfully, Cass intervened before the pair could leave us even further behind in their spontaneous sprint down memory lane. “That’s right, you grew up in the Glaux Region, Dan. So the two of you have met before?”


      Morley grinned. “We sure have! He was only a little thing at the time, but his magical aptitude level was already unbelievable. It caused quite a stir among our crew, to say the least. After seeing his potential, Admiral Rafter offered to write a letter of recommendation for him—said he deserved the opportunity to cultivate his talents in the right environment. Dan turned him down on the spot, though. His heart was already set on becoming a sailor.” Morley smiled. “We all thought it was a bit of a waste, to be honest, letting an unpolished diamond like that stay buried... But at the same time, we all agreed with his decision. Seeing that kind of fire in his eyes, it was impossible not to—made me remember what it was like being young and having a dream. People around here were talking about him for months, you know.”


      “Things didn’t really go according to plan, though...” Dan mumbled, awkwardly scratching his neck.


      “Okay, I think I’ve got the gist of things,” said Cass, nodding. “Dan here—Daniel Sardos, that is—is ranked second in his year at the Royal Academy, just behind that child prodigy Leo Seizinger. I’m not surprised he was already making waves before he hit double digits.”


      Morley’s jaw dropped. “I have heard that name before, now that I think about it...” he murmured. “And there’s the rumor that’s been going around about an Academy student from the Glaux Region who suddenly started slacking off in his studies to mess around on a sailboat...”


      Cass smiled wryly. “Well, I suppose that’s one way of looking at it. I have nothing but respect for Dan, though. He’s walking his own path no matter what others say, and look where it’s got him. He’s just completed a mission everyone thought was impossible and earned himself a place in the Royal Order at the humble age of thirteen. It won’t be long before everyone in Yugria knows his name, but it won’t be because he’s a slacker. No, they’ll be singing the praises of Daniel Sardos, the boy from the Glaux Region who became the pride of the kingdom.”


      I began to give Cass a round of applause for what I thought had been a magnificent speech, but I’d only made it to the second clap before Dan silenced me with an unnecessarily violent karate chop.
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      “There’s plenty of kids more talented than me at the Academy. Honestly, I’m nothing compared to most of them,” he said, shrugging. “But anyway, about what we were talking about earlier—I think I have an idea. Cass is probably right in saying that it’s a little too risky to let your sailors see our technique for themselves just yet, but what do you say to having a little race? Our ship against one of your galleys, and the first crew to circle Corrida Island and make it back here wins.”


      “You’ve got guts—as one would expect from someone granted the right to wear that cloak at your age. But...” Morley’s brow furrowed. “The Corrida Strait isn’t to be underestimated. As a local you should know that people around here call it the Cemetery of Sails. With a crew that small, how are you planning to deal with the seafalcons?”


      “Yeah, I know, but we’ll be fine. I’ll handle the helm, and Allen here will keep the seafalcons at bay. He’s pretty handy with a bow,” Dan replied with a smile, before adding, “When you want sailors to find common ground, there’s no better place to do it than on the water, don’t you think?”


      Morley’s frown instantly became a delighted grin. “Now that’s a fine way of putting it! That’s our Daniel Sardos for you, eh?! The pride of the Glaux Region, and a champion among champions! You’re going to leave your mark on the world, no question about it.” He chuckled. “Now, I’m guessing you’re still a little tired from your mission, so let’s hold the race tomorrow. The patrol ships will depart one hour past noon, so we’ll hoist anchors then and follow them out of the harbor. Ah... There’s a lot of Glaux locals on this base, myself included. A race like this is sure to get them all fired up!”


      Morley’s grin grew even wider, making the serious expression he’d been wearing when he’d first arrived seem almost like a lie. Dan answered the older sailor’s boyishly excited smile with a slightly bemused one of his own and nodded his agreement.


      ◆◆◆


      The following morning, Dan, Cass, and I made our way toward Lake Sharoma for a bit of sightseeing. “Can’t you just wait until your next visit?” a disapproving Cass had asked (several times, in fact), but I’d refused to back down. I understood his apprehension, but there was no way I was going to let the minuscule possibility of danger get in the way of what could be my only chance to see a real, live bleuflamingo. I might have been willing to forgo the pleasure trip if I’d had business to take care of, but until the mages finished up in the wetlands, my schedule was completely empty.


      This was precisely why I had no interest in becoming any kind of bigwig. People in positions of power never got to do anything just for fun without it being labeled as “an inappropriate use of taxpayer time”—and god help you if you tried to use “but I was free” as an excuse. Fortunately, despite the ongoing efforts of the kingdom’s head honchos, I’d managed to avoid becoming too important thus far. Apart from my position with the Order (and that was only provisional), I was still a simple student with barely any responsibilities.


      Cass was fulfilling the dual role of chaperone and bodyguard for our little outing. I’d tried to insist he didn’t need to accompany us, but I’d had no success. “I’d lose my job if I let the two of you leave the base alone. You’re lucky it’s just me. I’d bring a whole squad of guards with us if not for the fact that it would just bring more attention,” he’d grumbled, holding his head in his hands.


      I’d felt a little bad for him, but not enough to concede defeat. I’d vowed to spend my second chance at life living the way I wanted to and following my heart. If I let myself compromise at times like this, even in the name of friendly cooperation, my vow would begin to lose all meaning. That thought terrified me more than anything else in the world—and so, in order to live according to my own values, I was currently strolling along the shore of Lake Sharoma.


      Simply speaking, it had been the right decision. It was easy to see why bleuflamingos had earned a place among the Three Beautiful Birds of Yugria. Their iridescent feathers shone in every shade of blue from the lightest of skies to the deepest of oceans, with each individual bird displaying a unique spectrum of colors. From time to time, the sunlight would catch them at just the right angle to set their plumage ablaze with tinges of red or yellow, creating new hues that defied description. Two hours had passed since we’d arrived at the lake, and I’d yet to grow bored of watching the flock. I didn’t think I ever would, to be honest. The bleuflamingos themselves provided the perfect soundtrack for my sightseeing; every few seconds, one would open their distinctively curved beak and let out a high-pitched cry that reverberated across the tranquil morning lake in the sweetest of songs. They were generally about the same size as their counterparts back on Earth, except for those who’d clearly consumed magic stones and transformed into monsters. It was easy to pick out those individuals, given they were at least twice the size of their ordinary brethren.


      Those are some big birds...


      The current state of uncertainty had apparently caused something of a downturn in the tourism industry, because we had the lake nearly entirely to ourselves, for which I was very grateful; according to Dan, if we’d come a few years earlier, we would have had to fight for a spot. Still, we did cross paths with a few other avian enthusiasts from time to time, which was why we’d worn civilian clothes rather than our Order uniforms.


      I was staring at the lake with such intense concentration that I barely noticed one such enthusiast approach me. “Don’t forget to blink, sonny! First time seein’ the bleuflamingos?”


      By the time I’d turned to face the newcomer—a middle-aged man who seemed to be a local—Cass was already rushing over to step between us, but I stopped him with a wave of my hand.


      “Yep, sure is. I’ve never seen a more beautiful sight in my life. I could stare at it for hours without realizing a single second had passed,” I answered.


      The man laughed. “That’s a pretty mature attitude for someone your age, sonny! I like it. I’ve been comin’ here for years, and I still feel the same. To tell the truth, I usually earn my livin’ as a guide around these parts, but business has been slow these days with all the talk of war. How’d you like to have a go at feedin’ the bleuflamingos, eh? There’s just one thing...” Grinning, he gave the fishing rod in his hand a little wiggle and held it out to me. “You’re gonna have to catch their food yourself first. What do you reckon? Keen to give it a go? I usually charge thirty riels an hour to rent a rod, but I’ll let you borrow one for half price!”


      I was already hooked. “Really?! Thanks, mister! Come on, Dan! Let’s compete to see who can catch the most fish!”


      “Er, sure...” Dan said. “But do you really understand what you’re getting yourself into? You might be from the countryside, but I grew up by the sea. Have you even fished before? Because if not, it’s not gonna be much of a competition, to put it bluntly.”


      Mwa ha ha...


      Contrary to Dan’s expectations, not only had I fished before, I was actually rather good at it. I’d never enjoyed the hobby in my previous life, but Allen—the preawakened version of him, that was—had been an expert at slacking off, and fishing had been one of his (my) favorite ways to avoid studying. Of course, that didn’t necessarily mean I was going to win. Fishing in the ocean had probably given Dan a slightly different skill set from my own, but judging from the length of the rod, the thinness of the fishing line, and the smaller size of the hook, the fishing we’d be doing in the lake would require a somewhat delicate touch—and if that was the case, I had a chance. I’d honed my fishing skills in the barren streams running through the center of Crauvia, where even the smallest of superfluous movements would scare off the few wary fish that did pass by. I was definitely in the running for victory in our little competition. In fact, I was certain I’d win.


      I shrugged. “Yeah, I’ve dabbled a little in the streams back home. I probably won’t be much competition for someone as experienced as you though, so go easy on me, okay?” I said as innocently as possible, hoping to catch Dan off guard with my awesome skills.


      Dan’s eyes narrowed. After glaring at me for what felt like an eternity, he turned to the tour guide. “I’d like to look at all the equipment you’ve got available. Rods, reels, bait—bring it all out. I’ll pay extra, of course.” He glanced back at me. “If we’re gonna do this, I’m gonna do it right, Allen... That won’t be a problem, right?”


      What the hell?! I was sure I looked the picture of innocence! Seriously... What gives you the right to read my thoughts like that, huh?! It’s like you think you’re my wife of twenty years or something...


      Cass’s shoulders slumped. “We’re not here on vacation, you know...” he muttered, his eyes glazing over with an almost palpable despair.


      Fishing Contest


      “Didn’t expect to see you awake so soon,” Dongo called out to Chaghora, who—despite having just emerged from the recovery tent—still somewhat resembled a living corpse.


      Chaghora grunted. “It’s not like I was gonna lie around all day while the kid does all the work,” he muttered brusquely. Repeatedly draining his mana reserves to a nearly dangerous level had taken a significant toll on him, and the occasional nap wasn’t enough to alleviate the feeling that his whole body had turned to lead.


      The two explorers both cast a glance in the same direction, eyes focusing on the small figure with light blue hair barely visible in the distance.


      After working nonstop for over half a day, Al had slept for just three hours before returning to the field for another six-hour stint. He’d then taken another break, compressing his mana while meditating for approximately an hour, and had now once again returned to active duty. Realistically speaking, he was probably experiencing the symptoms of mana drain just as much as anyone else, not that you’d know it to look at him. Spending every morning pushing himself to his absolute limits in the Hill Path Club before heading to practical classes taught by the Indomitable Sage Godolphen—a daily routine that, from an outsider’s perspective, could only be described as utterly absurd—had given him a significant tolerance to pain.


      Indeed, the concept of pain hadn’t even crossed the boy’s mind. Al was single-mindedly focused on the task at hand and nothing else, as though any energy spent on contemplating his possible exhaustion would be energy wasted. Each movement was automatic in an almost mechanical way, a byproduct of his efforts in the Hill Path Club’s morning activities.


      Allen often referred to the automation of one’s movements as “achieving the perfect form,” but in reality, it was slightly more complicated than that. It was more akin to muscle memory, something honed through repeating a specific movement hundreds or thousands of times until your body moved of its own volition, even without you explicitly willing it to. It was something observable in any sport or physical activity, both in this world and Allen’s previous one. During a professional baseball game, for instance, players didn’t actively think about how to hit the 140-kilometers-per-hour curveball the pitcher had just sent hurtling toward them. They moved on instinct, following a program their body had run countless times before.


      That muscle memory wasn’t something that could be achieved just by playing a few pickup games every now and then, however. It took dedicated, repetitive effort. Al was merely demonstrating the results of that effort, but for Dongo and Chaghora—who’d never so much as considered that intermittent mana compression could even be possible, much less tried it for themselves—the boy’s seemingly infinite mana was utterly bewildering. Even Capeline Yakutsk from the renowned Royal Order and the Ice Fairy Lelouche Symplex, both of whom had begun taking short yet frequent breaks, could do little but marvel at his incredible stamina. It was true that Al’s pace was incredibly slow in comparison to some of the other mages, but it only made his clockwork-like movement all the more bewitching in a way that sent a chill down the spine of all who witnessed it.


      Approximately twenty-four hours remained until the original deadline. Of course, if luck was on their side, their diligent efforts might have bought them a slight extension to that deadline—but even if so, it still wasn’t anywhere near enough time to destroy all the eggs.


      “And there I was thinking the other two were just freaks of nature or something, but I’m getting the feeling they’re all just as freaky, those Academy kids...” Dongo finally said with a bitter smile. “Oh well. We might have to work alongside a freak, but we’re still getting paid fifty riels an egg here. I’m never gonna get another chance like this, so there’s no way in hell I’m gonna let some kid take all the riches for himself. I already told the missus I’m gonna build us a house in the worker’s district when I get back,” he declared in an obvious attempt to work himself up.


      Chaghora smiled grimly. “Yeah, I hear ya. Don’t get too greedy though, or you’ll end up making some stupid mistake.”


      ◆◆◆


      Our fishing contest was getting heated.


      Dan had opened with the classic “passive” approach to fishing, where you held the rod as still as possible until the fish took the bait. I, on the other hand, hadn’t hesitated to demonstrate the “active” fishing skills I’d cultivated while neglecting my studies, which relied on using precise movements and acute awareness to carefully lure in your catch. As I’d predicted, the fish in Lake Sharoma responded better to a delicate but aggressive touch, and I quickly seized an overwhelming lead.


      Not wanting Dan to feel disheartened, I encouraged him with a constant stream of “I thought you were taking this seriously, beach boy!” and other relatively harmless quips, following each one up with a cackle reminiscent of Thora’s. Eventually, Dan had muttered something about “variable depths” and, in an underhanded move, started altering the setup of his rig. He quickly threw together an original rig he called a “modified three-hook dropper loop rig: Calmwinds style” and cast it out. It was basically something that would allow him to catch multiple fish at the same time, with three individual lines and hooks branching off the main line at thirty-centimeter intervals. Unfortunately, having only ever fished in tiny country streams, I had no idea how to tie a similar rig for myself.


      “That’s not fair, Dan! Teach me how to tie one of those too!” I immediately protested, but Dan, being the poor sportsman he was, merely smirked and said “Watch and learn,” as though he thought he was some kind of seasoned expert. Though he usually preferred to act all mature and watch us from the sidelines in class, he was still, of course, ruthlessly competitive. Securing a spot in Class A at the Royal Academy demanded a competitive spirit.


      Despite having actively goaded Dan into taking our contest more seriously, his smug grin annoyed me more than words could capture. I watched him closely every time he retied his flashy new rig, but his practiced movements were too fast for me to catch exactly what he was doing. Within minutes, he was reeling in fish by the bucketful, leaving me with little choice but to unveil my secret double-wielding technique. However, even with two rods on the go, Dan slowly but steadily kept catching up. There was just fifteen minutes to go before we reached the two-hour time limit when he finally overtook me.


      “Jeez, you boys ain’t half bad. Are you sure it’s your first time fishin’ for graybiddy? Because you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone around these parts who could hook as many as you boys have in just two hours...” the tour guide said when he arrived to check on us, peering at our haul—four buckets filled to the brim between the two of us—with an expression of clear astonishment.


      “Mister, don’t you have any expert tricks or anything?! I’m gonna lose at this rate! I just— Wait, what’s that huge hook for?” I asked, pointing at an enormous, sharply curved hook that was clearly not suited to catching graybiddies.


      “Huh? Oh, that’s for lurin’ in lakeperche. They’re a carnivorous bunch, so you gotta use a live graybiddy as bait. They make a pretty good meal for the likes of you and me, but they’re too big to feed to the bleuflamingos—not unless you’re willin’ to lose a hand tryin’ to feed it to an elementally affined—”


      I’d reached out for the hook before the guide had even finished speaking, causing him to hurriedly attempt to intervene.


      “C’mon, kid, I’m tellin’ you this for your own good! Lakeperche are rare this time of year, and even the locals can spend a whole day here without hooking a single one. Swapping your rig all willy-nilly ain’t the way to improve your haul—”


      “I’ve gotta do it! ‘When you give up, that’s when the game is over’—that’s what my private tutor always taught me, and I’m not gonna let him down now!” I cried, once again attributing a famous quote from my previous life to Soldo to further my personal goals. In the blink of an eye, I’d tied the hook to a rod designed for distance casting and then, grabbing a particularly lively graybiddy from the bucket, I threaded the huge hook through its upper jaw. With a powerful cast, the baited hook went flying toward the center of the lake.


      I laughed evilly. “Remember what we agreed to, Dan! Whoever catches the most fish wins—and that doesn’t just mean in terms of numbers! If my haul weighs more than yours, I win! You haven’t got this in the bag just yet, beach boy!” I declared, arbitrarily redefining the rules out of desperation.


      Dan merely smirked. “That’s a flawed way of looking at it, Allen—but don’t worry. A lot of amateurs make the same mistake.”


      “We’ll see who’s smirking in the end, Dan! You just wait!”


      “Seriously, boys, we’re not here on vacation...” Cass muttered again, but we paid him no mind as we plunged headfirst into the final fifteen minutes of our heated contest.


      ◆◆◆


      In addition to the three who’d arrived on Allen and Dan’s ship, there was also another Runerelian-based explorer who’d answered the call to assist in the Challock Wetlands. The man—Droit—had coincidentally been working elsewhere in the Glaux Region when he’d learned of the request for ice-affined mages to make haste for the Yabré Baronry.


      At the mere age of twenty-four, Droit was already a C-Rank and was widely regarded as one of the most promising young explorers in the capital. Personally, however, he couldn’t shake the feeling that his progress had stalled as of late. After beginning his career in the Masculien County in the Vulcandor Region, he’d managed to work his way up to D-Rank by just eighteen years of age—something unheard of for a mere commoner from the kingdom’s more provincial lands. Naturally, Droit had thought quite highly of himself. “Yeah, I guess I am a prodigy,” he’d told himself. “At the very least, I’m too good for a place like this.”


      And so, in the spring of his eighteenth year, he’d made the long and lonely journey to Runerelia to find the place he truly belonged. Over the six years that had passed since then, he’d steadily built himself both a reputation and a proven track record, finally culminating in his promotion to C-Rank just days after his twenty-fourth birthday.


      His accomplishments were certainly impressive—there was no question about that. However, if one were to ask around the capital’s branches as to whether Droit was a prodigy, the majority of explorers would shake their heads. The capital was a gathering point for so-called provincial prodigies from across the kingdom, and you could find any number of C-Rank explorers in their early twenties wandering in and out of the city’s guild branches. It was far rarer to come across a prodigy with the potential to achieve the elusive A-Rank, though. Those true prodigies, for the most part, were what one might call “early bloomers,” and Droit knew his own accomplishments paled in comparison to what those future A-Ranks had achieved by his age. Still, he hadn’t been discouraged. Being known as a prodigy—a true prodigy—was the only thing he’d ever wanted, and so, he continued to push himself toward greatness. He completed request after request at such a rapid pace that those around him tried to intervene. Unfortunately, even with the advantage of an ice affinity, it had still taken him six years to reach C-Rank.


      Droit had come to realize the truth: that being called a prodigy in some backwater village didn’t mean you were one. And yet, in the deepest recesses of his heart, the desire to be praised—to be worshipped—still beat a frantic rhythm against his chest. He was still too young, too self-important, and, above all, too talented to fully come to terms with his actual place in the world.


      He’d been feeling that frustration more strongly than ever when he’d learned of the Yabré Baronry Hell Locust Extermination Mission, and in an instant, everything had changed. This, Droit thought, could be his one and only chance. If he made a name for himself upon such an important stage, the path to becoming a B-Rank explorer would no longer be out of reach. It was an incredibly promising chance too. He’d happened to be nearby, but the Glaux Region was toward the kingdom’s outskirts, and the Yabré Baronry was even more remote. It would be unlikely that more than a handful of other ice mages would reach the wetlands in time to contribute to the mission, which would mean his own contributions would tower above the rest. An explorer needed to demonstrate uniquely superior talent and achievements in order to reach B-Rank, and this mission would be the perfect opportunity for Droit to do so. With enough effort and a bit of luck, he could even be promoted as a result of this mission alone—and there weren’t many explorers throughout history who’d managed a B-Rank promotion at such a young age. And so, with thoughts of worship and praise filling his head, Droit had accepted the request and made for the wetlands, blissfully unaware of the fateful encounter awaiting him there.


      When Droit arrived at the Charrock Wetlands, he was dismayed to learn a unit of ice mages had already arrived from Runerelia, with a Class A student from the Royal Academy among their number. The Royal Academy... It was a place where only true prodigies could gather—a place his own abilities had never even allowed him to attempt the entrance exams for. Academy graduates were automatically promoted to C-Rank just for signing up as an explorer, never to experience the struggles of the common man. Academy or not, what could a little kid possibly achieve out here? Droit had thought, making his way into the field. It wasn’t until he first laid eyes on Aldor Engravier, the thirteen-year-old boy from Class A, that he truly understood what it meant to be a Royal Academy student. For the first time in his life, Droit was keenly aware that he wasn’t a prodigy.


      He was simply...ordinary.


      That realization—and the chaos it caused within Droit’s heart—would soon lead to the most tragic of consequences.


      Mass Hatching


      “Come on, Droit. It’s gotta be time you took a break. Don’t push yourself too hard, yeah?” Dongo said. He’d been on his way to the recovery tent when he’d crossed paths with Droit. The young explorer was still hard at work, his brow furrowed in concentration as he froze one egg after another. The two men, of course, had met before, given that they both called Runerelia home. While they belonged to different branches—northern for Dongo, and southern for Droit—there weren’t exactly thousands of C-Rank explorers in the capital, and it didn’t take long to meet most of them when working on shared requests. In fact, Dongo, who was something of a veteran C-Rank, had made the acquaintance of almost every single C-Rank explorer in Runerelia by this point.


      “Oh... Hey, Dongo. Yeah, I was just thinking about taking a break... Just a few more eggs first,” Droit muttered in reply. He glanced in Al’s direction as he said it, but turned away quickly, as though the boy was too dazzling—or too intimidating—to look at for more than a second.


      A rueful smile crossed Dongo’s face. He knew it wasn’t just exhaustion affecting his younger comrade. It wasn’t surprising, really. Now approaching forty, Dongo had long come to terms with his own place in the world, but he felt the same sense of hollowness—helplessness, even—every time he caught sight of Al. To that end, he couldn’t help but feel gratitude toward Allen Rovene and Daniel Sardos. If not for the unbelievable display of sheer talent he’d been forced to witness during the trip here, Dongo knew he’d probably be feeling just as frustrated as Droit.


      Some people had a true talent for magic, and others did not—that was the harsh but simple truth of it. Unfortunately, with their affinity being as uncommon as it was, ice mages weren’t often able to compare themselves to their peers and so tended to learn that truth later in life. Dongo had experienced a similar realization many years ago, and so knew exactly what Droit was feeling.


      “Now you know why they call that place the Monster’s Nest, eh? But don’t let it get you down. That kid’s not just an ordinary Academy student—not that any of ’em are ordinary, really. Everyone’s saying this year’s Class A is the most promising in the last couple centuries or whatever, and he’s part of it. Plus, he’s in charge of some kinda Emissive Magic training club, so he’s clearly the cream of the crop.” Dongo smiled bitterly. “He might be crazy talented, but that doesn’t mean you’re any less capable than you were a few days ago, Droit. It takes something special to reach C-Rank at your age. You’ve got plenty of talent in your own right—a lot more than me, that’s for sure. It’s just... Well, the likes of you and I, we live in a different world than they do. You already knew that though, right?”


      Gritting his teeth, Droit slowly nodded. “Yeah, I knew. I knew, but...” He sighed. “I guess I just kept pretending I didn’t...” He trailed off.


      “I couldn’t face the fact that I was ordinary, just another face among the masses—” So went the rest of his thought, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it out loud.


      ◆◆◆


      Just a few minutes before our contest was set to end, I felt a sharp tug at the end of my line, sending a vividly different tremor rippling down the rod. The urge to set the hook and secure my catch almost overwhelmed me, but somehow, I managed to control myself. According to our resident expert (the tour guide), setting the hook immediately after feeling a nibble would lead to the lakeperche escaping in nine out of ten cases. Instead, you had to reel in the line slowly to make the lakeperche think its prey was escaping, then set the hook on the count of three, which supposedly gave you a pretty decent chance (somewhere around one in three) of reeling in your prize. Focusing more intently than ever before in my life, I began to count.


      One...


      I couldn’t remember a time when I’d competed for anything with this much passion before. My mind was crystal clear, and I was pretty sure I now understood what boxers and the like meant when they talked about the world moving in slow motion during a crucial match.


      Two...


      Before I could make it to three, however, the rod curved over with such force that I thought it was going to snap. I instinctively activated my Strengthening Magic and yanked. The rod sprang back with a twang, and a giant fish appeared on the lake’s surface, thrashing wildly against its barbed restraint.


      I cackled. “How do you like them apples, Dan?!”


      Dan’s eyes widened. For a moment, he simply stood there in shock, then raised his hands in surrender. “I give up. You’re too stubborn for me to beat.”


      Pleased by his declaration of defeat, I quickly got caught up in the moment. “Still, you were a worthy opponent! You gave me a heck of a run for my money, beach boy. Hey, I’ve got a great idea! How about we start a fishing club?! We’ll cast out our lines in every port and harbor across the kingdom in search of the legendary fish—”


      “Huh?” Dan muttered, cutting me off as he peered at something in the distant sky with great curiosity. I followed his gaze and quickly spotted the reason for his rude interruption: an enormous bleuflamingo with an exceptionally vivid azure plumage that was currently diving toward the lake. The next moment, it was gliding away once more—with my lakeperche effortlessly secured in its huge, curved beak. I’d let my Scouting Magic slip in the excitement of defeating Dan and so hadn’t noticed its presence until it was too late. There was nothing I could do but watch as the bleuflamingo vanished with my victory.


      We stood there for another five or so seconds until Cass broke the tense silence with a vulgar snort. He promptly burst into laughter, immediately joined by Dan and the local guide.


      “Sorry, Allen,” Cass choked out between laughs. “Your face was just too funny!”


      “That’s why you can’t let your guard down, sonny! Ha!”


      “So what were you saying about the legendary fish, Allen?! Come on, let’s hear it!”


      “Aha ha ha!”


      I glared at them through teary eyes. “That stupid bird... I’ll never forgive it,” I hissed.


      A wild breeze began to whip around us.


      “What the...? Hey, Allen! I’m fine with letting you win the contest, okay?! So just calm down!”


      “I’ll never, ever forgive it! NEVER!”
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      ◆◆◆


      Dongo had only been asleep for around thirty minutes before he was roused by the sound of the emergency whistle. A chill ran down his spine as he flew out of the tent to see a stream of people rushing toward the part of the wetlands he’d just left—the section Droit had also been working in. Dread twisted in his chest as he forced his still-weary limbs into action and followed the crowd toward their destination.


      His breath caught in his throat.


      Droit lay face down in the center of the commotion, probably having lost consciousness as a result of mana drain. Below him lay the remnants of the egg he’d crushed in the fall. Hell locusts poured out of it in rapid succession and darted toward the other eggs nearby, tearing into the transparent shells with terrifying vigor.


      It was then that Captain Hugo arrived on the scene, surging through the crowd with the power of a cannonball and bringing his hammer down on one of the half-eaten eggs in one smooth motion. The ground beneath them shook with the force of the blow as the hell locust’s high-pitched cries rang out. However, the egg in question hadn’t been frozen, and several of the hell locusts within began to flee as best as they could on semicrushed wings and legs. Hugo brought his hammer down once more, putting an end to all but one of the hell locusts, and crushed the sole survivor in his bare hand.


      “What are you waiting for?!” he roared. “Any eggs they’ve landed on are as good as hatched, so get smashing! We can still avoid a mass hatching if we act now! And use ice magic only, you hear me?! Any other elements will just make them work faster! Ravel, where are you?!”


      “Here, Captain! All ice mages are on the field!”


      “Good! Anyone who can use Scouting Magic needs to prioritize tracking these little bastards—don’t let a single one escape! If the outbreak moves beyond this section, we’re done for! Call up everyone from the first five fence patrol squads and get them in the field! And listen up, everyone! If worse comes to worst and we can’t keep them contained, then just crush as many eggs as you can before the plague starts to move!”


      “Yes, sir!”


      Dongo didn’t respond, however, nor did he move. Regret swirled within his chest like a violent hurricane, keeping him rooted to the spot. “I knew what he was feeling... I knew it!” he mumbled. “I should have stayed with him! Made sure he knew when to stop!”


      Capeline blazed past him, tying up her long silver hair in a single ponytail and pulling out her wand. With a fierce flourish, she froze three of the nearby eggs simultaneously. In her mana-deficient state, the wide-range, inefficient technique left even the formidable Capeline out of breath. Gritting her teeth against the sudden surge of exhaustion, she called out to Dongo in an impressively calm, kind voice.


      “I understand you feel responsible, Dongo, but no one here blames you for what’s happened, nor will they blame Droit. But right now, we need to focus on the task at hand. Just focus on one egg at a time, okay? One by one, starting with the closest ones. We just need to keep moving,” she said.


      The pale-faced Dongo somehow managed to nod. Slowly but surely, he made his way toward the closest egg and raised his unusually short staff over his head. With a large magic stone attached to the tip, Dongo’s staff was on the heavier side as far as staves went—so when it began to slip through his sweat-drenched palms, there was no stopping it. It plummeted from his grasp and pierced the egg.


      Dongo’s mind went blank. He snatched up his staff once again as if moving on autopilot and channeled every last shred of his mana into the magic stone.


      “Dongo!” Capeline cried, having felt the shift in the air, but it was too late. The large magic stone was already pulsating with an ominous white light, made unstable by the large quantity of mana—raw, non-elementally converted mana—it had just received. The formidable Capeline Yakutsk had always remained calm in the face of danger, but now, her face was ashen as she shrieked, “Help! He’s lost control of his mana!”


      Silence fell for a moment, swiftly broken by Hugo’s shouting. “What?! Dongo! What happened to your limiter?!”


      Dongo’s expression was blank, and it took him a few tries before the words would come, stilted and hoarse. “I just wanted to help... If I could freeze even one more egg...” he rasped. “I never thought I’d screw up the conversion... Not at a time like this!” He desperately tried to pull back on his mana, but it was no use. Tears began to stream down his cheeks. “I needed to access more of my mana... I removed it, Captain... I removed the limiter.”


      There were only two ways this could end. He could let go of the staff, but doing so would cause a massive explosion. His other choice was to hold on until it drained the rest of his already scarce mana, and when it did...


      Hugo closed his eyes for a moment, biting his lip hard enough to draw blood. When he opened them again and addressed the gathering crowd, his voice was flat and calm. “Withdraw, everyone. We need to prepare to move to phase three of the mission.”


      Dongo shook his head frantically, his face twisting in despair. “No... I don’t want to die... I can’t die! My wife, she’s with child! We... We tried for so long, and now... Please, Captain! Don’t leave me here to die!”


      Hugo wouldn’t meet Dongo’s gaze, however. “Withdraw!” he repeated, his cold voice echoing across the wetlands as he turned his back on the desperate man—just in time to see the blue-haired boy streaking past, hurtling directly toward Dongo.


      ◆◆◆


      Boom, boom went the drum, and the galley—and by extension our ship, sailing alongside it—kept to its rhythm, cutting a course toward the opening at the end of the harbor.


      “You’re not gonna lose to some outdated sailboat, are you?!”


      “Not a freakin’ chance! They’re dreaming!”


      “Damn it! How come I didn’t get picked?!”


      The shouts came from the docks, where the sailors who hadn’t been chosen to compete in our race had instead adopted the role of cheerleaders. However, while their words were a little rough (just as a sailor’s should be, in my opinion), they carried no trace of the gloomy resentment of the day before.


      I guess Morley managed to use Dan’s offer to his advantage and smooth things over somewhat... Phew. Even if they lose, hopefully they won’t turn their noses up at our awesome sailing method now.


      “Cass, I’m gonna have my hands full with the lines and the wind, so do you reckon you could take charge of the helm?” Dan asked.


      Cass, of course, readily agreed. “No worries. It’s the least I can do after roping you boys into a problem Morley and I should’ve been able to handle ourselves...” He smiled weakly. “Wouldn’t it be better to let Allen handle the wind until we enter the Corrida Strait, though?”


      Dan shook his head. “Using Allen’s wind magic would be redundant. We’ve gotta demonstrate our method at a level anyone could achieve with practice, or there’s no point demonstrating it at all. If they see him in action, it would just make them more wary.”


      He’s not wrong, I guess...


      “You boys ready?!” Morley bellowed from his position at the galley’s drum, his voice reaching us clearly despite the distance between our ships.


      Dan poked his head up from where he’d been fiddling with the lines and stuck up his thumb. “Whenever you are, Mr. Morley!”


      “Let’s do this, then! Sailors, take your oars! Ready, and... Go!”


      On Morley’s order, all oars plunged into the sea in unison, and the galley shot forward. Dan unfurled our ship’s sail at the same time. “Tacking, starboard!” he cried out to Cass, who spun the wheel to one side.


      I decided to ask the question that had been on my mind. “So, Dan... What am I meant to do until we reach the strait?”


      Dan, his potato-like face lit up with sheer joy, was too busy playing with the lines to bother looking at me as he answered. “Why did you wait until now to ask me that?! I’ve got enough to deal with right now!”


      “Well, you didn’t give me anything to do, and I’m kinda bored... You okay if I fish for a bit?”


      “Do whatever you want! I don’t care!” he replied angrily, still refusing to spare me a single glance.


      “Awesome! I’m gonna reel in an ozrorca then!”


      “Shut up, you idiot! Don’t jinx us!”


      ◆◆◆


      “Captain Glover requires your presence.”


      That was the short message awaiting us upon our return to port after what had truly been an intense race—one we’d narrowly lost. The wind hadn’t been particularly favorable on the outward leg of the course, and thanks to their cheerleaders, the galley’s rowers were overwhelmingly energetic. Slowly but surely, we’d fallen behind. Furthermore, we’d been attacked by a whole flock of seafalcons as soon as we’d entered the Corrida Strait, and Dan had been forced to furl the auxiliary sails to prevent damage, putting us even farther behind. Thankfully, we could start using the wind to our advantage after rounding Corrida Island, and so Dan had ramped up our speed, eventually putting us just behind the galley. When Morley himself took to the oars, though, our fate was sealed. The galley entered the harbor just seconds before us, and our passionate race came to an end.


      Incidentally, my attempt at fishing had gone much worse than the race. I hadn’t reeled in a single catch.


      Everyone disembarked to a round of thunderous applause, exchanging congratulations and grins as they wiped the sweat from their brows—everyone except me, that was. I was off to one side, avoiding the crowd in favor of a bit of sulking. The celebrations were still in full swing when Base Commander Revoll arrived wearing an ominous expression and all but dragged Dan, Cass, and myself away for an audience with Glover. We were quickly ushered into a large “war room”-style office, passing a stream of other officers who’d apparently been evicted for the purpose of our meeting.


      A faint shiver prickled across my skin.


      “What the hell did you do this time, Allen...?” Dan muttered suspiciously.


      “I didn’t do anything! Well, not that I can think of... Besides, I’ve been with you this whole time, so even if I did do anything, you’re a coconspirator!” I hissed back.


      “Not again! Stop dragging me into your schemes without my consent!” Dan snapped, having clearly decided I was guilty despite the fact that we hadn’t actually been accused of any wrongdoing at this point.


      “Pay attention, boys,” Glover said, letting out a weary sigh. “Though I don’t even know where to begin, to be honest...”


      His faltering tone was heavy as he began to explain the situation. “Well, I suppose we’ll start with the first report I received. It concerned the Hell Locust Extermination Mission...” He paused, frowning. “An explorer by the name of Droit collapsed as a result of mana drain, crushing an unfrozen egg in the process. The incident triggered a mass hatching event, and Captain Hugo’s forces were doing what they could to stop the spread of any live specimens. That was the gist of the report that came via spellbird at noon.”


      “What?!” Dan and I both replied, shocked.


      Glover’s eyes narrowed, and he stared at us appraisingly for a long moment before he continued. “Given the urgent circumstances, it was a while before I received any further updates. The next report came in at around three o’clock, stating that efforts to contain the mass hatching event were still ongoing.” He shook his head. “I was stunned, frankly speaking. I expected to learn of their success or failure, but for three hours to have passed, and their efforts to still be ongoing... Well, strange things do happen sometimes, I suppose. Don’t you agree, boys?” Despite directing the question to both of us, he was looking exclusively at me, raising his eyebrows.


      “Yeah, I guess so...” I replied with a nod, utterly confused.


      “We finally received a proper update just moments ago,” he continued. “And what it said... I scarcely believed my eyes. Apparently, just when all hope seemed lost, a large flock of bleuflamingos—which, at this time of year, should have been nesting at Lake Sharoma—appeared out of nowhere and began devouring the hell locusts. Their timing couldn’t have been more perfect. I suppose we can only chalk it up to a miracle.”


      Cass’s and Dan’s gazes were on the culprit (me) in an instant.


      “As a result, the forces managed to keep a handle on what by all rights should have been a devastating mass hatching event. Furthermore, the eggs they destroyed over the course of the afternoon decreased the estimated size of the resulting swarm—should the remaining eggs have hatched—to somewhere in the range of twelve million hell locusts.”


      “W-Wow! Yep, that’s definitely what you’d call a miracle, Captain!” I exclaimed in an overly cheerful voice, clapping my hands in feigned excitement.


      Glover wasn’t smiling. “There’s more,” he said. “Once the bleuflamingos had gorged themselves on hell locusts, they settled within the lake to the south of the wetlands to rest. Without their assistance, it once again became impossible for our forces to continue suppressing a mass hatching event. The situation quickly became critical, and it seemed as though we would indeed be facing a kingdom-wide extermination operation... But then, something happened. What do you think it was, Allen?” His face was still stony as he quizzed me.


      “No idea, to be honest...” I replied, giving him my best shrug. In reality, I had a vague idea where this was heading, but since Glover seemed intent on putting on a show, I felt it would be uncouth of me not to play along. No self-respecting Japanese person would dare ruin the punch line of their boss’s joke, after all.


      “The hell locusts,” he said slowly, emphasizing each and every word, “refused to go near the lingering bleuflamingos and instead veered northwest, toward the border. The researchers on-site referred to it as an ‘unprecedented behavioral change.’ They predict at least half of the swarm will cross into the Rosamour Empire on a path that will take them directly to the grain-producing region in the empire’s south. The Rosamourian forces were all but ready to invade our lands, but instead were forced to retreat in pursuit of the swarm.” He shook his head. “This morning, our forces faced an almost insurmountable challenge: quelling a hell locust plague almost twenty million strong while working under the threat of a looming invasion. Just six hours later, the empire’s forces have fled, and less than six million hell locusts remain within our borders. The word ‘miracle’ doesn’t even begin to describe it.”


      I clapped again, doing my best to inject some forced cheer into the room’s otherwise funereal atmosphere. “Lucky for us, am I right?! You know, this reminds me of something my good friend Dan here once said—‘You can never fully predict what nature will do.’ Isn’t that right, Dan?!” I said, clapping him firmly on the shoulder. “At the end of the day, us humans don’t stand a chance against the power of nature! We’re just lucky the powers that be took pity on us this time. Bad luck for Rosamour, though... But oh well. For the continent as a whole, it’s still the best outcome we could have hoped for!”


      Glover didn’t reply. He stared at me for a moment before slumping down in his chair, holding his head in his hands.


      Thankfully, Cass was there to fill in the silence. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done, Allen?!” he sputtered, his eyes wild. “What if word gets out that you intentionally directed a hell locust plague into a foreign nation?! You’ll become imperial enemy number one! People won’t be able to walk out the door in Rosamour without seeing a poster with your face on it! Not just your face either! You’ll get the full package—five angles, full body shots, everything! Do you know how much danger you’d be in?! Why didn’t you tell me what you were planning, Allen?! You might have had Yugria’s best interests at heart, but a kid your age shouldn’t have to bear such a heavy burden alone!”


      While I appreciated Cass’s concern, it was unnecessary—and more than a little absurd. “Come on, Cass. You were with us the whole time, remember? So you know there’s no way I could’ve done anything of the sort—at least, not on purpose. Sure, I got a little pissed off at that fish-stealing bastard and accidentally sent a little blast of slightly aggressive wind its way, but I had no idea that giant, elementally affined, top-of-the-pecking-order vibes bird was the leader of the flock now, did I? And I didn’t know the rest of them would follow it when it fled directly north...” I shrugged. “Our fishing contest was a spontaneous decision, and my lakeperche being rudely poached was completely out of my control. The bleuflamingos fleeing north at just the right time was lucky, but it was still just a coincidence. Nature’s to blame for this, not me.”


      “So that’s why you insisted on going to the lake, no matter how hard I tried to stop you...” Cass mumbled. “And by insisting there was no need for me to come along, you made sure I had no choice but to accompany you... You just needed me as part of your alibi,” he half spoke, half sobbed. Thankfully, I was saved from a repeat round of his dubious deductions by Revoll, who silenced Cass by slapping his desk with a tremendous thump.


      “Don’t be ridiculous, Cass,” he said sternly. “Humans directing hell locust swarms... It’s absurd. We hold no power over nature, just as Allen Rovene said.” His brow furrowed. “Furthermore, the three of you were on base all day, remember? You were instructing our forces in the mechanics of your new sailing technique. Allen Rovene has never seen a bleuflamingo in his life. Am I correct?” he pressed, glaring at me through bloodshot eyes.


      I hurriedly protested. “But sir, I have a friend from class who’s gonna be so jealous! I want to—no, need to—show off! Look, I even borrowed a magical recording device from the base to—”


      Before I could finish speaking, Revoll snatched the (presumably incredibly expensive) device from my hands and hurled it to the floor.


      Smash.


      “AAAH! My perfectly framed angles!”


      Unfortunately, my screams did nothing to discourage Revoll from stomping on the device again and again with such sheer violence that one would almost think it had killed his entire family. Once my masterpieces were well and truly dead, he turned back to us, breathing wildly.


      “You’ve never seen a bleuflamingo in your entire life, correct?”


      What is this, one of those stupid games that just loops around until you select the “yes” option?!


      I reluctantly nodded, and for a moment or two, an awkward silence filled the room before Glover finally raised his head. “Yes, Revoll’s right... That’s exactly what happened. That’s what our reports will state, at least... There were other witnesses though, so we might not be able to fully eliminate the risk of the truth getting out... I’ll have to make Commander Orina and His Majesty aware of the situation. That much cannot be helped— Ugh, my head...” he muttered, rubbing his temples. “Unfortunately, there’s one more thing I must inform you of, boys. Your friend, Aldor Engravier... He’s been severely wounded.”


      ◆◆◆


      Al hadn’t hesitated.


      He’d known exactly what he was about to do—and what it would cost him—with an almost unnatural certainty.


      “You goddamn idiot! Get back here!” Hugo roared, but Al didn’t falter. He reached Dongo in the blink of an eye, and in one smooth, determined movement, wrapped one hand around the radiant stone on the end of Dongo’s staff.


      “AAAAAARGH!”


      The brilliant white of the unstable stone began to fade to a dim blue, as did the skin of Al’s left arm, healthy life giving way to frozen death.


      Dongo fell to his knees, his face twisting in agony. “Why...? For someone like me...”


      Sheer willpower kept Al going as he forced his own mana into the stone, buying Dongo some precious time. “You’re always looking out for the younger explorers, Dongo...” he replied slowly, his voice strained. “You’ll make...a great dad. Did I ever tell you...about my family? I have three older sisters... But my dad, he always wanted a son. I... I don’t have any memories of him, though...” he groaned, his words stilted yet forceful. His fingers had already turned a ghastly bluish-purple, and all those nearby watched with tormented expressions as the sinister saturation crept steadily up his arm.


      Lelouche, who’d been working in a different section of the wetlands, let out a cry as she arrived at the tragic scene. “Alliekins? What...? What’s going on? You’re not... You can’t be...” she stammered, choking back a strangled sob.


      “Goddamn idiot...” Hugo repeated under his breath furiously, then turned to face the crowd. “What the hell are you all doing, standing around like a pack of runesheep?! Al’s given us one last chance! Get back to the eggs! GO!”


      The horrified audience came to their senses in unison and began to rush off as Hugo, drawing his sword, turned back toward Al.


      “What are you doing?!” Lelouche, who’d yet to move, shrieked. “Stop! Alliekins is special! He’s as talented—no, more talented than me! He’s going to become an amazing mage! He has to!” She rushed between Hugo and Al, throwing out her arms as if to stop him.


      Hugo sadly shook his head. “I thought so too. I mean, seizing control of the stone in the condition he’s in, and keeping it contained for this long... If things hadn’t turned out this way, he would’ve become one of the greatest mages in history.” He placed a hand on Lelouche’s shoulder. His expression was bitter, as were the words that followed next, isolated and harsh, as though he was spitting out each one. “Move. He’s dying.”


      Tears streaming down her ashen cheeks, Lelouche remained silent but stationary, so Hugo simply brushed past her, lifting his sword onto his shoulder as he drew near Al. “If we don’t act now, it’ll be too late. I don’t think you’ll feel it, but... Are you ready?”


      The pale-faced Al shook his head, each tiny movement barely noticeable. “Almost... There’s just one more thing I gotta...do first. Sorry for making you do this, Captain. I’ll leave the rest...up to you.” His right hand tightened around his wand as he jerkily thrust it into the shallow water underfoot. “Great Water Spirit Undine, I call upon your daughter, the Frost Spring... Blizzaria, I think her name was... Deliver frozen salvation to...”


      Al continued to murmur, his voice now too quiet for Hugo to hear. A moment later, the magic stone within his grasp shattered into a thousand pieces, and an immense wave of frigid air burst forth from the submerged tip of his wand. In an instant, the stagnant wetlands turned to ice for dozens of meters in every direction, wrapping hundreds of eggs in a frosty embrace.


      “Allen’s gonna be...so mad at me...” Al mumbled, sinking to his knees as he lost consciousness.


      “What the hell have you been researching in that club of yours...?” Hugo muttered to himself, using Strengthening Magic to yank his feet out of their icy restraints. “Blasted fool of a boy... I shouldn’t have questioned your resolve, Aldor Engravier. A blind man could’ve seen it, clear as day...”


      Taking a deep breath, Hugo let his mana flood through every inch of his body—and then, without hesitating for even a second, he swung his sword down with all his might, painting the muddy ice below them a sickening red.


      Origin Story


      “Unfortunately, there’s one more thing I must inform you of, boys. Your friend, Aldor Engravier... He’s been severely wounded.”


      Allen’s flippant attitude vanished the moment those terrible words left Glover’s tongue. The funereal atmosphere in the room before was nothing compared to the oppressive, ominous air that swept through it now, like bloodlust made palpable. Allen’s face was ashen as he turned to Glover.


      Dan placed a hand on Allen’s shoulder as he too stared at the captain, lips trembling as he tried to find the words. “What do you mean? Is he...?”


      “It doesn’t appear to be a life-threatening injury,” Glover said, and the sharp tension in the air lessened slightly as Allen took a deep breath. “I don’t have all the details just yet, but I’ll tell you what I know. It happened after the eggs began to hatch en masse. While attempting to suppress the spread of the hell locusts, the explorer Dongo made an elemental conversion error and lost control of his mana, forcing Hugo to order everyone else’s evacuation from the site.” He sighed. “While the report didn’t explicitly say this, I’m sure you boys know for Dongo, that order was a death sentence. However, Al ignored the command and ran to assist Dongo, forcibly seizing control of the unstable magic stone with his bare hand. He prevented it from exploding and saved Dongo’s life, but in doing so... He lost his left arm. He’d already sustained irreversible damage from frostbite, and Hugo believed severing it was the only way to prevent necrosis.”


      A thud shook the room as Allen slammed his fist on the table and collapsed into a chair. In his mind’s eye, he could see his friend sprinting toward Dongo without a second thought as vividly as if he’d witnessed it himself. A deep, heavy silence fell, remaining unbroken for a minute or two until Glover once again began to speak.


      “Furthermore, in the last moments before losing his arm, Al managed to cast an implausibly powerful spell, freezing the wetlands for dozens of meters in every direction. The time that bought our forces enabled them to keep the hatching at bay just long enough for the bleuflamingos to arrive. Without his sacrifice, the hell locust swarm would have moved on long before the flock appeared. Without his sacrifice, Yugria would have been lost...” He paused for a moment. “According to Hugo’s analysis, Al must have transferred the unstable mana into his own body temporarily to free Dongo before releasing it all at once. There was no uncertainty in his actions, so it was likely something he’d already been contemplating, even if only in theory—that’s what Hugo believes.”


      Allen felt sick. If Al had come up with the spell beforehand, he knew exactly what had inspired it: one of the random fantasy clichés he himself had rattled off on a mere whim. Of course, he knew Al probably hadn’t intended to use the spell. It would have been just a theory, a conceptual application of magic—but it was a theory he never would have pursued if not for Allen. Al had been striving in search of the impossible, in search of the infinite possibilities magic held, just like Allen had told him to. Saving Dongo’s life might have been what had led Al to pull that fateful trigger, but Allen had been the one who’d loaded the gun.


      “He’ll be well looked after for the rest of his life as a hero of the kingdom. Rest assured, he’ll never want for—”


      “I don’t give a damn about any of that,” Allen interrupted, his voice cold. “Forget about his future. What about right now? He can’t break his promise. He swore he’d fulfill his father’s dream in his place—swore to become the greatest ice mage in the world. He stood in front of his grave and swore it!” Allen knew there was nothing to be gained by lashing out at Glover, but his words came out sharp all the same.


      The captain sighed and closed his eyes, and the thick silence returned, threatening to crush Allen under its cruel weight until Glover opened his mouth once more and broke its hold. “He could still find success as a scholar, but... He’ll never be able to wield his magic the same way again, not with only one arm. Some dreams can’t be fulfilled, Allen. I’m sorry. I wish things hadn’t turned out this way, truly.”


      Glover’s harsh verdict rendered Allen speechless for a moment or two. Eventually, he stood up on shaky legs and staggered toward the door. “I... I need to be alone for a while. I promise not to leave the base, so please... Just leave me be.”


      ◆◆◆


      From my vantage point atop one of the watchtowers dotting the cliffs, I stared out into the darkness, my eyes tracing the moonlit crests of the fleeting waves.


      “You’re gonna catch a cold, Allen,” Dan called out hesitantly. He’d found me about ten minutes ago. He hadn’t made any attempt to hide his presence, but he hadn’t approached me either, giving me a precious moment to calm down first.


      “Dan... He’ll never get to fulfill his dream, and it’s all—”


      Dan reached out and roughly tousled my hair between his worn, clumsy fingers, distracting me enough to stop me from finishing my sentence. “It’s not your fault, Allen,” he said firmly, having witnessed me make enough unreasonable demands of Al during our club training sessions to know exactly what I was thinking.


      My head shook under his palm, and the motion sent a tremor down into my barely calmed heart. Before I knew it, tears were trickling down my cheeks.


      “It’s not your fault,” he said again. He didn’t look my way, nor I his; instead, we both gazed out at the midnight sea. For a few minutes, we simply sat and listened to the sound of the obsidian waves, but eventually, Dan spoke up once again.


      “Al’s gonna be transported back over land,” he murmured. “It’ll be easier for the healers that way. Thanks to your ridiculous stunt with the bleuflamingos, we’re not stockpiling supplies and healers for war anymore, so he’ll be able to start receiving treatment before he even gets back to Runerelia. Our orders are to set sail tomorrow morning.”


      “Got it,” I replied after a pause. “We should get some rest, then. I feel... Well, I feel like crap, to be honest,” I muttered, getting to my feet only to nearly topple over when Dan slapped me on the back.


      “Get it together, Allen. That ‘woe-is-me’ expression doesn’t suit you at all. Remember what Al said back in Runerelia right before we set sail? ‘I’ve picked up a real annoying habit ever since I started spending time with you—I keep asking myself if I’m really doing everything I can to become the man I want to be.’” Dan’s eyes caught mine and held fast, steady and unrelenting. “He’s not the only one who feels that way. We all made a choice, Allen. We saw how you lived your life by your own incredibly stubborn, hopelessly sincere terms, and we chose to follow you. Hell, Leo’s even more stubborn than you, and you still won him over. Al might be easygoing, but he’s not an idiot. He chose to make that sacrifice because he thought it was worth it—that’s what I think.” There was fire in his voice now. “So don’t you dare show him any sympathy, Allen. He’ll get enough of that from everyone else, but not from you—not if you want him to overcome this. I know you think he can. I know he can.”


      Al’s face flashed across my mind, his mouth curved in one of his chronically carefree grins and his eyes burning with peerless passion.


      “He can... I know he can. He’ll be back! He’d never let something like this stop him!” I shouted, earning me another slap on the back—but this time, Dan was smiling.


      ◆◆◆


      Aldor Engravier had narrowly escaped death, but the tragic loss of his left arm wasn’t the only price he paid. It had also cost him his affinity for ice magic.


      The exact cause of affinity loss was still unknown, and cases were extremely rare, usually coinciding with serious and irreversible injury or the use of extremely taxing magic. Affinity loss wasn’t necessarily permanent, but most victims never recovered, and a successful method of treating such cases had yet to be established.


      The vow he’d sworn before his father’s grave—Aldor had spent his formative years working himself to the bone in pursuit of their shared dream, and yet, in the blink of an eye, all his efforts had vanished like the morning frost.


      Aldor’s trials didn’t end there, however. Upon entering his second year at the Royal Academy, Aldor Engravier was demoted to Class E. Naturally, many spoke out in protest, deeming it a shameful way to treat the kingdom’s hero. However, Sage Godolphen had stood by his decision. With his recent injury, it would have been impossible for Al to keep up with Class A’s physical lessons, and his presence in the classroom would have only brought sorrow to his classmates and to the boy himself.


      And thus, in the spring of his thirteenth year, Aldor Engravier had chosen to close the door on the brilliant future that should have awaited him. All across Yugria, voices rose up in pity and praise for the young boy who’d sacrificed his own happiness for theirs, the tragic hero of their shared story. In one moment, Aldor had lost everything. Everyone thought his story was over.


      Everyone, that was, except for his friends—those who knew and cherished his passionate soul.


      Aldor Engravier, the boy who would later become known as the Colossal Cascade... His story was only just beginning.


      Report


      With the Rosamourian threat averted for the time being, there was no pressing need for Glover to remain at the Roma Naval Base. Thus, he’d decided to travel back to the capital in order to personally provide the king with a detailed report on recent events.


      “That’s everything, I believe...” he finished, his voice dry. He’d delivered his report to an audience of just four: King Patrick, Sage Godolphen (who, in addition to his new career as an educator, still served as one of the king’s advisers), Commander Orina, and Dew, Allen’s mentor and the captain of the Third Legion.


      At first, King Patrick had listened with visible glee to Glover’s account of the transport mission’s success. However, his expression had darkened quite quickly as soon as the report turned to the unthinkable events at Lake Sharoma and the subsequent consequences. Though the king had received various reports via spellbird throughout the mission, none had even hinted at Allen’s actions at the lake, a standard precautionary measure in case any were intercepted.


      “It’s hard to think of it as anything but an exceptional stroke of luck,” Orina murmured, shocked. “But it couldn’t have been mere coincidence. It’s a failure on our part, letting such a young boy take on so heavy a burden.”


      The king frowned. “He’s even bolder than I realized... If this gets out, the whole kingdom will be in danger—but Rovene knew that. He knew you’d stop him if you had even an inkling as to his plan. He shouldered the burden alone, carried his plan out alone—not many adults have the determination necessary for such things, let alone a child. Furthermore, it seems unlikely that he could have started devising it until after you informed him he’d be visiting the Roma Naval Base. You didn’t notice him acting strangely at any point thereafter? No sudden fits of brooding?”


      Glover shook his head. “Not that I noticed, no. If anything, he seemed remarkably at ease. I didn’t see much of him after arriving at the base, but Cass was with him the entire time, and he found it just as hard to believe how relaxed Rovene seemed, given the situation. Thinking about it now, though, it was that sheer indifference that should have raised the alarm. It wasn’t the boy we’d witnessed during the mission, running himself ragged for the sake of the kingdom. After showing such incredible resolve and achieving such unreasonable results, it makes little sense for him to suddenly become so carefree—not unless he merely wanted to seem that way.”


      Dew crossed his arms, his eyes—bloodshot as always on account of a perpetual lack of sleep—narrowing as he nodded at Glover. “Finally, someone else here understands what I have to deal with. At least you only had to babysit him for a couple of weeks. Me, I’m stuck with the brat. I never know what the hell he’s thinking, and the word ‘restraint’ ain’t in his personal dictionary. Do you know how many of his damn coincidences, accidents, and whims I’ve had to clean up after?!” Dew growled. “You know, I’ve just had a great idea. How about we transfer him to the Second Legion for a bit, eh? A year or two with your disciplined sailors might straighten him out a—”


      “I refuse,” Glover interrupted, shaking his head firmly. “He’s beyond my ability to handle. Besides, sailing is just a hobby to Allen, but his true passion is for wind magic—and that being the case, who better to guide him than one of Yugria’s finest Scouting Magic users? There’s a reason the Sage broke with convention to push for the boy’s appointment to the Third Legion, though I’m sure it pained him to do so.”


      Dew’s shoulders slumped in defeat.


      Godolphen raised his eyebrows. “You overestimate me, Glover. I simply agreed to help the boy find a mentor, and based on his needs, Dew was the most suitable choice. I never imagined he’d rise to such prominence, much less within the span of a single year... A most fortuitous coincidence, I suppose you might say,” he said, stroking his beard knowingly.


      Dew glared at Godolphen. “You’re no better than him sometimes, Sage! What the hell are you teaching them in those classes of yours?!” he exclaimed, his face flushing with rage. Godolphen, who was still busying himself with his beard, ignored him entirely.


      “Well, we can’t undo what’s already been done,” Orina said. “And there is no denying that the boy has done Yugria a great service. However, if the Rosamourians ever learn of his actions, they’ll immediately demand his extradition. They’ll want to punish him personally. We would refuse to hand him over, of course, but our refusal would undoubtedly be enough for them to declare war. He did call a plague down upon them, after all.” She sighed, shaking her head. “Even if we avoided war, he’d still be pursued by their assassins for the rest of his days—not a particularly pleasant way to live. We must do everything we can to keep the whole affair secret... The tour guide you mentioned, has he been dealt with?”


      Glover shook his head. “We’ve looked into his background and found nothing suspicious, so for the time being, we’re just keeping an eye on him from a distance. Allen was assuming a civilian appearance at the time of the incident, and Cass believes the guide wouldn’t have made the connection between Allen and the sudden breeze that caused the bleuflamingos to flee. At any rate, the guide wasn’t the only civilian at the lake that day. Identifying all witnesses would be almost impossible, and attempting to do so would only draw more attention to the area. However, we still risk exposure by leaving the tour guide at large. I hoped to ask for your guidance on the matter...”


      The king immediately shook his head. “I will never allow an innocent civilian to be arrested for the sheer crime of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, not while I sit on the throne. Formally demanding his silence on the matter could be just as dangerous. However, if he believes he merely met a young boy with a talent for fishing, leaving him be may work out in our favor. He could serve as a witness to Allen’s innocence should the need arise.”


      Orina nodded. “I can’t say I’m entirely comfortable with it, but we have little choice but to go along with the script Allen Rovene has written for us. Our formal position will be that Allen Rovene was participating in military exercises at the Roma Naval Base, and unless something goes wrong, we shouldn’t need to involve that tour guide any further. The race he and Dan competed in was widely witnessed, which should help strengthen his alibi. What still bothers me about all of this is the boy’s timing, as if he somehow predicted the mass hatching event... Dew, you said his Scouting Magic has a wide reach, but could he really have detected something happening dozens of kilometers away? The timing just seems too perfect for mere coincidence...”


      Dew tilted his head, scowling. “Usually I’d say it was impossible, but you never know with that brat. Wind magic’s probably not the only nasty trick he’s got up his sleeve. The kid doesn’t tell me shit. I found out about his little boating hobby at the same time as the rest of you, and he didn’t give me a heads-up before he went and thrashed half the Lotz family either. No idea what he’s hiding this time, though...”


      The king hummed suddenly, his eyes widening with realization. “I believe I may be able to enlighten you, Dew. At this very moment, a new magical tool is being developed at the Special Magical Craftsmanship Research Institute, all details of which are classified at clearance level 5. I cannot reveal anything as to its function, even to people I trust as much as you... What I can reveal, however, is that the craftsperson developing the tool is none other than Allen Rovene’s older sister. It’s merely a prototype at this point, usable only by skilled magical engineers, and I’ve been advised that mass production still remains impossible. Of course, removing said prototype from the Institute would be a crime equivalent to treason, but if Rovene did somehow convince his sister to borrow the tool on his behalf, I believe it would provide some explanation for his seemingly prophetic knowledge... Is something wrong, Orina?” King Patrick asked, peering at the frowning commander with concern.


      “No, Your Majesty, it’s just... My grandson recently informed me that he holds Allen Rovene’s sister in very high regard, much to my surprise. Apparently, he had the opportunity to have a bout with her during a visit to their house, and the girl beat him black and blue. I was rather shocked when I heard of his loss, but to learn that such a talented fighter is also a skilled magical craftswoman... It made me wonder if he perhaps learned of her work at that time. It would explain his unusual inclination toward her.”


      The king inclined his head slightly. “I cannot reveal anything else, but the tool she’s developing will change the world; there is no question about that. If the general public were to learn of it now, she’d become an international target for enemies and allies both, as well as turncoats within our own borders. Classifying the project until mass production becomes feasible was the only way to keep her safe. That being the case, I find it hard to believe she would be so careless as to divulge a national secret to one of her brother’s playmates on a whim. However, if she’s anything like her brother...” He paused, furrowing his brow. “Orina, I’ll leave it to you to carefully pry into what your grandson may or may not know. If—for some unfathomable reason—the girl has revealed anything, you have my full authority to bind his silence with a royal decree. Still, to think a young magical craftswoman could trounce the champion of the Nova Cup so thoroughly... I’d quite like to meet this Roseria Rovene for myself,” he said, his blue eyes sparkling with excitement.


      Glover cleared his throat. “Even if we assume he had some means of grasping the situation in the wetlands, it couldn’t have been in much detail. When I informed him of his friend’s tragic accident, his shock was genuine. I’d bet my life on it. It was like he’d become a completely different person. Yes, he might have had some idea of the situation, but I don’t think his actions at the lake were anything more than a toss of the dice, so to say.”


      A flicker of sorrow passed over the king’s features. “Yes, the Engravier boy... I already heard of his sacrifice from Hugo. What he gave in service of this kingdom is something Yugria will never be able to repay, but we will do everything we can.” He closed his eyes for a moment, sighing heavily. “What are your plans for the boy, Godolphen?”


      “I...” Godolphen trailed off, his face twisting in anguish. “We’ll discuss the matter among the faculty soon, but I fear there is little question as to the outcome... Many will disagree, but as much as it pains me to do so, I think demoting him to Class E is the only option. I’ve come to know the boy’s character this past year, and I think keeping him in Class A out of pity would only harm the boy more. As illogical as it may seem, I feel demoting him is the only choice that will allow Aldor to move forward.”


      “Is there truly no other way...?” Patrick asked quietly, his tone laced with sorrow.


      Godolphen shook his head.


      “This won’t sit well with the public, Godolphen,” Orina said, sighing. “But you’ve always preferred to throw yourself to the wolves, haven’t you? Even though by all rights, you should have been commander and I your deputy, not the other way around...”


      Godolphen shook his head again. “Do not waste your concerns on a feeble old man like me, Orina. We have more than enough to worry about as it is. Aldor Engravier’s condition, and what it will mean for him... Aldor himself will struggle to adapt to his new circumstances, but so will his friends. It’s too cruel a fate, and they’re all so young. They might think like adults, but their hearts are still soft with the innocence of youth. I will support them as best I can, but in the end, all I can do is pray that he overcomes it—that they all overcome it.”


      At that point, Dew—who’d long since abandoned his serious expression and started digging in his ear—flicked a chunk of wax off the tip of his finger. “Huh... If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost take you for a proper teacher, Sage.”


      As disgusting as it was, no one thought to reprimand Dew for his boorish behavior. There were far heavier concerns weighing on their minds.


    


  

  

    

      Chapter Four: Cecilia’s Past


      Arrival


      Being the final stop for direct trains from cities all over the kingdom, Runerelia’s Central Station—the largest in the capital—was a bustling hub of activity even at normal times. The plaza in front of the station was never still, with magicars and coaches forming an endless queue as they delivered or collected their respective passengers.


      This particular day fell on the weekend, and so the station was even more crowded than usual. However, despite the plaza being close to capacity, the mood wasn’t even remotely as boisterous as one might expect, filled instead with the low hum of hushed whispers. A quick look around was all it took to uncover the cause of the plaza’s unsettling atmosphere. Directly across from the station’s exit, Marquess Melia Dragoon—along with a retinue of her attendants and guards—had set up camp, with the empress herself inspecting each new arrival with sharp, hungry eyes. All those who happened to pass by stopped in their tracks to join one or another of the gossiping throngs, exchanging theories as to just who the marquess could possibly be waiting for.


      Though Melia was the only noble who’d deigned to attend personally, the Dragoons weren’t the only influential family being represented at the station that morning either. Looking around, it was easy to spot attendants and message bearers from many of Yugria’s influential families.


      The hushed whispers suddenly grew louder, heads spinning away from the station exit and toward the street, where the crowds were parting to reveal an old man in a worn-out robe. The man, smiling genially, paid no attention to the muffled commotion as he strode toward the empress.


      “Isn’t that Sage Godolphen...?” one of the curious onlookers murmured, sparking an even louder ripple of gossip through the crowd.


      The time was 9:50 a.m.—just ten minutes before the direct train from Dragreid was scheduled to arrive in Runerelia.


      ◆◆◆


      “As delightful as it is to see you, Melia, I must say I’m surprised. If word gets out that someone of your eminence had gone to the trouble of personally welcoming a mere viscountal family to the capital... Well, it might reflect poorly on your reputation,” came a voice from behind Melia—a voice she remembered quite well from her days at the Academy, much to her annoyance.


      The empress snorted. “Well, if it isn’t Godolphen. It’s been a while since we last had the opportunity to speak like this, hasn’t it? Though I must say, I had hoped it would be longer.” Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t bother dressing up your words for me. We both know you heard about the humiliation I endured at my own region’s general meeting last spring. When it comes to the Rovenes, my reputation is already in tatters. I can’t afford to stay on the defensive, or I truly will lose this war. But what about you, hmm? You’re as hardworking as ever, flitting about the city with no attendants in sight, as usual... But really, coming all the way here just to welcome a single student’s parents? Surely an educator from our kingdom’s finest school shouldn’t be showing such blatant favoritism?”


      Godolphen chuckled warmly, stroking his beard. “Thank you, Melia, but your concern is unwarranted. I’m not here as an educator today, but as a representative of the Academy’s board. My purpose, of course, is recruitment.”


      Melia scowled. “You hear too much with those big ears of yours, old goat. I’ve heard the rumors too, but is he really impressive enough to warrant a personal call from the Sage himself?” She shook her head, visibly irritated. “Good grief, what a troublesome family... I’m sending more spellbirds about them than the rest of my affairs combined! The sky above Dragreid is thick with them flying back and forth between the capital and that backwater domain every day! I’ve got the birdkeepers in my ear complaining about how many of our flock have lost weight!”


      Godolphen laughed. “Yes, I’ve heard the price of sending a private spellbird has soared lately! But to answer your question... I cannot say for certain—having not met Soldo Vineforce for myself yet—but I believe there can be little question as to his caliber, given all we know of him already,” he replied. Though he claimed uncertainty, Godolphen’s face was glowing with excitement, making him look rather like a child waiting for a friend to arrive for their scheduled playdate.


      “I see you think quite highly of him... My scouts merely described him as a kind but perfectly normal old man, but clearly we’ve been fooled once again,” Melia grumbled, huffing. “Fine! Do as you please. If you’ve already got your shriveled eyes on him, then I won’t embarrass myself trying to recruit him as the Dragoon family’s private tutor. I’d never live it down. Besides, it’s the Rovenes I’m here for. They haven’t left that quaint little domain of theirs since the last general meeting. Bellwood’s given me every excuse in the book—no money, no time, needing to tend to his blasted hobby garden... Anyone would think they were avoiding me on purpose, perhaps thinking to ally themselves with another family. Of course, I’d destroy them if that was the case, but by all accounts Bellwood spends every day running around his domain and personally tending to the fields, and both he and Cecilia seem altogether indifferent to the idea of socializing,” she snarled, her frustration obvious to all who witnessed it.


      Truth be told, however, she wasn’t quite as bothered as she appeared. Melia had long suspected Bellwood of being what this world referred to as “gifted,” a term used to describe individuals with immeasurable intellect in one or two specific fields whose one-track minds tended to land them in all sorts of social difficulties. Her own interactions with Bellwood had given Melia no reason to believe the viscount would have any success currying favor with another marquess. It helped, of course, that one of Bellwood’s fixations—the Crauvian forests—weren’t particularly portable, meaning there was little chance he’d even consider relocating to another region.


      Needless to say, Melia had seen no reason to rush things, instead deciding to slowly but steadily increase her control over Bellwood in the proper way, through political and economic bargaining. Unfortunately, the viscount had proven a tougher opponent than she’d anticipated. For instance, the staggering sum she’d offered to loan him (without interest, mind you) to put toward the conservation of the Crauvian forests—something the Rovene family had supposedly been striving toward for over seven hundred years—hadn’t tempted Bellwood in the slightest. He’d politely but firmly refused her offer without even a moment’s consideration, claiming the conservation effort would require “sustainability and self-sufficiency” rather than “a generous but isolated influx of funding.”


      Of course, it might have just been Bellwood’s seemingly innate lack of greed that had led him to refuse the offer, but Melia was almost certain Cecilia had played some part in the viscount’s unexpected reluctance. She, at least, was undoubtedly aware of the dangers that came with relying on the generosity of others—particularly those in positions of power.


      Godolphen hummed thoughtfully, smiling. “I rather think that sort of thing only speaks to the family’s character, personally. The boy shows the same disinterest in our endless politics, and so does Soldo, as far as I’m aware. They’re a remarkably interesting family, the Rovenes.”


      “Remarkably irritating, more like,” Melia retorted. “It would be one thing if all this indifference was a mere show to lure us all in before selling their loyalty to the highest bidder. Heaven knows that’s how these things usually go in our circles. Of course, it takes a certain level of skill to walk the line between risk and reward, and most people end up toppling over, but that’s all part of the fun,” she said airily, waving a hand. “But the Rovenes don’t seem to want anything, and so they’ve indebted themselves to no one. Yet somehow, their reputation just keeps soaring. Frankly, it’s unsettling.” Her eyes narrowed. “If you know anything, Godolphen... Well, perhaps you’d be willing to share it with your old friend, hmm? Anything about, say, Cecilia’s true identity?”


      Godolphen didn’t reply, however, but merely continued to stroke his beard with one of his usual good-natured smiles.


      Melia exhaled sharply, her exasperation clear. “Indomitable indeed... I liked you better when you were Crybaby Goldie. You were a lot less stubborn in those days,” she muttered. “Never mind, then. I’ll find out soon enough. Why else would I throw away my pride to be here? Not one of the other marquesses would dare debase themselves by welcoming a mere viscount, much less one they’ve never even met before. Oh, a few of them have obviously caught wind of the couple’s arrival,” she said, gesturing broadly at some of the attendants and message bearers, “but I’m not about to let myself be pushed out of the way by some skinny errand boy. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay out of my way too, Goldie,” she declared, smirking triumphantly.


      Her triumph, however, was short-lived. Another ripple of whispers went through the crowd as it parted once again, and Melia’s eyes widened as she caught sight of the newest intruders on her battleground.


      “Sage. Melia. What a strange coincidence this is, running into the two of you here,” said Randy von Dosuperior, nodding at each of them in turn. His son, Eddie, stood behind him. Though they’d lost most of their former glory, the Dosuperiors were still a marquesal family, commanding the same respect as the Dragoons—if not more respect, depending on who you asked; their status as one of Rondene’s Original Five families had earned them an almost legendary reputation.


      “What are you doing here, Randy?” Melia asked, not bothering to hide her displeasure. “The Royal Guard is supposed to be guarding the palace, last I checked. I do hope you’re not planning to tell me you just ‘happened to be in the area’ or some such nonsense.”


      Laughing, Randy shook his head. “Nothing of the kind, thankfully. I’m off duty today, as it happens. I’m here for personal reasons.”


      “Do you take me for a fool, Randy?” Melia snarled. “I know full well how highly you think of the Rovene boy—you told us all as much at the Marquesses’ Meeting. That’s no reason for someone in your position to degrade yourself by personally welcoming a mere viscount to the capital, much less one from another region. The others are sure to kick up a fuss about this. I’m saying this for your own good, Randy—go home and enjoy the rest of your day off, before you get yourself into trouble.”


      Their gazes met, and for a moment, there was only silence as two equally vicious glares fought for dominance. Randy was the first to surrender with a sigh and a tight smile—and then, his smile faded.


      “I’m not here to welcome the viscount, Melia. I’m here to greet my long-lost sister—the sister I thought was dead, the sister I thought I couldn’t save... I have every reason to be here, Melia. Far more so than you.” His voice, while quiet, burned with a fire Melia had never heard in the usually mild-mannered Randy’s tone before, a fire that said, I’m not backing down.


      The formerly bustling plaza was as silent as a forest in winter, and the atmosphere was just as cold and deadly. The only movement came from the recently installed police box on the plaza’s outskirts as one of the posted officers took off sprinting in the general direction of the Central Garrison, presumably in search of backup.


      It was then that Melia Dragoon finally came to understand the truth that had evaded her for so long. “So that’s the way it is... Romario knew, didn’t he? That’s why he was so pleased with himself at the meeting... And you knew too, didn’t you?” she asked, glaring at Godolphen sharply. Godolphen merely raised his eyebrows and tilted his head innocently, earning him another of Melia’s exasperated tongue clicks. The atmosphere in the plaza grew even more disquieting.


      ◆◆◆


      “Dante! It’s good to see you again. What’s going on here, though? Is some bigwig from another kingdom arriving today or something?”


      Rosa and I had just arrived at the plaza in front of Runerelia’s Central Station only to find it incredibly crowded and yet somehow oddly quiet, like everyone had decided it was trendy to talk in hushed whispers rather than at a normal volume. Rosa, for her part, hadn’t seemed to notice anything unusual; she was still too ecstatic that I’d accepted her invitation to pay much attention to anything else. To be honest, I wasn’t really in the mood to go out in public, but I knew spending the weekend brooding in my dorm room would only make me feel worse. I’d spotted Dante as soon as we’d arrived—with his chiselled features and broad build, it was never hard to pick him out of a crowd—and called out to him. If anyone would know what was going on, he would.


      “Hello, Allen,” he said with a faint smile. “On a date with your girlfriend, eh? Good work on that mission the other day. They’re saying you redefined the concept of speed and accomplished the impossible, but you’re just as carefree as always. I’m glad to see you’re doing well.”


      Rosa, rather than correcting Dante’s misunderstanding, wrapped herself around my arm and giggled.


      “And as for this...” he continued, gesturing around us. “I’m not sure yet, actually. We received an urgent request for backup from the local officers, but I only just got here myself. The captain should be able to tell us any second now, though.” He glanced off to one side, and I followed his gaze to see Dew standing at the center of the plaza, wearing a frown even more unpleasant than his usual one. Across from him stood Godolphen, Captain Randy, and an old woman who looked strangely familiar, all of whom were regarding one another with icy glares.
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      “No, my parents are coming today, so my sister and I came to greet them...” I explained, feeling uncomfortable. “But I really don’t want to get involved with whatever it is that’s going on over there, so maybe you could avoid telling the captain I’m here?”


      I’d spoken as quietly as humanly possible, but no sooner had I finished than Dew, with his bat-like hearing, spun around to face me. A vein pulsed angrily in his forehead, completely ruining the illusion of the calm, gentle smile he plastered on as he beckoned me over.


      How the hell did he hear me with all these people...? I thought grumpily, though I wasn’t actually too surprised. My Scouting Magic had a wider range than Dew’s these days, but it still paled to his when it came to precision and focus, especially in chaotic situations like this.


      Resigning myself to my fate, I reluctantly made my way toward Dew.


      ◆◆◆


      “Don’t try to avoid me, you little bastard! Especially not when you’re the one who caused all this trouble in the first place! I’m busy enough as it is without your bullshit!” Dew said (or rather, spit) by way of greeting.


      “I think I can guess what’s going on here...” I said, frowning, “but I’m not the one who caused it, so please don’t try to pin this on me. Also, I’m off duty today, and I didn’t bring my mask. With this many people around, it wouldn’t be surprising for one or two of them to have met me under a different name, if you get my meaning... Obviously I wouldn’t want to cause you any trouble, so I’ll be off then.”


      With that, I turned to leave. Runerelia was a big place, but this was a big crowd. There was no telling who might have business at the station today, but there was a very real risk at least one of them had encountered me as Lenn the explorer—and if they saw me reuniting with my parents center stage amid a commotion like this one, no excuse could save me.


      Unfortunately, I’d barely taken a step when Dew seized me by the head and yanked me back toward him. “You’re not going anywhere, brat. Thanks for your concern, but we’ve got that matter basically pinned down already, so you don’t need to worry. If your secret gets out, so be it. We’ve gotta go on the offensive at one point or another.”


      Huh. I guess they’ve made more progress than I thought with those Lotz idiots... Not that I care or anything.


      “Zetz—that bastard you caught—helped us out a lot,” he continued, a little begrudgingly, “after we persuaded him a little, of course.” He eyed me sharply as he said it, as though trying to gauge my inner thoughts.


      Er... Who? Zetz, Zetz... Oh, he was the leader of that little group of spies who wandered into our school camp, I think. Huh.


      I had no idea how the Lotzes had anything to do with the spies, but I decided to hold my questions for later (or never) and instead simply nodded knowingly. Godolphen and Captain Randy were one thing, but I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to discuss state secrets in front of the random old lady and my older sister.


      And speaking of the old lady...


      When I’d first approached the group, she’d been shooting Randy a very familiar, almost feline glare; now, she was smiling at me with an equally familiar, almost predatory grin. Her identity was so obvious, she might as well have been wearing a name tag: Marquess Melia Dragoon—aka Fey’s grandmother.


      I wouldn’t have turned down all of her dinner invitations if I knew I’d be running into her like this... Yeah, this is very awkward.


      I’d yet to figure out how best to break the incredibly uncomfortable ice when Rosa came to my rescue and greeted the marquess first. “Um, you’re Melia—I mean, Marquess Melia Dragoon, right? It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Roseria Rovene. I’m a friend of your granddaughter’s.”


      It was a rather casual greeting, but the marquess didn’t seem to mind. She nodded to Rosa, still grinning. “Yes, that’s me. Fey’s told me all about you. She’s actually quite taken with you—as a fellow craftswoman, of course. I must admit that I wasn’t expecting you to be such a polite, lovely young woman, though. I hope you’ll continue to show my Fey your favor.”


      Rosa giggled. “You’ve got the same look in your eyes Fey always has, Ms. Melia. I think it’s adorable. When I get to your age, I hope I’ll be someone like you,” she said, apparently not caring a lick about how poorly such a statement could be taken depending on who you said it to. I, on the other hand, felt a chill roll down my spine as I watched for the marquess’s reaction. To my relief, she immediately burst into laughter.


      “Pffft! Ha ha! Me, Melia Dragoon, adorable?! HA! Oh, you’re a gutsy one, girly. I like it. Show me your favor too, okay? I think we could be great friends.”


      I guess I should have expected she’d be at least a little, er...peculiar, being related to Fey and all... She’s nowhere near as stern as I thought she’d be, at least. That’s a relief.


      I plastered on my best customer-service smile—an indispensable weapon on the battlefield of Japanese corporate life—and greeted Melia. “I’m Allen Rovene! It’s a pleasure to meet you, Marquess! The Rovenes are humbled to be in your service!”


      Unfortunately, my cheerful introduction was met with a grimace and an indignant sniff. “I don’t care for disingenuous smiles, boy,” Melia said, clicking her tongue. “At least that annoyed face you were pulling before was genuine, even if it did make me think I was looking at Bellwood... Both of you could stand to learn a lot from Roseria here.”


      She saw through me?! But that was a perfect customer-service smile! Admittedly, a completely disingenuous one...


      Thankfully, we barely had time to greet Godolphen and Randy by the time people started streaming out of the station’s exit. The train from Dragreid had arrived. It was almost amusing to watch as each new arrival stopped short upon sensing the dangerous tension filling the plaza before promptly scattering to the winds, their instincts telling them one thing—run.


      A few minutes passed before three familiar faces appeared from among the fleeing throng, belonging, of course, to my father, my mother, and Soldo, the latter clad in a striking, indigo blue overcoat. I opened my mouth to call out to them, but someone else got there first.


      “Cecilia! Ceciliaaa!” Randy cried, racing toward my mother with tears streaming down his face.


      Beaten to the punch, I could only watch, bracing myself for the emotional scene to come.


      ◆◆◆


      Randy charged at my mother with what was quite frankly terrifying force, his arms spread wide in preparation for a long-awaited embrace—an embrace my mother dodged quite easily, sidestepping her brother with featherlight footwork. Naturally, he’d probably never even considered that she would evade a reunion thirty years in the making.


      It would have been better for him if he had, though.


      Marquess Randy von Dosuperior, captain of the Royal Guard and head of one of the revered Original Five families, stumbled like a slapstick actor and fell spectacularly to the ground. In an instant, the plaza became as still and silent as death itself, though my Scouting Magic picked up the sound of several hundred people gulping in unison. The crowd became a vast mosaic of frozen expressions, all of which said the same thing: We’ve seen something we shouldn’t have.


      Dante, who was still standing beside me, had also gulped upon witnessing the tragic skit. “Captain, did you see her footwork...?” he murmured, his voice hoarse.


      “Yeah,” Dew muttered back. “She’s no amateur, that’s for sure. Oy, brat—if that’s the woman who raised you, how come you swing your sword like a farmer fighting off crows with a hoe?”


      Wait, that’s what you’re focusing on right now?! Did you miss the part where one of this kingdom’s most important nobles just face-planted?! I thought the two of you were a little more normal—well, Dante, at least—but clearly you’ve both got a couple of screws loose too...


      I sighed. “Mother was never really that strict about making sure we trained, and she wasn’t a particularly good teacher either. When you’re that talented, it’s hard to understand how an ordinary mind like mine works, I guess? Er, I think we have more important things to worry about right now, though...” I said, glancing at Randy.


      If I was him, I’d probably be too embarrassed to ever stand up again...


      My worries soon proved unnecessary as Randy leaped to his feet and rushed toward my mother once more, positively beaming. “Cecilia! You’re alive! You’re truly alive! I—”


      The rest of his sentence was muffled, the result of my mother seizing his jaw in her iron grip. Holding him at arm’s length, she admonished him in an icy voice I knew (and feared) all too well. “It’s good to see you again, Randy. However, the head of the Dosuperior family should be ashamed to display such uncouth behavior in front of so many people. Pull yourself together, Brother.”


      Randy, still trapped within her viselike grip, let out a muffled sob as he nodded, tears once again pouring down his cheeks.


      “Are we sure they’re related...?” I muttered under my breath, earning me a pinch from Rosa as she puffed her slightly pink cheeks in annoyance.


      ◆◆◆


      Eddie cleared his throat awkwardly. “Um, it’s lovely to meet you, Aunt Cecilia. I’m Eddie, Randy’s son. You’ve been the only thing my father will talk about ever since he learned of your miraculous survival, so please forgive his excitement,” he said politely before turning to Randy. “Father, please control yourself! Like Aunt Cecilia said, people are watching! This is exactly why I said it would be better not to come to greet her!” Grabbing his father’s arm, he forcibly yanked him back a few steps and held him firm, like a guard with a prisoner.


      Mother’s cold gaze softened into something warmer and more affectionate. “It’s nice to meet you, Eddie. You seem like a fine young man. I know there’s a few years between you and my children, but I hope you can get along as cousins.”


      “Of course, Aunt Cecilia,” Eddie replied, smiling.


      Mother nodded at him politely, then turned toward Rosa and me, approaching us with calm, graceful steps. “Rosa, Allen... Thank you for coming to greet us. Seeing your faces after so long... Well, it makes me happier than words can say.”


      And then, placing her hand on the back of my head, she pulled me into a tight embrace. “I’m sorry you’re suffering,” she said quietly, her breath warm against my ear, “but I’m so proud of you, Allen. You’ve become so strong.”


      I froze in her embrace, my mind temporarily going blank. She’d only been in Runerelia for a few minutes at most; there was no way she could have learned about the mission already.


      With a start, I realized I was licking my lips nervously—an old habit that made a reappearance whenever my mother did. “What... What makes you think that?” I finally managed to ask.


      Mother released me from the embrace, fixing me with a concerned stare—and then she broke into one of those rare, special smiles that made her look far younger than her true age. “I’m your mother, aren’t I? I could tell just by looking at you.” She paused for a moment, still smiling at me kindly. “You’ve done wonderfully, Allen.”


      For some reason, her praise made my eyes well up, and I rubbed at them with my sleeve, trying to wipe away the unexpected tears before they fell.


      “Oh dear,” Mother said with a giggle, discreetly passing me her handkerchief.


      I could handle all sorts of monsters—but when it came to my mother, I would never stand a chance.


      ◆◆◆


      The woman who seemed to be Allen Rovene’s mother had just called Randy von Dosuperior “Brother,” a fact which, understandably, had sent the crowd into an uproar. All eyes were on Cecilia—all eyes except those belonging to Godolphen von Vanquish. His gait was leisurely, casual even, as he stepped forward, giving him the appearance of a doddering but good-natured grandfather. His aura, however, was anything but gentle—it was the silent, sharp determination of a warrior entering the battlefield.


      Godolphen strode directly toward Soldo and held out his hand. “If I may be so bold as to introduce myself, I am Godolphen von Vanquish, a humble representative of the Royal Academy’s Board of Directors. It’s an honor to make your acquaintance, Soldo Vineforce.”


      Seeing Godolphen—one of Yugria’s greatest heroes and the king’s right-hand man—offer such a humble greeting to the unknown man sent the crowd into an even louder uproar.


      “Soldo Vineforce? Who’s that?”


      “Idiot! He’s the man who taught Allen Rovene everything he knows—the finest private tutor in the whole kingdom!”


      “So he’s the man behind the famous Combat Readiness principles... I didn’t expect him to look so, well, normal...”


      “He took Allen Rovene’s test scores from rock bottom to top marks in just three months, and forced the Academy to rescind their claims of suspected cheating—Soldo Vineforce, the legendary tutor!”


      Soldo, smiling, took Godolphen’s hand and shook it firmly.


      With his services as a tutor no longer required for the foreseeable future, these days, Soldo was instead focused wholly on his duties as the family’s steward. The sternness he’d worn like armor while educating two generations of Rovene children had softened upon Allen’s acceptance to the Academy, giving Soldo an almost uncanny sense of calm presence. His final challenge as a tutor—three months spent pushing himself to and beyond his limits—had given him nerves of steel, allowing him to stand proud even when faced with the Indomitable Godolphen von Vanquish.


      “Soldo Vineforce, at your service—but the honor is all mine, Sage Godolphen. I never dreamed that a lowly man like me might one day be greeted as an equal by a hero such as yourself. Every time a new rumor concerning the young master makes its way to our corner of the kingdom, I thank the heavens he was able to meet such an excellent teacher. Please continue to guide him, Sage,” Soldo said, dropping into a low, graceful bow. Allen, who had been watching the entire time, smirked as Soldo leaned forward, revealing the words “Combat Readiness” embroidered in huge, gaudy letters on the back of his overcoat.


      The coat had been a present from Allen, of course, having asked Reina—his childhood friend who was now attending a seamstress’s college back home—to make it. Ostensibly, it was merely a gift for his beloved tutor; in reality, it was more of a billboard, drawing even more attention to Soldo as the alleged mastermind behind “Combat Readiness.” Allen had every intention of continuing to use Soldo as a scapegoat whenever the need arose, so he’d specifically asked Reina for something with a little pizzazz to help Soldo make a strong impression in the capital.


      Godolphen shook his head. “I have done very little. It is the spirit you instilled within him that he has to thank for his accomplishments... I will not beat around the bush, Mr. Vineforce. Is there any way I could convince you to bring your experience and talent to the Royal Academy to nurture the future pillars of our fine kingdom?”


      Dew (who, as usual, was digging in one of his ears) took this opportunity to speak up in protest of Godolphen’s unashamedly candid attempt to recruit Soldo. “Are you finally going senile, Sage? You of all people should be able to tell that this guy’s a quack just by looking at him. Giving him a cushy job ain’t gonna help anyone.”


      A vein throbbed on Godolphen’s forehead as he glanced at Dew, and though his expression was otherwise neutral, his rage was so sheerly palpable that several onlookers let out unwitting screams. “I regard Mr. Vineforce as my own teacher when it comes to matters of the spirit and the heart. To think you would dare speak to him so insolently... You’ve gotten too big for your boots, Orwell.”


      Soldo intervened at that point, pacifying Godolphen with a gentle tone. “There is no need to argue in my defense, Sage. There has clearly been some kind of misunderstanding, but in truth it is just as this man said. My experience and talents, as you put them, are nothing of note. The young master’s accomplishments are his own, and this old soldier merely joined him on his march to the battlefield, nothing more.”


      He calmed the Sage down from one of his tempers like it was nothing... Dante thought to himself, subtly observing the smiling Soldo. The elderly tutor didn’t have the aura of a formidable warrior, but he definitely wasn’t an ordinary old man. Of that much, at least, Dante was certain.


      Incidentally, everyone who lived in the Rovene household had an exceptional resistance to intimidation and threats, a by-product of bearing frequent witness to Cecilia unleashing sheer bloodlust upon Bellwood every time she caught him ogling one of the local young women.


      “See, he admits it himself! The man’s a fraud, and that means the brat did play us all for fools with his dodgy exam results! That bet was null and void, Sage! You hear me?! Null and void!”


      A shadow passed over Soldo’s face. “What, pray tell, do you mean by that?”


      He was still smiling, but it no longer reached his eyes. The gentle aura he’d exuded until just moments before had vanished without a trace, and an ominous chill swept through the plaza.


      “Er, don’t get me wrong, old man...” Dew stammered. “I ain’t saying he has to pay me back or anything, I just want the record to show that—”


      Keeping his sharp glare fixed on Dew, Soldo took one step toward the rapidly paling man, then another, until he was so close that Dew could feel the tutor’s breath on his skin. “What did you just say, young man? Because to these old ears, it almost sounded like you were accusing the young master of cheating on his entrance examinations...” His smile had vanished now.


      Dante, sensing imminent danger, promptly intervened. “Please calm down, Mr. Vineforce. It was merely a joke, as poor as it might have been. Humor is one thing the captain doesn’t excel at. The Academy’s faculty unanimously decided Allen’s academic abilities were beyond question, and Captain Dew acknowledges them too. Come on, Captain. Apologize to Mr. Vineforce.”


      Dante’s attempt to placate the tutor seemed to have no effect, as Soldo was still gazing unblinkingly into Dew’s eyes from mere inches away. His stare wasn’t threatening, however, but questioning; as far as anyone could tell, he truly did only want to know what Dew had meant by his flippant comment.


      Their uncomfortable staring contest continued for only a few more seconds before Dew threw up his hands in defeat. “Fine, I’m sorry, okay?! I was wrong. Besides, I know I ain’t got no chance in a fight against you, and I’m not gonna die on a hill as stupid as this one,” he grumbled. “Just what I needed, another ridiculous old man...”


      Soldo broke into a wide but elegant smile. “Oh! Your name is Dew Orwell, is it not? So you’re the benevolent captain my young master insistently apprenticed himself to. If I may, please allow me to express my gratitude on behalf of myself and our humble domain. We are all so thankful he has met such a fine mentor. I humbly ask that you continue to pass your generous guidance to him, Captain,” he said, dropping into yet another low, refined bow.


      Godolphen chuckled warmly. “You’re still wet behind the ears, Orwell! I hope you’ve learned something today, hmm? Now, Mr. Vineforce—how long will Runerelia have the pleasure of your company?” he asked, his eyes twinkling with excitement.


      As Soldo and Godolphen began to hit things off, another voice called out. “And just where do you think you’re going, Bellwood?” Melia asked in a dry voice, stopping Bellwood—who had been trying to take advantage of the confusion to disappear into the crowd—in his tracks.


      “Oh, Marquess Dragoon!” Bellwood replied, attempting (and failing) to look surprised. “What a wonderful coincidence! I can’t believe I didn’t notice you were here...”


      Melia sighed heavily, casting her imploring gaze heavenward in unmistakable despair. “They’ve been here all of five minutes, and yet they’ve already kicked up this much of a fuss...” she grumbled to herself. “Someone needs to teach this family how to make a normal entrance.”


      ◆◆◆


      Word that Mr. and Mrs. Rovene, along with Soldo “Combat Readiness” Vineforce, were currently in Runerelia spread through the city like wildfire, but of all the details that had come to light that day, it was one particular piece of information that sent shock waves rippling through the city’s streets: the revelation that Cecilia Rovene, Allen’s mother, was a direct descendant of the great Dosuperior family.


      Under ordinary circumstances, the Rovene’s secondary residence in the capital would have been swarmed by opportunistic visitors hoping for an audience. However, save for a handful of exceptions, the city’s aristocrats and influential figures kept their distance from the Rovene estate. The reason for their hesitance was obvious.


      They were scared.


      It was only natural, of course. The fact that he was her brother notwithstanding, the truth remained that Cecilia Rovene had scolded Royal Guard Captain Randy von Dosuperior to the point of tears. That wasn’t the only thing that had sent a shudder down their collective spines either. With only words, the legendary Soldo Vineforce had intimidated Captain Dew Orwell into apologizing for the tasteless joke he’d made, much to the shock of all who’d witnessed it. Finally, there was the behavior of Bellwood Rovene. Paying no mind to a welcoming party which had included some of the kingdom’s most important figures—including two marquesses—the head of the Rovene family had attempted to vanish into the crowd, making it clear that he thought socializing with the kingdom’s elite was beneath him.


      It was, for all intents and purposes, utterly absurd, and after hearing of the events of their arrival, every single soul in the capital understood that thoughtlessly attempting to curry favor with the Rovenes would be an act of social (and perhaps actual) suicide.


      When questioned by his classmates the next day, Allen Rovene reportedly gave a surprisingly simple answer: “Out of everyone who lives in that house, I’m the only one with any common sense.”


      Cecilia’s Past


      Late fall, twenty years prior...


      There was a chill in the air that morning in the ancient city of Laverdin, where Cecilia Dosuperior was celebrating her sixteenth birthday.


      “Happy birthday, Cecilia. Have you decided on what you’d like as a present?” her mother asked, the words made faint by the distance between them. Only three people sat at the large dining table: Cecilia, her mother Fleria, and her older brother Randy. A large pot of stew cooked in the traditional style of the Dosuperior Region sat in the center of the table along with a few loaves of fresh bread and a tray lined with a small selection of cakes and sweets. Only a few servants—namely the senior maid Anna and Messi, the head chef—were present, and this, coupled with the largely vacant table, lent the spacious dining room a markedly lonely atmosphere. Though the birthday meal might have seemed somewhat depressing to an outsider, the reserved arrangements were all in consideration of Cecilia, who could no longer stomach rich meals and struggled with large gatherings.


      Cecilia’s father, Bardi, had died in the last great war, leaving his son Randy to inherit the “von” which marked him as the head of the Dosuperior family. However, Randy had still been too young to assume rulership at the time of his father’s death, and at this point in time, Fleria still held the title of marquess, looking after the region’s affairs until Randy came of a suitable age.


      Another violent fit of coughing interrupted Cecilia before she could reply, but when she finally did, it was with an unusually bright smile. “Yes, Mother. You said I could have anything I liked, remember? Does that still stand?” she asked, tilting her head with deliberately mischievous curiosity.


      Fleria and Randy exchanged expressions of bewildered joy. Cecilia had long accepted the reality of her approaching death and, for the last few years, had taken a rather philosophical, abstemious view on life. Consequently, neither had expected her to ask for something as mundane as a birthday present. The previous year, she’d brushed them off with promises to think about it later but ultimately had asked for nothing. The year before that, she’d merely requested to tour the region’s Noble College. Her eyes still shone with excitement whenever she spoke of her visit, a sight that, while beautiful, always brought Randy incredible sorrow.


      “O-Of course it does!” the still young Randy shouted, leaping to his feet. “I’ll get you anything, just name it! I’ll get you a dragon’s egg if that’s what you want!”


      Cecilia looked at Randy, whose chest was heaving from the aggressiveness of his declaration, and pursed her lips in a tight smile. “You are the head of this family and the future marquess, Brother. Your position is too important for you to be throwing yourself into danger so rashly. You’ll make Mother worry with your reckless remarks.”


      “No, it’s just the opposite! Someone who runs from danger because they value their own life has no right to inherit the great Dosuperior name! I’d throw myself into ten dragon’s nests if it would make you happy!”


      Fleria sighed. “Oh, sit down, Randy. Cecilia is right. Do not confuse bravery with foolishness. We will get Cecilia whatever she asks for, provided it costs only money, not lives. So, Cecilia, what is it you desire?”


      “What I desire...” Cecilia trailed off. She closed her eyes and nodded once, as though resolving herself, then began again. “I want to travel. I have maybe one year left in this world, perhaps less. I’ve spent my entire life within this city’s walls, and I cannot sit here and wait for death without experiencing the world beyond our borders. I don’t want to die without seeing at least a fraction of the kingdom our father gave his life to protect. Please, allow me this.”


      “But that’s...” was all Fleria managed before she fell silent. Randy couldn’t even form a single syllable. The disease that ravaged Cecilia’s body had already progressed to its final stages. To travel in her condition would be suicide.


      Randy slowly shook his head, his face twisted in anguish. “This is one thing I cannot give you, Cecilia. Remaining here in peace and comfort—that’s what will allow you to survive another year. Please, Cecilia. I want to treasure every last day I can spend by your side.”


      “Even if it means asking me to live as though I am already dead?” Cecilia replied softly, capturing her brother’s eyes with her own unwavering stare. “Even if it means trading one year for just six months, I want to spend my remaining time living, Randy. I want to die knowing I spent my final days with purpose—spent them pursuing a goal, unreachable though it might have been.”


      It took a moment before Randy could free himself from her eyes, her vivid resolve binding him tighter than any physical restraints ever could. Eventually, though, he managed to tear himself away, once again shaking his head. “Please understand, Cecilia. However slim the odds may be, there’s still a chance they could find a cure within the next year. I can’t risk it. I can’t gamble away your life, not while there’s still hope.”


      There was no known cure for core rot, but that hadn’t stopped the Dosuperiors from exhausting every possibility available to them. They’d hired the kingdom’s best healers and acquired the rarest and most valuable medicines from across the continent, and Cecilia had endured every treatment and the sometimes painful side effects without complaint. Still, the disease had progressed, and Cecilia had accepted her fate.


      “Please, Randy, Mother. Allow me this last, selfish request,” Cecilia asked again, keeping her voice as emotionless as possible.


      “It’s your decision, Randy,” Fleria said quietly. “As the head of this family, this is your responsibility.”


      Cecilia looked at her brother again. “Please, Randy.”


      A single tear rolled down Cecilia’s cheek, and Randy’s face contorted in abject grief.


      It had been years since his sister—his brave, brave sister—had last cried in front of him. He remembered it as though it had been only yesterday, not over seven years ago. Cecilia hadn’t even reached her ninth birthday when the diagnosis came. Once darkness had fallen on the day they’d learned of her eventual fate, Cecilia had crawled into his bed and sobbed all night, her tiny face buried against his back, and he’d cried even harder. He’d never seen her cry again after that night, and bitter regret had coiled within his chest ever since, threatening to suffocate him if he dwelled upon it for too long. It was tragic enough that his sister had already been robbed of a future, but it was him, with his pathetic display that night, who’d robbed her of her tears.


      “Give... Give me some time to think about it,” he finally whispered, barely managing to keep his tears from spilling as he spun around and rushed out of the dining room. They broke loose the moment he was alone, pouring down his face like a dam finally broken.


      ◆◆◆


      The next morning...


      “You’re setting out, aren’t you?”


      The eastern sky had only just begun to lighten when the voice called out, stopping Cecilia, who was already halfway through the estate’s rear gate, in her tracks.


      “Mother...” Cecilia said quietly, turning to face Fleria. “How did you know?”


      Fleria smiled wryly. “Because I’m your mother, of course. I know how you think, Cecilia, so I knew you wouldn’t force Randy to make a decision. That boy loves you more than anything, and either choice would leave a permanent wound on his soul.” She took a step forward and wrapped her arms around her daughter in a tight embrace. “I love you, Cecilia... My strong, kind daughter. We’re so proud of you. If Bardi were still with us, he’d be standing right next to me, giving you one last push to send you on your way.”


      “Thank you, Mother... Tell Randy I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye.”


      Fleria laughed. “It’s for the best, I think. If you did, it wouldn’t be much of a goodbye. He’d wrap himself around you like a vine and refuse to let go.”


      Cecilia giggled. “Yes, I think you’re right... Well, I suppose this is it. Take care, Mother. I’m heading off!”


      As Cecilia passed through the gate without looking back, Fleria bent her knee slightly and interlaced her fingers loosely in front of her face, farewelling her daughter with a traditional knight’s bow. “Goodbye, Cecilia,” she whispered. “May your travels be safe.”


      ◆◆◆


      “Going somewhere, my lady? Because it seems like you forgot to bring a few things, including your bodyguard. How far did you think you would really get without me?”


      Cecilia had just joined a queue of other travelers waiting by the riverbank for the next ferry when a voice called out from behind her, and she turned around to find Dio standing there, a small spear strapped across his back and a familiar-looking bag swinging from one hand. Dio, who was five years her senior, belonged to the Ringharts, a vassal family who had served the Dosuperiors for generations. Dio’s training as the future bodyguard of the youngest Dosuperior had begun before Cecilia had even been born, and a childhood largely dedicated to rigorous drills and exercises had shaped him into a formidable spearman.


      “Dio? What are you doing here...? And is that my bag?”


      Dio nodded. “Lord Randy came to visit me late last night—said you’d probably try to sneak off at dawn. He knew you’d already made up your mind. He said you were too naive to get too far on your own, so he asked me to accompany you,” he said, shrugging.


      My brother did...? Cecilia thought, genuinely surprised. But—


      “Nope, you can’t go making any more faces like that, my lady.” Dio sighed, shaking his head. “A young girl like you who’s clearly from a noble family, setting off without an escort or basic travel supplies and joining the ferry line without even buying a ticket? The lowlifes would be all over you already if I hadn’t found you. It wouldn’t be a very long journey, I can tell you that much. The world’s a dangerous place, my lady, no matter how strong you might be physically. Lord Randy said he would’ve sent a hundred bodyguards if he thought there was any chance you’d allow it. So really, having just one is the best outcome you could’ve hoped for.”


      “There is nothing to be gained by protecting a dying girl, Dio. Please tell my brother I firmly refused to—” Cecilia began, stopping short when she noticed something like anger flash across Dio’s face.


      “Seven years ago,” he said quietly, “I decided your last day in this world would also be my own. But after speaking to Lord Randy last night, I changed my mind. I want to bear witness to the life you choose to live, however short it is, and after you’re... After you’re gone, I’ll make my way back here, and tell Lord Randy and Lady Fleria the story of Cecilia Dosuperior. I think the story of your journey will bring them a little light in their time of grief.” He shook his head. “No, I know it will.”


      A minute or two passed before Cecilia replied. “I understand,” she finally said. “And I thank you for your loyalty. But after my time has come, you need to live your own life. That’s my one condition.” She didn’t wait for his answer, instead looking over Dio’s shoulder, back toward Laverdin. “Randy... He’s definitely watching, isn’t he?”


      Smiling, she waved in the direction of the distant, looming tower, packed with her family’s secrets and surrounded by their bones. You could see the entire city from atop the tower, and even without seeing for herself, Cecilia knew—knew that at that very moment, her brother was peering at her through tear-streaked binoculars, seeing her off with a smile.
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      Cecilia’s Resolve


      The Rovenes and Soldo Vineforce had just arrived in Runerelia. After most of the initial kerfuffle had settled, Randy had immediately proposed gathering all the prominent Dosuperior Region nobles currently in the capital and holding a banquet—that very evening, if possible—to celebrate Cecilia’s survival.


      Cecilia had refused. “Our family’s fealty is to Marquess Dragoon, and therefore our first order of business here will be to intrude upon the Dragoon’s estate for a formal visit. It would be most inappropriate for us to attend another marquess’s banquet before first accepting the hospitality of our regional sovereign,” she admonished Randy, her tone sharp.


      At this, Melia—who until now had been observing the exchange with an expression reminiscent of someone who’d just swallowed a particularly large bug—began to smirk once more. “Now that’s what I expect from someone I’ve taken an interest in! At least someone from this blasted bloodline understands the principle of things like this,” she said triumphantly, shooting Randy a smug look.


      Randy simply shrugged. “I needed to see my sister’s face for myself, even if it meant breaking every protocol and precedent we have. However, I didn’t—and still don’t—have any desire to go to war with you, Melia. A few days’ delay doesn’t bother me in the slightest. Indeed, it will just give me more time to prepare the grandest banquet—”


      Cecilia shook her head, cutting him off. “Do not waste your attention on me, Brother. There is little point in throwing a lavish banquet for a mere housewife. My time in the spotlight—for lack of a better phrase—is long over, and my children have already taken center stage. We have entrusted the future of our household to our very capable children, as was Bellwood’s decision as the head of our family,” she said with a smile, placing her hands on Rosa’s and Allen’s shoulders.


      Or in other words, he’s just dumped it all on us... Allen thought, scowling.


      Seeing Cecilia’s smile—the same one she’d worn as a child, before the diagnosis—made Randy tear up yet again, but all the joy in the world couldn’t stop him from asking the question weighing on his mind. “I know there must be a reason you didn’t let us know you were still alive. As I told Allen before, I have no intention of asking you to reshoulder your duties as a member of the Dosuperior family. Your survival is already the greatest service you could have done for us. But if I could be so selfish as to ask one more thing of you...” He paused, blinking away his tears. “Could you at least explain why? Even if only by letter, why couldn’t you tell me you survived?”


      Now that he’d confirmed Cecilia’s survival with his own two eyes, Randy’s responsibilities as Marquess Dosuperior began anew. He needed to grasp the details of the situation as accurately as possible and prepare a plausible explanation, both for his own subjects and suspicious outsiders.


      Cecilia glanced down briefly, then looked toward Melia.


      Melia sighed. “As long as you continue to do things the right way, I see no need to pry into your personal affairs,” she somewhat begrudgingly conceded.


      “Thank you, Marquess,” Cecilia replied after a pause before turning back to Randy. “However, this is neither the time nor place for such a discussion. Bell and I must call upon the marquess tomorrow to formally announce our arrival in the capital. Therefore, we will be waiting to welcome you two days from now if you are available, or otherwise at your earliest convenience. I will explain everything then. Also, we would be grateful if your visit was an informal one. It would be nice if things didn’t get any more out of hand than they already have.”


      Randy was somewhat bewildered by the invitation. He had, of course, intended to host them at the Dosuperior estate, as would be appropriate when considering their respective positions. However, a sharp glance from his sister made him swallow his objections. He knew she wouldn’t have made such an offer without a good reason.


      “Of course, Cecilia. I’ll review my schedule and send a messenger before the day is out,” he said with a nod, and with that, the chaotic scene in Runerelia’s Central Station plaza finally came to an end.


      ◆◆◆


      Ultimately, it wasn’t until the evening of the third day after the Rovenes had arrived in the capital that Randy was able to call upon their family estate for an informal and undisclosed visit, accompanied only by Eddie.


      They were welcomed at the door by Bellwood and Cecilia. Roseria was also in attendance, along with Allen, who’d rushed to the estate as soon as his classes had ended for the day. Predicting that his mother’s explanation would somehow lead to trouble for him—these things usually did—he’d originally planned to have “unavoidable prior commitments” at the time of Randy’s visit. However, when Cecilia had asked, “What will you do, Allen? I’d like you to hear my story too, if you can spare the time,” Allen had immediately and enthusiastically agreed to participate.


      “It’s an honor to welcome you to our humble home, Marquess. Please come in,” Bellwood said, his expression somewhat stiffer than his usual carefree countenance. His nervousness was understandable. Given the mayhem of their previous encounter, he’d yet to formally meet his brother-in-law—a man who by all accounts seemed to dote on his wife nearly as much as he did.


      “There’s no need for formalities, Bellwood. We’re family, after all,” Randy said with a smile as they made their way to the parlor. “Now, I happened to hear a rumor about your fondness for a good loaf of bread. Most of the bakeries in the capital have jumped onto the square loaf bandwagon recently, but personally, I’m not a fan of those soft, flimsy slices. This was baked the old-fashioned way, with wheat from our region. I hope you like it.” He glanced at Eddie, who passed a cloth-draped basket to Bellwood with a polite nod.


      Bellwood lifted up a corner of the cloth and took in a deep breath, his eyes sparkling with delight. “Oh, what a wonderful aroma! These are truly superb specimens, just as I expected from our kingdom’s most bountiful wheat belt. I will confess that I do enjoy most of the more recent developments in breadmaking, but they all pale in comparison to a good old-fashioned loaf.”


      To the bemusement of all present, he promptly selected one of the loaves with the eye of a connoisseur, broke it neatly in half, and pressed his nose into the cross section, inhaling deeply. “Mmm... Yes, this mill-to-oven aroma is second to none! And so complex! So perfectly pungent! There must be three... No,” he paused, taking another hearty sniff, “four different grains in this blend! Whatever is the recipe?”


      Unfortunately, Bellwood’s question was met with only silence from Randy and Eddie, both of whom were gaping at him in stunned confusion.


      “You’re behaving rudely, Bell. Also, I’m sure Randy has more important things to remember than the ratios of wheat grains in a bread recipe,” Cecilia chided Bellwood, who scratched his cheek awkwardly.


      Randy and Eddie broke into identically broad smiles. “It’s fine, Cecilia,” Randy said with a laugh. “Clearly I chose the right present. I’m glad I thought to arrange for it. Our head chef put his heart and soul into those loaves specifically for our visit today, and I know he’ll be pleased to learn they were received with such appreciation.” He shot a brief glance in Cecilia’s direction as he said it, and her eyes widened.


      “Surely Messi isn’t still working in the kitchens after all these years?” she asked.


      Randy grinned and waved his hand from side to side. “No, no. He’s already handed over the reins to one of his apprentices, but when he learned of your survival, he insisted on coming to the capital. He said he wasn’t going to let a little thing like retirement stop him from overseeing the menu for your banquet. The plans for the banquet fell through, but he still wanted to prepare something to celebrate.” He paused for a moment, his smile fading. “To think you’re sitting across from me right now... It still seems so impossible. What happened, Cecilia?”


      Cecilia nodded once, steeled her resolve, and began to speak.


      ◆◆◆


      “After leaving Laverdin that day, I headed south, to the Dragoon Region. Winter was fast approaching and so I thought to move away from the north, wanting to avoid the worst of the cold. I could have ventured westward to the capital, but I wanted to see how people lived in regions beyond our own, and so I began my journey south. However, traveling took a greater toll on me than I’d anticipated, and soon enough every step became a battle. I continued my slow journey along the highway, but by the time the worst of the winter had passed, I could sense my time was fast approaching.


      “I had just arrived in a small town within the borders of the Moonlit Domain when I overheard some of the villagers talking. They spoke of the Crauvian forests, a vast stretch of untouched wilderness in the neighboring territory on the other side of the mountains—ancient forests with a unique ecosystem, surviving unchanged since time immemorial. When I heard those words, I felt a strange sense of fate. Those forests had already been thriving when our family ruled over this continent all those centuries ago, and yet they still stand tall even now... It seemed a fitting place to meet my end. I used my final shreds of strength to cross the mountains and made my way into the forest. And there, between those beautiful trees, I met Bell.


      “I can’t elaborate much further from here on, but in short, Bell prepared a soup for me using ingredients he’d gathered from within the forest. The herbs and plants within the Crauvian forests are uniquely rich with nutrients, and with Bell’s constant care and remedies, I recovered enough to continue living until well into summer. It was on one of those warm, wondrous days that Bell and I made our discovery—though really, I think it would be more accurate to say we simply stumbled across it... There is a certain vegetable that grows only within those forests in summer and very rarely at that—a vegetable which can be used not only to alleviate the symptoms of core rot, but to treat it.


      “Bell pored over every record and journal in the Rovenes’ library and combed the forests, gathering as many of them as he could find. He spent weeks experimenting with pickling and drying them, so I could continue my treatment when summer came to an end. On account of that accidental discovery and Bell’s unceasing care, I was almost fully cured by the time one year had passed.


      “I was planning to write to you, of course—to tell you of the miracle that had happened to me, and to share the cure for our family’s curse. But when summer came, everything changed. We spent day after day searching the forests, but we found only a handful of the vegetables we sought. Bell had harvested too many for my sake the year before, and almost none had grown. Bell immediately passed a decree forbidding any foraging from within the forests, but all these years later we are only just beginning to see them flourish once more... That was why I decided to keep my survival a secret. We were fortunate to avoid extinction once, but we knew we wouldn’t be so lucky again. We hear of hundreds of precious young lives being lost to core rot every year in Yugria, and hundreds more die without our knowledge. The same is true in every nation. If word of a cure got out, people would pay anything to get their hands on it, and the Crauvian forests would become a war zone. Every last plant would be stripped and sold to the highest bidder, never to flower again.


      “And so, I had no choice but to keep my survival a secret. Core rot has always been thought to be incurable, and the world wouldn’t have accepted any exceptions as a mere miracle. They would have torn the Rovene Domain apart in their quest to discover the truth—and that was something I couldn’t risk.”


      ◆◆◆


      “With the promising growth in recent years, we finally had enough samples for Bell to start experimenting with artificial propagation. It will take some more time for him to perfect it, but he thinks he’s landed on a promising method,” Cecilia said, pausing for the first time since she’d begun her explanation.


      The possibility had been lingering in the corner of Randy’s mind ever since he’d learned of Cecilia’s survival. Eddie had probably been struck by the very same thought, but he, much like his father, had hesitated to voice it, as though putting it into words was enough to make it true. Still, whether spoken aloud or repeated in silence, the possibility still remained—the possibility that the cure their family had despaired over for centuries had not only been discovered; it had been discovered twenty years earlier.


      “Why... Why couldn’t you have told me, at the very least? We could have helped you. Money, personnel, scholars, all of it, the Dosuperiors could have—”


      Cecilia shook her head. “There is no scholar more knowledgeable than Bell when it comes to the plants of the Crauvian forests, and money and personnel are little help when there is nothing to harvest. It would have only increased the risk of word getting out. And above all...” She fixed her brother with an intense gaze, her eyes narrowing. “Could you have watched as your loved ones died, as their children died, while knowing of a cure’s existence? If you had somehow learned of it before I left Laverdin, would you have turned a blind eye to my suffering if it meant securing a cure for the generations to come?”


      Randy didn’t—or couldn’t—reply, and so Cecilia continued. “I will not attempt to justify my choices, nor will I ask forgiveness for them. While I continued to live, I let countless lives be lost. There is no changing that fact. Bell asked me time and time again if I was sure this was what I wanted, but to me, there was never any other choice. I thought it was the only way to break the chain of sorrow that has bound our family and so many others for generations on end. I do not know if my decision was the right one, but it is the one I believe in. Even if—” Cecilia stopped suddenly and took a deep breath, steeling herself once more.


      “Even if it means making an enemy of you, I will not stray from my chosen path.”


      ◆◆◆


      It was Randy who finally broke the long, heavy silence that followed her declaration. “So I suppose that’s why you were so cold to me when we met at the station... It also explains why you insisted we talk here rather than at the Dosuperior estate, surrounded by those who’ve lost children and grandchildren to core rot these past twenty years... You’ve made up your mind, then.”


      It wasn’t a question, but Cecilia nodded anyway.


      Randy exhaled sharply. “Why inform me of your survival now? What changed?”


      “My children have chosen their own paths, and I couldn’t allow myself to become an obstacle between them and their goals,” she immediately replied, having expected the question. “On the day Allen was accepted into the Royal Academy, I accepted my fate. I knew it would only be a matter of time until the right person came across Allen and realized the Dosuperior blood flows thick in his veins, and it wouldn’t take long for my survival to come to light... Truthfully, it did happen a little sooner than I expected, but what’s done is done. Of course, I could have bought myself a little more time with some convenient lies, but secrets and lies are two different things. I could not ask my children to lie about who they are, nor force my lies on them. When the time came to make the world aware of the cure, the truth would come out, and those lies would ruin their futures as surely as any shackles. Therefore, I decided it was necessary that they—and you—learned of this now, before it was too late.”


      The next moment, Cecilia’s face drained of color, sheer intimidation rolling off her in waves. “You can resent me as much as you want, Randy, but my children knew nothing, and I will not let you punish them for any crime you think me guilty of.”


      Silence fell as quickly as a knife, sharp against the skin of all caught in its embrace. Eddie’s gaze wavered back and forth between his father and his aunt, his breath catching in his throat at the intensity in their eyes.


      To the surprise of all present, this time it was Bellwood who broke the silence. “You may think our decision selfish, and I will not attempt to change your mind. But know this: Cecilia has mourned the loss of each and every child taken by core rot these past twenty years. She grieves each one as though they were her own. Please... Please, at least try to understand that.”


      And then, turning away from Randy, Bellwood wrapped his wife in a gentle embrace, dispelling her intimidating aura with a single touch.


      “But does that mean... Would the four of us have...?” Roseria asked hesitantly.


      Cecilia shook her head. “No. None of you developed the disease... That in itself was a miracle—one for which Bell and I will always be grateful. Very few people of our bloodline have had four healthy children. Perhaps it was just luck, but I suspect you inherited something of a resistance to the disease from your father’s side, whose family have survived on the bounty of those forests for centuries past. I think that was part of the reason I was instinctively drawn to Bell from the moment I met him. The Rovene family has always been unusually resistant to all manner of diseases, as well as having higher than average magical aptitude levels and excellent stamina—all gifts from the forests, I believe.”


      “Wait, the Rovenes have high magical aptitude levels?” Allen couldn’t help but ask. “People always said I had one of the highest levels in our family’s history, but compared to my classmates I’m just middle of the pack.”


      “Yes, but students at the Royal Academy are something of an exception, Allen. The Rovenes have high magical aptitude levels on average, rather than just a few prodigious outliers over the course of their history. There are far more formidable bloodlines, of course, but for a lower noble family who repeatedly chose spouses with little magical talent to speak of, the Rovenes are unusually ample in mana.”


      Randy had listened to their family exchange in silence, but now he sighed, folding his hands in front of his forehead as he quietly began to speak. “I understand your past choices well enough now, but as for the future... There is one question I must ask. You say Bellwood’s experiments are progressing well, but how close is he to actually succeeding? Forgive me, but while I’m sure your husband is quite the expert when it comes to local plants, I find it impossible to believe there isn’t a single other scholar in the entire kingdom whose assistance could help him complete his research faster. Eddie has a daughter, you know—barely three years old. My beloved grandchild... As the head of my family, I have a duty to protect her. I can’t just wait and pray for Bellwood to succeed in time.”


      “Last summer, we were able to harvest our artificially propagated plants for the first time,” Cecilia replied. “The vegetables themselves weren’t perfectly identical to the natural specimens, but we believe their treatment properties to be largely the same. However, Bell anticipates the artificial crops will be particularly affected by continuous cropping, so we cannot assume next year’s harvest will be the same. We’re currently experimenting with soil treatment and crop rotation in the offseason to find a way to effectively and consistently ensure our specimens continue to bloom. I cannot make any promises, but we are doing everything we can to achieve repeated harvests before Julia’s eighth birthday.”


      Eddie looked up suddenly, shock written across his face. Children born to the Dosuperior family were largely kept hidden from the world until the age of twelve, when their mana cores had finished developing and the risk of core rot nearly vanished. Some information did make its way out into society from time to time, of course, but mostly that concerning the older children. To learn the three-year-old Julia’s name, however... The Rovenes’ intelligence gatherer, whoever it was, would need to be extremely capable and incredibly dedicated to acquire such information.


      “Dio...” Randy muttered.


      Cecilia nodded. “Thousands of times I told him he should consider me dead and return to Laverdin to live his own life...” She sighed. “But even now, he still supports me as best he can, albeit as an explorer rather than a bodyguard.”


      Randy let out a long, deep sigh; then he looked at Cecilia and lowered his head. “I’ve always let you down, haven’t I? My failures left you to bear such a heavy burden alone... I’m sorry, Cecilia. As your brother and as the head of the Dosuperior family, I support the choices you’ve made. Those who’ve lost children to that terrible disease will probably never forgive me for it, but I will stand with you. From now on, we will shoulder this burden together. So please, Cecilia... Can you forgive your pathetic brother?” he asked quietly, his gaze soft and hopeful.


      There was something like fondness in Cecilia’s eyes as she looked at her brother. A tinge of color returned to her cheeks, warm affection glistening behind the trail of a single tear.


      ◆◆◆


      Randy got to his feet, his face a tangled mask of anguish and affection, and began to approach my mother.


      Now it’s finally time for their emotional reunion, I thought, willing my tear ducts to activate in preparation for the moving scene.


      Randy took another step, his arms stretched out for their heartfelt embrace, only for my mother to seize his entire face in her familiar iron grip and force him to stay at arm’s length. We all—Randy included—watched in stunned confusion as she threw him aside like a sack of potatoes and dusted off her hands.


      “I am a married woman and a lady, Randy. Embracing another man—related or not—would be most improper of me. There is no need for such a tawdry display of affection.”


      An awkward tension filled the parlor, but Randy didn’t seem to get the memo.


      “Oh, my beloved sister...” he said chokily, tears streaming down his cheeks. “You’re just as virtuous as you were back then—always the perfect embodiment of our family’s values of purity and modesty... Bellwood must truly be an exceptional man for you to give your love to him so generously. It’s rather overdue, but please allow me to offer my sincere congratulations on your fine match.”


      Mother broke into one of her special, girlish smiles. “Yes, meeting Bellwood was truly the work of fate. I couldn’t have asked for anything more—except, perhaps, that he had slightly less interest in ogling the local girls...”


      Randy von Dosuperior—a man who, when my mother wasn’t involved, was usually the living definition of “cool, calm, and collected”—was now the very picture of “bloodthirsty killer” as he shot to his feet and cornered my father. “WHAT?! You’ve married my sister, yet you dare turn your attention to other women?!”


      “No, I would never!” Father squeaked. “It was a simple misunderstanding, Marquess! One of the local bakeries recently hired a new baker, and I couldn’t help myself from following the aroma into the shop—”


      “A misunderstanding indeed, Bellwood!” Randy shouted, spit flying from his mouth. “I thought Cecilia was in good hands after I met Allen! The boy has two marquesses’ daughters throwing themselves at him, and yet he’s saving himself until his heart tells him which path to follow! ‘Ah, Bellwood must value integrity and virtue as much as Cecilia,’ I thought! How wrong I was!”


      Hang on a damn minute! The only thing I’m trying to save myself from is stepping on any more of their goddamn land mines! I’m not— Hey! Mom, Rosa, stop nodding in agreement!


      “Your son is a Dosuperior among Dosuperiors! Three thousand years of chastity flows in his veins! As his father, you should strive to set an example for him, not turn your lecherous gaze on other women! Are you not embarrassed, Bellwood?!”


      Get away from me with that damn chastity belt! You’re gonna jinx my love life more than it already is! I’m a Rovene among Rovenes, heir to a proud legacy of ogling cute girls!


      I didn’t voice my objections out loud, of course. Randy was still looking slightly too murderous for my liking.


      “The first rule a man must follow—” Randy began, and for the next two hours, I watched on in sympathetic silence as he gave my groveling father the kind of dressing-down only an angry brother-in-law could.


      Side Story: The Overcoat


      The town of Cors was the capital of Mistral County, located on the eastern reaches of the Dragoon Region. Positioned alongside one of the kingdom’s major highways, it had once been one of the most prosperous towns in the area. These days, however, magically powered trains were the primary method of long-distance travel, and most of the old highways had long fallen into disrepair. Mistral County itself wasn’t particularly notable for its economic or political strength, and among the eight counties in the Dragoon Region, it would probably be the least well-known—if not for their eponymous local product, of course.


      Mistralcloth was renowned for its quality and beauty by tailors, seamstresses, and well-dressed socialites from across the continent, and Cors, as the capital of Mistral County, played an important role in producing the famed fabric. After graduating from preparatory school, children from all across the region—particularly those from viscountal or baronial territories lacking higher education facilities of their own—came to study at one of Cors’s vocational schools, all of which specialized in some aspect of the textile industry. Thus, while less prosperous than it had once been, the town of Cors continued to thrive in its own right.


      ◆◆◆


      “Hey, is it true you’re from the Rovene Domain, Reina? Does that mean you know Allen Rovene?!”


      Gently placing the embroidery homework she’d stayed behind to finish back on her desk, Reina looked up to see two of her classmates waiting eagerly for her response. While the girls wore the same uniform she did, to Reina—the third-born daughter of a rural baker—they seemed almost impossibly stylish. Both had grown up in Cors, and Reina got the impression that, unlike her, they came from relatively well-off families.


      Three months had passed since she’d started at the seamstress’s college. Life in a big, unfamiliar town had been overwhelming at first, but Reina had more or less adjusted to her new environment by now and had even made a handful of friends. However, as so often happens in situations like these, two groups had formed among the new students—the “locals” and the “outsiders”—and that being the case, this was the first time these particular girls had actually spoken to her.


      “Well... Yes, we went to preparatory school together,” she replied hesitantly. “It wasn’t a very big domain, after all.”


      “Really?! So you’re like, childhood friends?! I’m so jealous! I wish I’d gone to your school... Come on, Reina! Tell us what he was like!”


      A pang of sadness briefly twitched in Reina’s chest. She was genuinely happy Allen was making a name for himself in the capital, of course, but seeing these sophisticated girls squealing over her childhood friend forced her to face the reality she’d been trying her hardest to ignore—that the Allen she knew now belonged to a different world, far beyond her reach. She’d tried her best to keep her hometown a secret, but sooner or later word had spread, leading to interactions like this one.


      “Um... Well, he was a normal kid, I guess? He was quite naughty at times, though. He liked climbing trees and fishing and hated studying and training. He always used to say he was ‘a genius when it came to slacking off,’ actually,” she replied, forcing herself to keep her expression as neutral as possible.


      The two girls looked amazed. “Really?!” one replied. “I can’t believe he was so, well, normal... But passing the Royal Academy’s entrance exams means he’s a real genius too!”


      Reina tilted her head, humming thoughtfully. Allen was always slacking off, but that didn’t mean he’d slacked his way through the exams. It was more like he’d taken slacking off more seriously than anyone else and, through it, had honed unbelievable concentration and perseverance. Then, when the time had come (a mere three months before the exams, mind you), he’d simply redirected all of it from play into studying.


      “Well, I think studying just became his hobby of choice right when he needed it to,” Reina added noncommittally, to the girls’ increasing surprise.


      “You know so much about him! I have no idea how you managed to keep it to yourself this whole time. I would be bragging to everyone if I was in your shoes,” one said incredulously.


      Reina smiled awkwardly. “I told Allen if he passed, I’d be going around telling everyone I taught him everything he knows... But after he actually got in, I don’t know—it just felt like he was a little too far away for me to claim, I guess,” she said with a quiet laugh.


      The girls exchanged somewhat knowing glances. “I think I know what you mean,” one said. “But if you knew Allen that well—”


      “Does that mean you know the famous Soldo Vineforce too?!” the other girl excitedly interrupted.


      “The... The famous Soldo Vineforce?” a bewildered Reina repeated. With spellbirds being the height of communication technology in this world, news of Allen’s uninhibited scapegoating of Soldo had yet to reach her ears.


      “Yes! Soldo Vineforce, the mastermind behind the legendary principles of Combat Readiness! Allen Rovene is his most famous student, of course, but he also taught the Rose of Wrath, and she’s a student at the Special Magical Craftsmanship Research Institute! I’m Soldo’s number one fan!”


      “Number one fan...? Of Soldo?”


      “Duh! Rumor has it even Sage Godolphen begged Soldo to take him on as a student! Can you believe it?!”


      “Oh, and get this! One of the king’s personal scouts tried to convince Soldo to take on a job at the Royal Academy, but he turned it down!”


      Reina’s eyebrows had jumped with each new absurd leap in the girls’ explanation, and by now, they had nearly vanished into her hairline. “The king?! I... I do know a Soldo Vineforce, but I’m not sure it’s the same one you’re talking about...” she mumbled, suddenly shuddering for reasons she didn’t understand.


      The girls didn’t seem to notice her discomfort, or if they did, they paid it no mind as they squealed in delight. “I can’t believe you’ve met Soldo Vineforce! What’s he like?! Is he as scary as they say?!”


      “Scary...? Well, Allen thought so sometimes, I guess—but that was mostly when Soldo was looking for him when he was skipping his lessons... He was always kind to me, though. He even used to give me piggyback rides when I was little.”


      The girls squealed again.


      “Ugh, he’s just so amazing!”


      “See, I knew he wouldn’t be entirely strict! I said he’d be layered, didn’t I?!”


      They pestered her for information about Soldo for a while longer, and no matter how mundane Reina’s anecdotes were, the girls merely responded with increasingly enthusiastic squeals.


      “Thanks, Reina!” one finally said. “It was so nice to finally talk to you!”


      “And sorry for interrupting your homework! We’ll hang out again soon, okay?”


      After watching the giggling pair leave the classroom, Reina pictured Soldo’s kindly, grandfatherly face and smiled wryly.


      “Allen’s definitely throwing you under the wagon on purpose, isn’t he...?” she murmured to herself. “Poor Soldo.”


      ◆◆◆


      “Might young Reina be here?”


      The summer break was nearly at its end, and Reina was just a few days from beginning the return journey to Cors when Soldo visited her family’s bakery.


      “Hello, Soldo!” she said with a giggle, standing up from where she’d been cleaning one of the tables. “I thought you’d need to be more careful. If people saw the great Soldo ‘Combat Readiness’ Vineforce indulging himself at a bakery, your reputation would be ruined. We don’t carry field rations here, you know?” she added, flashing him a playful smirk.


      Soldo grimaced. “Please don’t tease me so, Miss Reina. I am overjoyed at the young master’s accomplishments, of course, but I do wish that I had not somehow become the talk of the town as well... I cannot imagine where all these ridiculous rumors have come from.” After a heavy sigh, he shook his head as though to refresh himself and handed her an envelope. “The young master sent letters for everyone. This one is addressed to you, Reina.”


      Reina blinked, surprised. She’d returned from Cors with faint hopes of seeing Allen, but as she’d expected, he’d reportedly been far too busy to return home for the break. She’d also heard from her mother that Viscount Bellwood had been grumbling about Allen’s lack of contact the last time he’d visited the shop, so she’d pushed away any hope of hearing from him at all. Instead, she’d simply resolved to cheer him on from afar, keeping him alive in her heart while he blazed his own path under that distant sky.


      “He hasn’t... He hasn’t forgotten about me...” she murmured to herself, holding the letter close to her chest.


      Soldo smiled kindly. “How could he ever forget about you, Miss Reina? The two of you grew up together, as close as brother and sister. No matter where his journey takes him, the young master will never forget about you, nor our humble town. One’s roots are not so easily forgotten.”


      Reina smiled bashfully at this, her cheeks flushing.


      ◆◆◆


      Fall turned to winter, and once again, Reina made the journey home to Crauvia. If Reina had started her secondary schooling a year earlier, she wouldn’t have been able to afford to return home for every break, if at all. Until about one year prior, the stagecoaches connecting the Rovene Domain with the wider world had run irregularly at best, and when they did run, the fares were eye-wateringly expensive on account of the relative danger along the route. However, traffic to the Rovene Domain had increased significantly as of late for various reasons (mostly Allen-related), and fares had become cheaper as a result, meaning Reina was able to spend the start of the new year with her family.


      “This is for you, Soldo. My friends helped me make it. They’re very big fans of yours,” Reina said with a cheeky smile, handing Soldo the paper-wrapped parcel. She’d caught him just before he boarded the carriage waiting to take him, along with Cecilia and Bellwood, to Dragreid, from where they’d catch a train to the capital.


      “Fans? What nonsense...” Soldo muttered under his breath, untying the string. “Thank you, Reina. Though I’m reluctant to admit it, this old body of mine does feel the cold quite keenly of—” He stopped suddenly, having just unfolded the overcoat in all its glory. The distinctive, indigo blue fabric was unmistakably mistralweave, and of the highest quality at that. Furthermore, Soldo’s recently (and reluctantly) acquired subtitle of “Combat Readiness” had been embroidered on the back in bold letters, stitch by careful stitch. It wasn’t just conspicuous in a way that was almost vulgar; it was also clearly several times more expensive than the coats worn by Bellwood and Cecilia.


      “But unfortunately, this is far too opulent a gift for a simple tutor such as I...” he said, politely trying to decline the garish gift, but Reina shook her head.


      “The fabric is a present from Allen. Remember the letter he sent me last summer? He asked me to make this for you, and sent money to pay for the materials. He chose the color too. ‘Indigo dye comes from the indigo plant, but the color of the dye is deeper and richer than that of the petals. So too does the student one day surpass the master,’ he wrote,” she said, recalling the quote from memory. “He wanted you to have a reminder of everything you’ve done for him, I think.”


      The innately sentimental Soldo found himself lost for words.


      “Do not hesitate on our account, Soldo,” Cecilia said, her tone firm. “Wear it with pride as a memento of Allen’s respect for you.”


      And thus, prompted by Cecilia’s stern gaze, Soldo gingerly slid his arms through the sleeves.


      “Oh, it suits you perfectly! I’m so glad. You look just like a legendary tutor should—just as Allen requested!” Reina said, giggling.


      Soldo’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Miss Reina, I do believe you’re enjoying this...”


      “You look great, Soldo! And if you’re wearing that when we arrive in the capital, no one will be looking at me!” said a guffawing Bellwood.


      For a moment, Soldo glared at his unreasonably delighted master, but then his expression softened, and he turned back to Reina, lowering his head. “Thank you very much, Miss Reina. I shall wear it with pride.”
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      Chapter Five: Tangled Fates


      A Message


      The nameless, ordinary waterfall was one Al had visited before, a chance discovery he, Allen, and the others had stumbled across during an exploring request.


      It would be inaccurate to say his wounds were fully healed, but Al, driven by an impatience that was impossible to put into words, hadn’t let that stop him. He couldn’t let that stop him.


      The words Allen had said that day still echoed in his ears.


      “Come on, Al! You can’t call yourself a water mage unless you’ve done waterfall training!”


      “You’re training your spirit, Al, your spirit! There’s no use trying to find logic or reason here! Being smacked has meaning in itself!”


      And now, just as he had that day, Al once again sat below the pounding water, hoping to find a piece of himself in the endless torrent.


      ◆◆◆


      After confirming the door was unlocked, Fey and Jewel exchanged identically mischievous smiles and, nodding at one another, burst into the room without even pretending to knock.


      “Hey, Allen! Let’s hang out!”


      “The weather outside is wonderful, Allen! Shall we go for a stroll?”


      Waltzing into Allen’s room in the standard dormitory as though they owned the place, Fey and Jewel promptly froze at the sight that awaited them there.


      Allen’s usually messy hair had been slicked down and parted at a perfect seventy-thirty split, and a pair of glasses with lenses as thick as the base of a glass bottle sat atop his head as though they were a mere accessory. He wore a stiff black jacket and pants of a simple, unsophisticated design of which neither girl had ever seen anything like before. The outfit was so outlandish compared to the current fashions of the capital that it had clearly been custom-made. Even so, a single glance was enough to reveal that both the fabric and the sewing were of lower quality. Frankly, it looked frumpy and uncomfortable and completely unsuitable for even lounging around in one’s own room.


      The outfit was, in fact, something Allen had persuaded his friend Reina to make him on a whim during his cramming for the exams. It was indeed as stiff as it looked, but the very act of putting it on somehow helped him focus to an incredible degree, and thus he’d worn it quite regularly for almost a year and a half. The sleeves had become shiny by this point from constantly rubbing against his desks, and thanks to his continuing growth spurt, they were also comically short.


      When the girls were finally able to tear their eyes away from Allen’s ridiculous appearance, they noticed his desk was groaning under the weight of stack after stack of thick, seemingly specialized books, and the floor around him was covered with chunks of minerals and ores, leaving barely any room to walk.


    


  

  

    [image: insert7]

  

  

    

      “Don’t you know that girls shouldn’t just barge into a boy’s room without knocking?” Allen said without glancing at Fey and Jewel or even looking up from his desk. “What do you want?”


      “Well, the door was unlocked, so I assumed I wouldn’t be met with anything too damaging to my maiden eyes,” Fey replied with a shrug. “Leaving that aside, what’s with the outfit, Allen?”


      “It helps me get into the mood.”


      “And what mood might that be, may I ask...?”


      “The mood to study like hell.”


      “I see...”


      ◆◆◆


      “You’ve been isolating yourself in class recently, and you spend every weekend locked up in your room. I know you’ve probably got a lot on your mind, but we thought a change of pace would do you some good, so we decided we’d get you to accompany us on a few errands, willingly or otherwise,” Jewel explained.


      Fey picked up one of the hunks of ore and held it up, raising her eyebrows questioningly. “So are you going to tell us what in the world you’re up to in here, Allen? To be honest, I was quite looking forward to seeing the look on your face when I burst in here, but I’m so confused, I don’t even know where to begin. You always have enjoyed surprising me, I suppose...” she grumbled, glaring at me for reasons I didn’t understand.


      “Don’t trespass into people’s rooms and then complain about what you find there...” I muttered, annoyed. “And no, I don’t enjoy surprising you—and even if I did, I wouldn’t have the time for such a childish distraction right now. For your information, I received a request from Vice Guildmaster Satwa to help him investigate an abandoned mine. I’ll mostly be on bodyguard duty, but as a professional explorer, it’s only right that I try to learn as much as I can about mining before we leave, you know? I’m stuck in Runerelia until the spring break anyway, so I may as well use the time to get my head around the basics.”


      If not more, I added in my head, smirking to myself.


      It had been a few days since Satwa—the explorer who’d interviewed me when I’d registered with the guild—had come to me with the nominated request. I hadn’t known this at the time, but Satwa was apparently one of the kingdom’s foremost experts on all things mining. The mine we’d be exploring had been the source of hundreds of thousands of riels’ worth of valuable minerals, but eventually the veins had run dry, and the mine had been closed. It had remained abandoned for a long time, but in recent years, monsters that, if dead, could fetch thousands of riels on their own had started appearing toward the mine’s surface, and it had become a favorite hunting ground for local explorers. The deeper you went, the more unforgiving the tunnels became, and since there were no minerals—and scarcer quantities of valuable monsters—more than a few layers below the surface, no one really ventured into the mine’s depths.


      However, according to an old document Satwa had recently discovered, there was a good chance that centuries before the first tunnel of the known mine had even been excavated, a rare mineral of some kind—one lost to time itself—was being mined somewhere in the direct vicinity. Therefore, he wanted to descend to the depths for the first time in generations and look for any clues as to the ancient mineral’s location. Navigating the pitch-black, possibly monster-filled tunnels would require a highly capable user of Scouting Magic, though, and that was where I came in.


      The offered reward was absurdly generous, to say the least. Satwa had explained that my expertise in Scouting Magic far exceeded anything money could usually buy, and so the reward was barely reasonable compensation. Satwa had apparently discovered and excavated (or otherwise sold off the rights for) heaps of rare ore veins, making him, in simple terms, stinking rich. In addition to the sizable reward, he’d also given me an unlimited budget for any preparations I might need to make.


      But I wasn’t doing it for the money, of course.


      A treasure lost to time, slumbering in the rocky depths—the very thought reeked with a sense of adventure, and I was instantly trapped in its pungent embrace. There was no way I was going to let myself pass up a chance to learn from a real expert because I didn’t know which end of a pickaxe to hold. Thus, I’d decided to dedicate every spare moment I could find to studying the noble art of mining, driven by a faint but passionate hope that I would be the one to find that mythical treasure before even Satwa could. I’d already gone so far as to order myself a bespoke pickaxe from Bem, my regular blacksmith from the slums.


      And so, having gained an infallible excuse to study in the name of leisure, I’d gone full nerd mode for the first time in ages. I’d originally asked Reina to make me the outfit—modeled on that of a Japanese student cramming for his exams—on a whim, but I’d found that wearing it really did help me focus. I’d found the glasses in a random shop after arriving in the capital, but putting them on made the letters go blurry, so I’d settled for wearing them on my head.


      “Right... But what exactly do you intend to do with these?” Fey asked, wiggling the hunk of ore in my direction.


      “I’m not intending to do anything with them. I’ve always believed theoretical knowledge is worthless without the hands-on experience to back it up, so I bought a selection of basic ores and minerals from a peddler in the slums so I could see and touch them for myself rather than just reading about them. And I got them for a great price too—about thirty percent less than I would have paid in one of those fancy shops. What you’re holding right now is legend made solid, the most fundamental of magical metals: raw mithril!” I proudly proclaimed.


      Jewel timidly raised her hand. “I’m no expert when it comes to ores, but I do think it’s somewhat lacking in luster for a piece of mithril...”


      Fey turned the lump around and around between her fingers, the mithril gleaming like a starlit sky each time it caught the light. “You’ve always had an eye for this sort of thing, Jewel,” she said, giggling. “Of course, my own dabbling in magical craftsmanship has given me a decent understanding of materials too, you know. This is silversteel, Allen, otherwise known as fool’s mithril. It’s fairly useful for certain things, but it’s very common—nowhere near as rare or expensive as actual mithril,” she explained, smiling cheerfully.


      “F-Fool’s mithril...?!”


      “That’s the one! It’s got the same sheen as mithril—it’s even brighter sometimes, actually—and history is filled with countless stories of people finding silversteel veins and thinking they’ve hit the jackpot, only to have all their hopes come crashing down. Some of them even spent their riches before they discovered the truth, and everyone called them fools—thus, fool’s mithril.”


      ...


      ......


      .........


      That bald bastard! I’ll kill him! No wonder he was so friendly!


      “By the way, the red ore over there that looks like adamantine is actually gildcopper, and this purple one that looks like lazurite is just...”


      Fey continued for a while thereafter, revealing the true nature of each of my precious minerals and ores in turn. It turned out none of them were the valuable treasures I’d believed them to be, but were in fact ordinary, painfully common materials. I stood there, dumbfounded, until Fey finally finished her revelations.


      “Now,” she drawled, smiling at me with a dangerous gleam in her eyes, “where might I find this peddler who dared to make a fool of my Allen, hmm? I think perhaps a little reeducation is in order...”


      “Yes, I quite agree. He deserves to die a thousand deaths, but I’ll settle for making it impossible for him to set foot in Runerelia ever again,” Jewel agreed, looking decidedly vicious for someone who’d recently acquired a reputation as a reincarnated saint.


      He’s probably long gone by now... Lucky for him.


      Of course, I was annoyed that I’d been tricked, but it was my own fault really. I’d tried to get a bargain deal without having the knowledge to back it up, and I’d paid the price. Well, actually, Satwa had paid the price. I’d probably be a little more annoyed if it had been my money, but Satwa seemed to have the cash to spare, so I didn’t really have the energy nor the time to waste on giving the hair-challenged hawker another thought. Besides, unprocessed ore wasn’t actually all that expensive, and while I’d enjoyed inspecting each stone like I was some kind of connoisseur, I’d gone into the whole endeavor at least somewhat aware I was about to be swindled.


      I just didn’t expect all of them to be fake... Oh well. I can deal with the swindling, but I definitely don’t want to deal with the aftermath if these two get involved...


      “Your Allen? I don’t remember becoming one of your possessions,” I retorted. “Anyway, it’s my own fault for venturing into an expert’s world as an amateur, so it is what it is. It’s an expensive lesson, but it’s all part of the learning process. That guy is probably halfway across the kingdom by now anyway, so as annoying as it is, I’ll have to let this one go,” I said, shrugging.


      For some reason, my gracious admission of defeat was met with one of Fey’s more ominous smirks. “Hmm...? It’s not like you to give up so easily, Allen—so what are you really playing at?” She and Jewel were both looking at me suspiciously, clearly having already decided—for reasons I couldn’t even begin to guess at—that I was up to no good.


      ◆◆◆


      “It’s not like you to give up so easily, Allen—so what are you really playing at?” Fey asked, her grin wide and unmistakably amused.


      “I’m not playing at anything. It doesn’t make any difference to me if these aren’t exactly as precious as I was led to believe. My goal was to get a feel for different minerals, and I have—even if it did cost me a little more than I would’ve liked,” I replied.


      I wasn’t lying. They might not have been the exact magical materials I’d wanted, but they were still magical materials, which was plenty enough to excite me. Things like mithril (fool’s or otherwise) had only existed in fiction in my previous life, but here, I could acquire them with relative ease.


      “Of course, of course... Incidentally, where exactly is this abandoned mine you’ve been asked to explore?” Fey asked in a way I might have mistaken for innocent if not for her still widening grin.


      Tch. Nothing gets past her, does it...? I’d deliberately avoided revealing anything too specific about the upcoming request, but as usual, Fey clearly had no intention of letting me keep my secrets. With another sigh, I resigned myself to my fate. There was little point trying to throw her off my scent now unless I wanted to head off on my request with a gaggle of Dragoon spies on my heels.


      “It’s the Routzenia Mine, not far from Dragreid—but I’m going there on business, and it’s no place for amateurs, okay? So don’t even think about showing up uninvited,” I said sharply, hoping—as futile as it was—she took the hint.


      Fey laughed. “What a coincidence! But you don’t need to worry about me, Allen. I have plenty of my own work to keep me busy over the break. I wouldn’t even think about asking to come along.”


      Well, that’s not how I thought that would go... Huh.


      “But there was actually something else we wanted to ask you, Allen.” Fey paused for a moment. “Why haven’t you visited Al?”


      Caught off guard by the unexpected question, I looked away. “Why bring that up all of a sudden?” I muttered. “Anyway, it’s none of your business.”


      Al was still being treated in one of the capital’s best hospitals. He was apparently going to be discharged soon, but instead of returning to the standard dormitory, he would commute to school from his family’s Runerelian estate. I couldn’t blame him. Things would be difficult enough for him without having to wash his own clothes or clean his own room.


      “Oh, you know how us girls are, jumping from one topic to the next without a care in the world,” Fey replied airily. “Answer the question, Allen.”


      I remained silent.


      In truth, I had gone to see him. I’d been about to knock on his door when I’d heard the crying—Al’s crying—and had paused, instead peeking through the slightly open door. What I’d seen had shaken me. It was like I was looking at a ghost with sunken cheeks, cracked lips, and lifeless, joyless eyes; a specter in a poor imitation of my friend’s form who could only sob, pressing his hand against his mouth to muffle his own cries. I knew it wasn’t his wounds that were paining him, though.


      Al had once shared his dream with me. He’d sworn a vow in front of his father’s grave, promising to become the world’s greatest ice mage, just like his father had wanted to.


      He’s only human... Of course he’s hurting, I’d thought. As selfish as it was, I’d hoped that he would have worked through his feelings by that point, ready to face his next challenge. I’d been wrong.


      I was still frozen in place, my hand poised to knock on the door, when Dan’s voice had echoed in my ears. “Don’t you dare show him any sympathy, Allen. He’ll get enough of that from everyone else, but not from you—not if you want him to overcome this.” I knew I couldn’t face Al with anything but pity in my eyes—and so, I’d left.


      “Because... Because I didn’t want him to think I felt sorry for him,” I finally replied.


      Fey and Jewel looked taken aback. “But he lost an arm trying to protect someone else, Allen,” Jewel said. “There’s nothing wrong with showing him some sympathy as a friend.”


      I shook my head. “No. I don’t want to show him any sympathy, because he doesn’t need it. He’s Aldor Engravier, after all.”


      Fey tilted her head, obviously confused. “Are you trying to say you believe in him, Allen? Because if that’s what you’re getting at, you should at least tell him. I’m sure he’s wondering why you haven’t visited.”


      “It doesn’t matter what I think. He made his choice already, and the Al I know won’t let one little limb stand between him and his dream. He doesn’t need my reassurance.”


      I meant every word of it. It would take more than a pep talk for Al to overcome such a devastating loss; if anything, it would only set him back. I believed in Al, but he needed to believe in himself too.


      Fey wasn’t convinced. “I know you think actions speak louder than words, but sometimes, words can help too... Don’t you think so?” she asked.


      I thought for a moment, then shook my head again. “If I visited him now, I’d definitely slip up. It wouldn’t help him, and you know what? He’d tease me about it later, saying something like, ‘What, you didn’t think I could do it?’” I smiled weakly. “Nah, he’ll get back on his feet all by himself, and then he’ll start running. He doesn’t need my pity, or anyone else’s. You just watch—soon enough, everyone will be complaining about all the time they wasted worrying about him. You seriously think this will stop him?”


      Al’s face flashed across my mind, and my tone grew heated. “Al’s spirit would never be crushed so easily! I know that better than anyone! He’s Aldor freakin’ Engravier, damn it!”


      Fey and Jewel looked startled for a moment, then glanced at one another, smiling.


      “Just like I thought... You really do treasure Al, don’t you?” Fey said. “Well, that’s all I wanted to hear. Come on, Jewel. It seems Allen’s rather busy at the moment.”


      Jewel nodded, giggling. “Friendships between boys seem so simple, and yet, so complicated... I’m a little jealous, to be honest.”


      ◆◆◆


      After putting some distance between themselves and Allen’s room, Fey retrieved a small magical device from her pocket and once again flicked the switch to the on position.


      “Well, there you go, Al. He was being cryptic as usual, but to put it simply, Allen’s planning to re-create one of the three Lost Tools of the Dragoon family: a golem,” she said into the device, casually brushing her bangs out of her face.


      Jewel looked astonished. “I knew he was up to something, but a golem...? I can’t quite believe it... I thought all knowledge of their workings died with Moon Dragoon, back in the founding days of the kingdom? Is he trying to re-create it from scratch?”


      Fey nodded, her expression overflowing with conviction. “That’s right. Allen’s always been interested in automata, as much as he tries to hide it. Those outrageously expensive, basically useless Roombo cleaners he’s been getting me to make are based on similar principles, which is why I’ve been funding them... There’s always been one crucial element missing, though,” she said excitedly.


      “And I assume Allen believes he’ll find that missing element in the Routzenia Mine?” Jewel asked.


      “Exactly. The few records we have tell us it was definitely something local to the Dragoon Region, but we’ve never been able to find it. Most people think it was exhausted long ago, or maybe it was a material harvested from some long-extinct monster—”


      “But Allen thinks it still exists,” Jewel interrupted, her mind racing. “And he thinks it might be hidden right under our noses—something that looks worthless at first glance, the opposite of fool’s mithril...”


      Fey laughed. “Yep, right under our noses the entire time! The Routzenia Mine is barely a stone’s throw from Dragreid. I can’t quite believe it myself, but seeing Allen like that... I know he must be on to something. If he can find the magical metal he’s seeking, we’d finally be able to build devices that respond to human will again—say, an artificial limb, for instance?” Fey grinned. “But he doesn’t want to get Al’s hopes up for nothing, so he’s keeping his little plan close to his chest. It’ll be the same show and dance as always—he’ll show up out of the blue with a miracle in his pocket, and play it off as an accidental discovery.”


      Jewel giggled. “Yes, I can picture it perfectly.”


      “Has Allen spoken to you about any of this, Jewel?” Fey asked, tilting her head curiously. “I know it’s not the simplest wound to heal...”


      Jewel shook her head. “No, he hasn’t said a word. The idea of magically regenerating an entire limb is like something out of a fairy tale—impossible, at least according to the accepted principles of holy magic. But seeing Allen sitting there—wearing those odd clothes as though they were armor, and tackling those books with all his might... It made me remember something he said to Leo, just after he and Stella rejoined us during the first scenario. ‘I didn’t know anything. There was no way I could’ve, not with so many variables at play. All I had was the determination to figure out a solution for any problem, no matter what trouble came our way,’” she quoted, smiling. “But Allen’s not the only one with determination.”


      Fey laughed. “You hear that, Al? Looks like Jewel and I both have a lot of work to do! So... So you need to try your hardest too, okay? We’re waiting for you, Al...”


      ◆◆◆


      “We’re waiting for you, Al... Don’t keep me waiting too long though, or you might end up with three arms instead of two! Ha ha ha!”


      Smiling wryly to himself, Al switched the device—a small recorder holding messages from each and every one of his classmates—off once again.


      He might have chosen this path for himself, but the price he’d paid—his arm, his ice affinity, and his position in Class A—had left him in a dark place, and Allen’s apparent disinterest in him had only made things worse. It wasn’t until Fey had quietly passed him the recorder that he’d begun to claw his way out of the darkness. Not a single one of the messages was perfunctory or generic; no, each was its own source of light, illuminating the way forward with each heartfelt word. He’d listened to them over and over again, unable to stop the tears from spilling each time.


      Gently placing the recorder down, Al waded back into the pool, resettling himself cross-legged on the boulder beneath the waterfall. The raging torrent washed over him, streaming down his face like a thousand tears. He might have been crying, but it was impossible to tell.


      “Everyone’s waiting for me...” His voice was quiet, but his eyes burned with a vivid, impatient passion. “Allen’s waiting for me!” he said, his voice louder this time. Nearby, a small blue fish leaped into the air as though responding to the cry, returning to the pool with a strangely sonorous splash.


      The First Strands of a Tangled Fate


      After deciding to spend the night beside the nameless waterfall they’d just stumbled across in the depths of Knapp Forest, Allen and the others enjoyed a rustic yet delicious meal, then began to turn in for the night, with Allen taking the first watch. Sleep had yet to visit Al, though. After an hour or so spent lying beside the campfire, basking in its warmth while listening to the roar of the nearby waterfall, he slowly opened his eyes and began to watch Allen.


      Allen was sitting cross-legged in his usual meditative pose, though being on watch, his eyes were wide open. Beads of sweat glistened along his forehead like a crown. It wasn’t clear what he was doing, but whatever it was, he was enjoying it. A smile was tugging at the corners of his lips, and his eyes shone with all the excitement of a toddler who’d just been presented with a new toy. This particular expression was one Al had seen countless times since meeting Allen, one that had a way of stirring a faint, shared joy in any who witnessed it—and seeing it now, Al couldn’t help but sit up, chuckling to himself quietly.


      “Up already, Al? It’s not gonna be your turn for a while yet,” Allen whispered, trying not to disturb the others.


      Al crept quietly over to Allen’s side. “Yeah, I know. I just can’t sleep properly out here,” he whispered back, shrugging. “I managed to get a few minutes of napping in, so I’ll be all right. What are you doing?”


      “I’m training, of course,” Allen answered, excitement still gleaming in his eyes. “I’m trying to see how far I can send a breeze through the forest—but don’t worry, I’m still keeping watch properly too. Scouting Magic isn’t exactly the type of wind magic I want to master, but it’ll still help me perfect the basics. After all, I won’t be able to cast Wind Cutter without being able to conjure a decent breeze.”


      Al shook his head, smiling wryly. Wind Cutter—if you asked Allen, it was the most basic of basic wind magic techniques; if you asked Al, it was completely absurd. The sheer thought of being able to conjure an invisible blade of wind to slice through your enemies was like something straight out of an ancient (and heavily dramatized) legend, and yet Allen spoke about it as though its feasibility was an accepted fact. Al wasn’t convinced, though.


      Creating wind out of thin air was one thing, but conjuring a breeze powerful enough to slice through flesh? The average child might believe in such fantasies, but any sensible adult who heard such a thing would burst into laughter. In fact, all of the members of the Emissive Magic Club—Al included—had let out a few chuckles upon learning of Allen’s hypothetical technique. The more experience one had with Emissive Magic, the more impossible the idea seemed. It was entirely outrageous—and that was even without taking into account the fact that, according to Allen, it was simply “a basic technique.”


      If he was being honest, at first Al had assumed Wind Cutter was merely Allen’s way to motivate the other members of the club, encouraging them to push themselves by setting himself a nigh-unachievable goal.


      “Those who don’t respect the power they’ve been blessed with have no place here”—that was the one and only ironclad rule of the Emissive Magic Club, set down by Allen as his first and final order as coach. To be a mage was to relentlessly pursue the infinite possibilities magic had to offer, and those who lacked the resolve to throw themselves headfirst into that pursuit weren’t welcome.


      If Allen did succeed in casting Wind Cutter, it would certainly open up new—and possibly infinite—possibilities in magic. Still, those in the Emissive Club still thought it was merely an attempt at inspiration, Allen’s way of demonstrating the ideal attitude a mage should have. His true goal, they all thought, was mastering Scouting Magic.


      They were wrong, of course.


      Several months had passed since the club’s formation, and yet, Allen hadn’t shown the slightest inclination of wavering from his self-proclaimed, utterly unreasonable goal. Attempts to gently convince him of the impossibility did nothing to dissuade him, and the widespread ridicule of wind magic as little more than a perverted party trick rolled off him like water off a duck’s back. However, it didn’t seem as though he was simply being stubborn either. It wasn’t defiant pigheadedness that was fueling the passion in his voice and the fire in his eyes; no, Allen Rovene was dead serious. Before they knew it, the same thought began to dwell in the corner of every mind, the notion that—impossible though it seemed—Allen would one day achieve his goal, carving himself a place in magical history.


      Indeed, the level to which Allen had already developed his so-called wind magic was impressive beyond description, even if it was still only useful if you found yourself in need of a mild breeze. His passion, coupled with his innate talent for magical manipulation, meant Allen’s progress was a source of wonder and envy even for the prodigies of the Royal Academy. They found themselves beginning to imitate the “ideal attitude” he demonstrated, throwing themselves headfirst into the pursuit of the impossible—and Al, as the club’s captain, was no exception.


      “You won’t overtake me that easily, Allen,” Al said with a grin, sinking down beside his friend. His eyes, as clear and blue as a sunlit pool, fell to his beloved wand as he tapped it against his knee in an unconscious rhythm.


      ◆◆◆


      The Engravier Domain was located in the Endymion Region in the kingdom’s west, situated between Mount Engreid and Mount Ravier. The mountains of the Euhrad Range were particularly high in elevation, and during the colder months, the heavy snowfall made traveling between—or even within—the adjacent lands almost impossible. Indeed, at the height of winter, it was difficult to imagine the Engravier Domain as a place meant for human habitation.


      Twelve years earlier, during the short summer that visited the domain, Aldor Engravier was born.


      His father, Mateo, had been wandering around the garden since early morning, starting and abandoning various nonurgent chores in a failed attempt to keep his restlessness at bay. It was nearly noon when a loud, unmistakably healthy cry finally drifted through the open window. After breathing a sigh of relief, Mateo made his way inside with almost leisurely steps and entered the bedroom, mere moments after his wife had finished life’s most grueling challenge.


      “It’s a boy, Mateo—just like you hoped for,” Dora von Engravier said, accepting the newborn—now clean of birth’s less beautiful evidence—from the midwife with a smile.


      “If you ever listened to me, you’d know the only thing I hoped for was a healthy child,” Mateo protested, grinning. “Whether that’s a boy or a girl, I couldn’t care less.”


      His protest, however, was immediately met by those of his three daughters, who’d raced into the room as soon as they’d heard the baby’s cry.


      “You’re such a liar, Dad. You’ve been sulking for months because none of us want to play knights and monsters with you anymore.”


      “Yeah! You always sigh and say, ‘Oh, not playing house again!’”


      “That’s right! And if you’re gonna play with him now, then I want a new doll!”


      Mateo threw his hands up in surrender, laughing. “Fine, I admit it! It’s already hard enough with four against one! You can’t blame me for wanting to even up the odds a little, can you?” After another laugh, he knelt down, sweeping all three of his daughters into a tight hug. “But I still meant what I said. I would’ve been just as happy with another daughter. You’re my precious children, no matter what form you come in.”


      He held them for a little while longer before getting to his feet and turning back toward his wife. “Thank you, Dora,” he said, his gratitude evident in his voice. “Now, maybe you’d be so generous as to let me hold our newest treasure?”


      “No fair! We were here first!”


      “Yeah! You got here last, so you get to hold him last!”


      “Seriously?! But I’m his father...”


      ◆◆◆


      “Dad’s home! Dad’s home! You’re early today, Dad!”


      “Dad, guess what?! Al took his first steps today!”


      “Well, hello to you too, Ana, Clara,” Mateo said, playfully pretending to shake off the two young girls clinging to his legs. “But are you trying to trick your old man, Clara? Al isn’t even nine months old, you know? It’s still far too early for him to be walking already.”


      “She’s right, Dad,” Hilde said in a hushed voice, glancing down at Al, who was sleeping in her arms. “He took four whole steps all by himself before he fell over and started crying...”


      “Hello, Hilde... Really? Four steps? Well, I guess there’s no question about it then! I suppose he does have some pretty strict teachers...” he said with a grin, bending down and giving the sleeping Al a gentle poke in the cheek. Work kept Mateo and Dora incredibly busy, so most of Al’s care fell to Ana, Clara, and Hilde—not that they minded, of course.


      “Welcome home, dear,” Dora called out as she emerged from her study, her fingers stained with ink where she’d been balancing the domain’s accounts. “The dormant season’s nearly over, you know. Have you found Al’s birthday present yet?”


      Forestry was the primary industry of the Engravier Domain, with anju trees being the source of the majority of their income. The wood of anju trees (which, despite the name, were biologically closer to monsters than vegetation) was valued as a high-quality material for the production of wands, staves, and other magical conduits, but harvesting it was easier said than done. The trees could only be pruned in winter when they were dormant. For the rest of the year, their viscous sap made cutting the branches difficult and drying them even harder, and only dry, firm wood could be used for wandmaking.


      Unfortunately, the difficulty of harvesting anju wood didn’t necessarily make it a lucrative business. Plenty of alternative wand materials had been developed in recent decades, sold at cheaper prices and with much greater availability. Unlike synthetic material, however, anju wood couldn’t be mass-produced, and severe weather made harvesting impossible some years. Being an older house, the Engraviers had accumulated enough wealth over the generations to keep them afloat even when harvests were poor; however, they were far from affluent.


      “Hello, Dora,” Mateo replied. “And yes, I found it today. Ta-da!” he said, revealing a nondescript branch with a grand flourish. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I stumbled across an eldertree sleeping on the cliffside next to the Cairngorn Falls, down in the Roque Valley. I’m surprised it made it all the way out there, to be honest. It must have been over a thousand years old!”


      Anju trees were somewhat unique in that they migrated, a process which began in early spring and ended in late fall when they settled down to prepare for their dormant season. Therefore, there was no guarantee you’d be able to find the same tree year after year. Eldertrees, whose sturdy, weathered branches made for the greatest wands, were especially hard to find, tending to hide themselves away in harsher pockets of the mountainous terrain. Of course, finding an eldertree was only part of the challenge. Not all wands were equal, and neither were all branches. Scaffold branches, the primary limbs that extended from a tree’s trunk to form its canopy, weren’t particularly suitable for wandmaking. “Standing branches” which extended directly upward from scaffolds were the most commonly harvested, but other types—such as the rarely occurring “returning branches,” which grew back toward the trunk—were the most highly sought after.


      “Indeed, it is beautiful,” Dora answered. She took the branch, which was only as long as an adult’s arm, from Mateo and inspected it with an expert’s eye, running her fingers along the firm bark and flexing it between her hands to test its sturdiness. “This is a returning branch though, isn’t it? And of incredibly high quality too... It’s not every year you’d find one of these.” Her lips twitched with the hint of a smile. “He’s only turning one, Mateo. Is there really any point in using something so valuable to make him a staff he can’t even hold? We don’t even know if he’ll have an elemental affinity. Couldn’t you go back and try for another branch tomorrow? Something a little smaller, and a little less valuable...?”


      Mateo shook his head. “We all get warier with age, even trees. This branch was the only one I managed to prune before the old-timer woke up. He’ll be long gone by tomorrow. Besides...” he paused, gently scooping the sleeping Al from Hilde’s arms into his own. “The moment I saw that branch, I felt like it was fate. Al’s gonna become an amazing mage, way more powerful than you or I—I just know it. So if he can’t hold a staff, we’ll just whittle this thing down to the core and make him a wand! You know what they say—raise the wand with the child! By the time his mana core develops, it’ll feel like an extension of his own arm.”


      House Engravier had produced many talented mages, especially those with an affinity for fire magic, of which Dora was a prime example. However, there was no guarantee that every child born to their house would have an affinity. Furthermore, even if Al did turn out to be elementally blessed, the idea that giving a child a wand in their formative years would make them into a more capable mage was little more than an old wives’ tale.


      If we sell the branch as it is, it’ll give our finances some much needed relief—and even if we wait until Al’s eighth birthday and give him a wand after we know whether he has an affinity, he’ll still have plenty of time to become familiar with it before his mana core finishes developing, Dora thought, opening her mouth to say as much to her husband—but when she looked at him, his face alight with the sheer love of a doting father, she found herself lost for words.


      ◆◆◆


      The following summer...


      “Apologies, but might the viscount or Lord Mateo be here?” a man called out, his voice rough and his tone urgent. It was a voice Mateo knew well, belonging to the chief of one of the domain’s few villages.


      “Is something wrong, Franz?” Mateo asked as he opened the door, shifting Al into a single arm as he did so.


      A smile broke across Franz’s face upon seeing the sleeping infant, but it quickly faded. “Good morning, Lord Mateo. We’ve been met with a spot of trouble in the village, to be honest. A large lanoux has taken up residence nearby, and many of our livestock have vanished over these past few days... We’d usually deal with something like this ourselves, but all the youngsters have gone to the city to work for the summer, and we can’t afford to hire explorers. I hate to ask, but is there any chance you’d be able to help us...?”


      “Oh, is that all? Of course I’ll help!” Mateo immediately replied. “The monsters are starting to get pretty aggressive with winter on the way. Dora, did you hear that?!” he called out. “Yappa village has a little lanoux problem that needs taking care of! I’ll be back in a few days!”


      Within a few seconds, Dora emerged from somewhere deeper within the estate. “But you only just got back from driving away that flock of sami near Ping village this morning, dear. Surely you need to rest... Why don’t I go with Franz instead?” she asked, her worry evident in her voice.


      Mateo waved her off. “I’m fit as a fiddle, and you’ve got too much work on your plate as it is. The whole domain would go bankrupt if I tried to help on your side of things, but at least I can handle a few monsters. Right people, right places—right?” he said with a laugh.


      “I suppose you’re right...” Dora agreed after a pause. “Just be careful, my love. Don’t push yourself too hard.”


      “I never do! I’ll be back before you know it.”


      After giving Dora a kiss on the cheek and carefully transferring Al into her arms, Mateo took his leave, humming a merry tune as he led Franz down the garden path and into the town. It wasn’t far to the town’s gate where Franz’s carriage was stationed, but the short journey was a lively one on account of Mateo greeting each and every townsperson he passed.


      “Hey, Granny Gisella! Leave the wood, and I’ll chop it when I get back from Yappa! You’ll put your back out again!”


      The old woman scowled. “You’re talking like I’ve got one foot in the grave already! I’m still in my prime, you cheeky whippersnapper!”


      Mateo merely grinned, shaking his head in bemused exasperation.


      Franz smiled. “I’m not sure there’s a harder worker than you in the entire domain, Lord Mateo. When we learned Lady Dora had agreed to marry you, we all thought it was a mistake...” He paused, looking down. “We were the ones who were mistaken. I’m sorry, milord.”


      Mateo hadn’t been born in the Engravier Domain, nor even the Endymion Region. It had been a dozen or so years ago that he’d first set foot in this part of Yugria, a young and energetic C-Rank explorer on a quest to discover the perfect material with which to make himself a tailored wand. Ultimately, his quest had led him to the Engravier Domain, which was where he’d met Dora. Mateo had fallen in love with the young viscount at first sight and had pursued her relentlessly—not that she’d been opposed to his approaches—until she’d agreed to take his hand.


      However, the more isolated and independent a community was, the less accepting they tended to be of outsiders, and those who called the Engravier Domain home were no exception. Whether he had Dora’s approval or not, to them Mateo was still a stranger who’d waltzed into their home, making himself comfortable at the viscount’s estate while knowing nothing of their ways or their industries. They might have been a little more welcoming (if only marginally) if he’d been the son of some distant viscountal or even baronial family, but there was no noble blood running through Mateo’s veins, and consequently, their initial response to him was far from warm.


      “Oh, you’re not digging up ancient history again, are you?” Mateo replied with a sigh. “I was a little vagabond with a few completed requests to my name and no education to speak of. I can’t blame anyone for being a bit worried.”


      Said worries, of course, had quickly proven themselves unfounded. After marrying Dora, Mateo had worked harder than anyone to support the domain. He wasn’t the most eloquent of lords, but his disposition was always cheerful, and his heart earnest, and slowly but surely, the domain’s residents found themselves opening their own hearts to him. Over a decade had passed since then, and now Mateo stood beside Dora as an equal pillar of their little community, loving and beloved by all.


      “Well, if it isn’t little Kurt and Paul! Helping out with your pa’s business over the summer, eh? You’re good kids, but make sure you spend at least a little time studying too! You don’t want to end up an idiot like me, do ya?”


      “Yeah! I want to be just like you, Lord Mateo!”


      Mateo laughed. “Your aim’s off, Kurt! You should be aiming to be like Dora—smart and strong! That’s a lot more impressive than just being strong, don’t you reckon?”


      “I guess so... Fine, I’ll try to remember to study too,” Kurt grumbled.


      Franz looked at Mateo—who was chuckling happily, one hand tousling each boy’s hair—and smiled.


      ◆◆◆


      Al’s first summer passed in a flash, as did his second, turning quickly to fall before giving way to another long, cold winter.


      Mateo threw another log on the fire, then made his way over to the window, pulling back the thick drapes. “It’s really coming down out there... This snowstorm’s been going for what, a week now? Next year is gonna be a tough one...” he said, his tone heavy.


      The winter had been colder than most, and the ongoing snowstorm had prevented Mateo from leaving the house all week; he couldn’t even make it to the edge of the garden, much less out into the mountains. The current storm wasn’t the first of the season either, and it was already clear that this year’s harvest of anju wood would be minimal at best, if they managed to harvest any at all.


      “You can stand there grumbling at the window all day if you like, but it won’t change a thing,” Dora chided him gently. “You can’t control the weather, dear. You’ve been working nonstop since last winter, and you’ve more than earned a few days’ rest. Who knows when we’ll get the opportunity to welcome the new year as a family again?” she said, softly massaging her unusually agitated husband’s shoulders.


      “Daddy, up?” Al said, waddling toward his father with all the awkward grace of a growing two-year-old and clinging to his leg.


      “See? Just last week, you were complaining about how Al’s been ignoring you because of all the time you’ve been spending away, and look at him now! A few days at home, and he’s turned into a complete daddy’s boy!” Dora said, laughing.


      Clara pouted. “Last week Al was my friend, and now he never asks me to pick him up... Traitor,” she muttered. She loved her brother, of course, and she loved her father as well, but seeing how close the two of them had grown in just a few days had left her feeling a little left out for reasons she was too young to understand. She turned away in a huff. Seconds later, an arm coiled around her waist and hoisted her into the air, and she found herself sharing one of her father’s tight embraces with Al, each of them nestled securely in one of his arms.


      “You’re right, Dora. I can’t think of a better way to welcome the new year than spending it with my adorable children. The gods must be fond of me!”


      “Dad, put me down! I’m eight, remember?! I’m too old to be carried around!”


      “How come only Al and Clara get to be picked up?! Dad, I wanna play too!”


      “There’s still plenty of room for you, Ana! Here, up you go, onto my shoulders! Hilde, you too! Get over here!”


      Hilde, the eldest of the four Engravier children, looked at her father—his arms and shoulders now monopolized by her siblings—and frowned. “I’m pretty sure there’s no more room...”


      “What are you talking about?! There’s plenty of room!” Mateo said with feigned astonishment. With deft yet gentle movements, he shifted Al into Clara’s arms and threw his now vacant left arm wide open. Al giggled happily in Clara’s embrace.


      However, Hilde hesitated. She was at that difficult age where running into her father’s arms had started feeling a little too childish, but the alternative still felt a little too grown-up—which was to say, lonely.


      After a few more seconds passed without Hilde showing any signs of moving, Dora sighed. “Well, if you’re not going, perhaps I’ll take your place. You know how quickly your father starts sulking when he feels like he’s been spurned...”


      Hilde sighed dramatically. “No, I know you’re far too busy, Mom. I guess I can keep him company while you work.”


      “Oh, are you sure? Because I rather wanted to join in too...” Dora said, laughing.


      Outside, the blizzard raged on, covering the landscape in a thick blanket of unforgiving white. Apart from the rattle of the wind against the windows, the world beyond their home was silent, all sounds of life muffled by the snow. Inside, however, their world was filled with the joyous clamor of a loving family, unbroken laughter and squeals of excitement keeping the silence outside at bay.


      And then came the knock.


      An urgent report.


      A single strand of fate—and a family changed forevermore.


      ◆◆◆


      “Viscount! Lord Mateo! Yappa, it’s... There’s an ice dragon! It attacked Yappa!” Franz’s son Otto shouted as he half barged, half fell through the door. Blood gushed from an open wound on his temple, painting his ashen face a gruesome red.


      Dora and Mateo shot to their feet. Ice dragons were one of the few Yugrian species which had been classified as “extremely dangerous” monsters. There were only a dozen or so of the creatures left as far as anyone knew, dwelling high on the peak of Mount Euhrad, the range’s tallest mountain and its namesake. Their hides were just as tough as those of the earth dragons, but their affinity and ferocity made the ice dragons far more deadly than their close relatives. A party of explorers unlucky enough to cross paths with one of the beasts would be slaughtered without leaving a single scratch on their formidable foe.


      “What?! Franz— The villagers, are they—” Mateo sputtered, his mind reeling.


      All traces of emotion had vanished from Otto’s eyes. “My father, he... Right in front of me... I don’t know how many of the others are still alive. The bastard, it was annoyed by the light of the fires, I think... It crushed all the houses, one by one...”


      A few tears trickled down from the corners of Otto’s lifeless eyes. The faint taste of iron filled Mateo’s mouth, and with a start, he realized he’d bitten his lip hard enough to draw blood. Brushing past Otto, he snatched his cloak from its hook, throwing it around his shoulders angrily. He was nearly out the door when Dora’s calm voice rang out.


      “Stop right there, Mateo. You’d be lucky to reach Yappa with the weather as it is, and even if you did, there’s nothing you can do. It’s too dangerous, my love. Otto, have you sent word to the Order yet?”


      Otto shook his head feebly.


      Dora thought for a moment. “There’s a C-Rank party staying at the guild branch in town—they were passing through when the snowstorm hit. We can’t use spellbirds in weather like this, but we might be able to hire them to take word to the Order for us. After that, we need to make sure every fire in town is extinguished. We can’t risk luring the beast here next, or we’ll all perish.”


      Mateo nodded. “I’ll go to the guild!”


      “Thank you, my love. If there’s anyone else there, beg for their assistance too. No price is too high. We’ll need all the help we can get.”


      ◆◆◆


      “So I’m asking for your help. It’s calmed down a little out there, but it’ll still be dangerous. I’m not gonna deny that. But you guys don’t have any reason to risk your lives protecting this town, and if I was in your shoes, I’d take the snowstorm over sitting around here waiting for a dragon to show up. There’s an army garrison at the foot of the mountain to the southeast. It’s in the opposite direction to Yappa village, and there should be Order knights stationed there. Please... Help us,” Mateo said, placing a bulging leather pouch on the table with a thunk. A few riels spilled out of the top and clinked against the wood.


      The man across from him—the party’s apparent leader—didn’t reach for the pouch, however, but merely returned his stare, his expression twisting with unmistakable anguish. “But what about your town...?” he asked quietly. There was a tremor in his voice. “We’re all C-Rank explorers... You could issue a mandatory request, you know...?”


      Going up in rank had many benefits for explorers, but the higher ranks also came with certain obligations. In times of emergency—such as the appearance of an extremely dangerous monster—explorers of C-Rank and above could be issued mandatory requests. Despite the name, it was possible to refuse a mandatory request if the explorer had a valid reason to do so. If not, they’d be heavily penalized. Naturally, refusing a mandatory request and fleeing from an emergency where innocent lives were at stake would also damage an explorer’s reputation quite badly, making it highly unlikely they’d be selected for escort or bodyguard requests ever again.


      Mateo shook his head. “No offense, but a C-Rank party ain’t gonna make much difference. Hell, even a B-Rank party wouldn’t be much use. What we need is someone who can get a message to the Order. So, please...” he repeated, lowering his head.


      The explorer nodded. “You got it, boss. We’ll get your message to them. You just need to hold out until then, somehow... Come on, you lot! We’ve got a job to do!”


      ◆◆◆


      “Just listen to me for once, Granny! The fires have got to stay out, so just wrap yourself in as many blankets as you can find, and don’t leave this house! I’ll come back to check on you as soon as I can!”


      “No, you leave me be,” Gisella replied angrily. “Leave me be. My children have all moved to the cities, and they can take care of themselves. I don’t care if I die, Mateo, but this town should live on. I can’t stand the thought of my husband sleeping below the fields outside, never to be visited again—the thought of my children having no home to return to... I know I have no right to ask this of you, but please, Mateo, you must save our town. If there’s anything I can do, just say it,” she pleaded, squeezing his hand tightly.


      Mateo squeezed back. “Come on, Granny. Don’t get all melodramatic on me. You’re still in your prime, aren’t you? Besides, you can’t die. No one else around here knows how to make your spring herb soup, and how else are we gonna know when winter is officially over?”


      Before she could reply, a tremendous rumble shook the earth beneath their feet, and the distinct cracks of a crumbling stone wall echoed around them. The next moment, a deafening screech pierced their eardrums, the thick snow outside doing nothing to muffle the dragon’s roar.


      Gisella’s knees buckled, and she sank to the floor.


      “Don’t worry, Granny,” Mateo said. He gave her hand a final squeeze before standing up straight, spinning in the direction the cry had come from with sheer resolve in his eyes. “We might’ve gotten off to a rocky start, but the people in this town accepted me as one of their own. You’re all family to me—and I protect my family!”


      With that, he took off, making directly for the town’s entrance. Along the way, he crossed paths with two heavily bloodied villagers he recognized from Yappa. Against all odds, they’d survived both the carnage and the snowstorm.


      “Lord Mateo!” one cried. “Please, the viscount— Lady Dora, she’s out there alone!”


      “I’m on it!” Mateo yelled back. “Head to the estate! I’ll take it from here!”


      The thick snow fought against him every step of the way, but still, Mateo ran, flooding himself with so much Strengthening Magic that it felt like his heart was about to burst.


      “DORA!”


      The ice dragon was still in the clearing just within the town’s walls, any further progress hindered by one of the most renowned graduates of Endymion’s Noble College in the past century—his wife, Dora von Engravier. The dragon must have been over ten meters long, but Dora didn’t seem even remotely intimidated, throwing fireball after fireball at the beast with no regard for her quickly draining mana. Unfortunately, while her truly remarkable display of continuous casting seemed to irritate the dragon, it was painfully clear her attacks were doing little damage.


      The dragon roared again, its blue pupils narrowing into vertical slits—and then it charged forward, carving a path through the snow as easily as a knife through hot butter. Dora leaped out of the way just in time, but the beast swung around, whipping its thick tail at her with brutal force and sending her flying across the clearing with a terrible scream.


      “DORA!” Mateo cried, rushing toward her.


      “I’m... I’m okay... Managed to guard against most of it...” she wheezed, using her staff as a crutch to pull herself to her feet as Mateo quickly looked her over. Her left arm was broken, and at least several of her ribs; there was a good chance she’d sustained heavy internal damage too. She was in no condition to continue fighting. He scooped her into his arms as gently as he could and ran, taking cover behind one of the nearby buildings. The dragon’s pupils narrowed even more, its nostrils flaring as it began to sniff out its fleeing prey.


      Mateo removed Dora’s cloak, replacing it with his own. “Give them my love, Dora,” he murmured.


      “Wait... What are you thinking...? It won’t... You can’t fight ice with ice, Mateo...”


      Mateo didn’t answer her question but simply stroked her cheek with the tenderest of touches. “I love you, Dora. The day I met you... It was the happiest day of my life.”


      He grabbed her staff where she’d leaned it against the nearby wall, leaving his own in its place—and then, giving his wife one final, loving look, he left without another word. A streak of color dashed across the white, barren landscape as Mateo ran toward the dragon, wearing his wife’s cloak and clutching her staff.


      The blizzard began anew, fierce and sudden, as if it had been lying in wait. Dora screamed Mateo’s name, but her voice vanished into the raging snow along with her husband.


      ◆◆◆


      “Have you got a death wish or something?! What the hell are you doing out here?!”


      Along with the angry shout came the beam of a torch, and Walter, the leader of the Blue Moon party, winced involuntarily at the blinding blaze. The mountain had long fallen into darkness, the trees preventing even moonlight from illuminating their way.


      “It’s... It’s an emergency!” Walter shouted back, his teeth chattering. “There’s an ice dragon, up in the Engravier Domain... It’s already destroyed one village! We were staying at the guild branch up there... The viscount’s husband asked us to deliver word to the army outpost at the foot of the mountain! I don’t know who you are, but please, help us! We need to let the Order know!”


      The strangers—Walter could now see that there were five of them in total now that his eyes had adjusted to the light—nodded in unison.


      “Your mission is complete, then,” the same voice—a woman’s—replied. “We belong to the Sixth Legion. There’s been rumors of extremely dangerous monsters in the Euhrad Range lately, so we were dispatched to investigate the area. To think an ice dragon would appear so far away from Mount Euhrad, though...”


      “The... The Sixth Legion...?” Walter repeated, stunned. The angle of the torch beam changed, illuminating the green of their cloaks.


      The woman who seemed to be in charge of the small group began issuing orders. “Zeal, take word to the outpost! Fuga, escort these explorers to the town at the foot of the mountain! And the rest of you, come with me. We’ve got Yugrians who need protecting!”


      “Yes, sir!”


      ◆◆◆


      They raced up the mountain on warhorses bred for snowy terrain, but the journey was still a difficult one. However, when the three knights—Suzunami, Romaveau, and Argrim—arrived at the town of Linkar, the decision they found themselves faced with was even harder.


      “Please! My husband... Mateo... Please, save him!” the woman cried between rough breaths, coughing up blood with each one. “Please!”


      “Please, brave knights! Save our dad!”


      Of course, their hearts told them to fly after the viscount’s husband, the brave man who’d offered himself as bait to buy Linkar some precious time. Realistically, however, there was little chance that the man was still alive, and there were only three of them—not enough to comfortably protect the people of Linkar as it was. Even if they did have personnel to spare, it would make more sense to send one knight to the nearby village of Ping, rather than on a foolhardy rescue mission.


      It was Suzunami’s decision to make.


      “I’ll go after him. Romaveau, Argrim... Until reinforcements arrive, protect this town with your life.”


      Romaveau—Suzunami’s subordinate in rank but her senior in years—grimaced at this. “You’re not usually this reckless, Commandant. Dividing our forces now is too dangerous. Even if by some miracle the man still lives—and furthermore, if you manage to find him in these conditions—do you plan to take on the dragon alone?”


      Suzunami nodded unconcernedly. “The beast won’t surrender this town so easily, not after already staking its claim. No matter how hard he tried, I don’t think the viscount’s husband would have been able to lure it too far away. And yet, Linkar still stands...” She paused for a moment. “Which means he’s still fighting out there. One man with nothing but ice affinity and a staff is still out there, fighting to protect his family! To protect his people! I can’t leave him to die alone, Romaveau.”


      Romaveau made to protest, but the sheer resolve in Suzunami’s eyes made the words catch in his throat. After a moment, he opened his mouth once more. “Understood. We’ll protect this town with our lives until reinforcements get here. Linkar will survive, no matter what.”


      “I’m leaving it in your hands, Romaveau!”


      ◆◆◆


      I couldn’t stand up anymore.


      Thankfully, my plan had worked. The dragon had chased me relentlessly, mistaking me for Dora. Dragons, as it turned out, were as proud as the stories said—particularly when it came to prey foolish enough to fight back.


      The more it fixated on me, the farther I could lead it away from Linkar—from my family.


      It had maintained its distance at first, wary of Dora’s fire magic. Eventually, however, it had realized that I was only using ice spells and had grown bolder. I’d somehow dodged the first few whips of its wicked tail, but the last one had hit me like a battering ram, sending me plunging into the valley. I’d tumbled down the steep, rocky slope, my mana already too sparse for me to throw up even a semblance of Magic Guard. Blood gushed from my mouth as I finally came to a stop at the bottom of the ravine. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that I was already beyond saving.


      The snowstorm raging so violently just moments before faded so quickly it was as though it had never existed in the first place. Instead, the light of the full moon now fell in the valley. It must have been nearly midnight. Our deadly dance had lasted for almost an entire day.


      I could hear the rush of a waterfall in the distance.


      “Roque Valley...”


      Al’s first birthday... I found that eldertree around here, right? Not a bad place for a grave, if you ask me... I thought slowly, struggling to focus. My mind felt hazy, like each thought was surrounded by a thick fog.


      The dragon’s roar echoed around me. It was even more tenacious than I’d imagined; it had followed me into the valley, no doubt wanting to confirm my death for itself. The next roar was closer still, too furious and cruel to be aimed at something so close to dying. It was right in front of me now, a vague shadow of death against a canvas of white—but the next instant, another blurred shape materialized in front of me, a woman with a short bob and a green cloak.


      “You’ve done well to last this long, brave warrior,” she said softly. “You’ve done Yugria proud.”


      “I... I kept them safe, right...? My family... Our home...” A few tears trickled down my cheeks, each one leaving a burning trail.


      “Yeah, you did... You kept them safe. So let’s make sure you make it back alive, okay?”


      I shook my head slightly. She was alone, and there was only so much one knight could do. In my heart, I knew that by the time she defeated the dragon and carried me back to town, I’d be long dead.


      “They’re all...good kids...” I murmured. “They can be a little...cheeky, but... They’re strong, and kind, and always... Always so happy...”


      The dragon roared again, but it didn’t move, glaring warily at the undaunted knight.


      “Al... I’m sure he’ll be okay... He’s got four amazing mothers to raise him... He’ll turn out...just fine...”


      Another roar shook the air around us.


      “But it’s a shame... I really wanted to play knights and monsters with him...”


      ◆◆◆


      Suzunami repeated his dying words over and over in her mind, as though by doing so, she could carve them into her soul—and then, in the same breath as Mateo Engravier’s last, she lunged.
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      ◆◆◆


      It took an hour of fierce fighting before Suzunami finally managed to slay the dragon, and longer still for her to return to Linkar with Mateo’s body in her arms. The reinforcements had arrived a while before she had, with construction already underway on makeshift barricades and a ring of soldiers standing watch around the town’s walls.


      “Commandant!” Romaveau cried, the sight of the battered and bleeding Suzunami sending a shiver down his spine. “I’ll find a healer—”


      Suzunami shook her head. “Not yet. I want to return him to his family myself. He... He was still alive when I found him, Romaveau. I need to pass on his final words.”


      With that, she brushed past him and headed straight into the viscount’s estate. After she’d recounted the circumstances of his death to his family, she shared his final words, and finally, Suzunami lowered her head.


      “If I’d found him just a little sooner, I might have been able to save him... I’m so sorry.”


      Of course, it wasn’t that Suzunami hadn’t tried her hardest. However, she knew losing someone dear was no easy thing to accept, especially for the young. Those left behind often sought for someone to blame.


      And if they blame me, then they won’t blame themselves—or so Suzunami thought, but the hateful words she’d anticipated never came. The Engraviers merely wept, clinging to one another and to Mateo.


      A few minutes passed before Dora finally rose to her feet. “Thank you,” she said, lowering her head in gratitude.


      It was then that Al, who’d been napping in the adjacent room, toddled in and discovered that his father had returned.


      “No sleep, Daddy! We play now?” he asked, a wide, innocent smile spreading across his face.


      ◆◆◆


      The funeral for those who’d lost their lives in the dragon’s attack was held two days later. The entire town of Linkar was in attendance, even the heavily wounded, to pay their respects to the poor souls of Yappa village and to Mateo.


      A line of green-cloaked figures stood at the edge of the clearing, observing the ceremony from a distance. As Mateo’s coffin was closed, Sixth Legion Captain Godolphen von Vanquish stepped forward. “Rest now, Mateo Engravier, for you died a hero’s death. Salute!” he cried, placing his right hand over his heart. Those behind him did the same.


      Dora approached Suzunami when the funeral was over, accompanied by her children.


      “Thank you for bringing our dad home,” Hilde said, her words echoed by the other two girls.


      There was sadness in Suzunami’s eyes as she reached out to the girls, giving each one a gentle pat on the head. “It’s just like Mateo said... You’re all so strong. Take care of your little brother, okay? You’ll all need to be like mothers to him.”


      Hilde shook her head. “No. We’re gonna be his dads. I’m gonna make sure he grows up to be just as strong as our dad was.”


      “And kind too—I’ll teach him to be kind, just like Daddy.”


      “And I’ll make sure he’s always happy, and everyone will love him as much as they loved our dad!”


      Closing her eyes against the rising tears, Suzunami nodded firmly. “Yes, that’s an excellent idea. Give it your all, girls!”


      ◆◆◆


      “You won’t overtake me that easily, Allen,” Al said with a grin, sinking down beside his friend. His eyes, as clear and blue as a sunlit pool, fell to his beloved wand as he tapped it against his knee in an unconscious rhythm.


      The wand itself had been carved out of a branch of anju wood—a gift from his late father—while the stone embedded in its tip had been carved out of the dragon who’d killed him. It had fractured during the battle, rendering it almost worthless as raw material. At least, that was what the woman who’d slew the beast had said when she’d given it to Dora.


      Al knew there was more to Allen than met the eye. He didn’t understand the source of Allen’s intense determination, but it was obvious that something, some nonnegotiable dream, was driving him. However, Allen wasn’t the only one with a dream they wouldn’t—couldn’t—give up on.


      “I made my father a promise... I’m gonna become the greatest mage in the world!” Al declared, his voice trembling.


      Allen looked at his friend, saw the passion burning in Al’s eyes, and smiled. “Of course you are! You’re Aldor Engravier, the captain of the Royal Academy’s Emissive Magic Club—I’d expect nothing less!”


      Nothing more was said. The firewood crackled, echoing through the hushed forest.


    


  

  

    

      Side Story: The Merciless Major of the Third Glaux Company


      Bolero Domain, Glaux Region...


      Though the miraculous appearance of the bleuflamingos had helped Yugria avoid certain destruction, not all of the surviving hell locusts had fled toward the Rosamour Empire. Therefore, hundreds of combat and logistical support units had been dispatched all across the Glaux Region to assist with the extermination of the remaining swarm. Dan’s older brother, Cody Sardos, had been assigned to one such logistical support unit.


      “Haaah, haaah...” Cody panted. “Damn it... I should be sitting in an outpost somewhere helping with strategy, not lugging things around like a common mule!”


      Unfortunately, Cody’s grumbling had come out a little louder than he’d intended and was immediately met with an angry warning.


      “How long are you gonna stand there whining, Cody?! If you’ve got enough energy to complain, then you’ve got enough to move your goddamn feet!” shouted Pett, the sergeant in charge of Cody’s crew.


      A crew was the smallest unit in Yugria’s military, comprising just four soldiers. Two crews made up a squad, four squads made a squadron, four squadrons made a company, and so on. Each crew was led by a sergeant. In Cody’s case, that sergeant was Pett, a man just twenty years of age (the same as Cody) and of commoner blood. Much to Cody’s annoyance, Pett’s humble origins didn’t stop him from scolding Cody at every given opportunity, ostensibly in the name of “shaping him into at least a half-decent soldier.”


      As a logistical support unit, their crew was tasked with setting up camps to be used by the combat units and dismantling them after they’d departed before trekking across the harsh landscape to repeat the process all over again. It was a dull, grueling mission, and one that lacked any of the glory and grandeur enjoyed by the combat units. However, it was the only task for which Cody—who had no combat experience to speak of and, indeed, could barely swing a sword—was even remotely suited.


      Of course, encampment transport wasn’t the only form of logistical support demanded by such a large-scale military operation. There were also strategic units who were charged with calculating the likely movement of the swarm and using that information to decide on subsequent campsites, procurement units who secured the supplies necessary to keep the operation running smoothly, and personnel units who looked after the overall health and well-being of the forces, among many others. However, such units were no place for a newly conscripted soldier who knew nothing of the realities of combat. Thus, instead of sitting at a grand desk barking out orders like he’d imagined, Cody had instead found himself being ordered around by a mere commoner and lugging tents across the wilderness, with zero opportunity to earn any glory whatsoever.


      Adding insult to injury, Cody had been shocked to learn that he’d been enlisted as a private—in other words, the lowest rank in the entire Yugrian army. His lack of military experience aside, Cody’s peerage and his graduation from a noble college would usually have ensured him a commissioned rank of some form. Most nobles who joined the military for one reason or another didn’t do so alone, but were instead accompanied (willingly or otherwise) by enough of their family’s sworn knights to make up a crew or squad for them to lead. By all rights, Cody should have been surrounded by men loyal to him, accumulating a respectable amount of glory while doing little to no actual work; instead, he was surrounded by complete strangers and accumulating only aches and bruises—all thanks, of course, to the thoughtful consideration of Marquess Glaux.


      “Who the hell do you think you are to boss me around?! I’m the future Count Sardos, you peasant! My brother is in Class A at the Royal Academy—”


      Cody froze, the rest of his tirade forgotten at the sight of Pett’s raised hand. The next instant, he struck Cody across the cheek with enough force to send him spinning around. Cody, being somewhat athletically challenged, failed to right himself and fell to the ground with a loud thud.


      “That’s the third time now, Cody. I warned you not to make me repeat myself again. Age and social status don’t mean a thing here. You’re a private, and I’m a sergeant, and that means you listen to me. People might be at your beck and call out there, but I don’t give a damn what your daddy’s name is. Also, using your peerage as an excuse to disobey orders is a serious violation of the military code. I won’t report you this time, but not everyone is gonna be as forgiving as me.”


      The metallic tang of blood coated Cody’s mouth as he swallowed hard, glaring at Pett. “You bastard... My parents never hit me, so I’m not gonna let you! I only have to send one little letter to my brother, and you’ll—”


      Shaking his head in a way that was clearly condescending, Pett grabbed Cody by the wrist, helping him to his feet. “You really don’t get it, do you? Your brother might be some kinda big shot, but that’s got nothing to do with you. Also...”


      Pett raised his hand again, and Cody let out a squeak, covering his head with his arms.


      “The fact that your parents never hit you isn’t something a soldier should brag about. Actually, it’s not something anyone should brag about, to be honest...” He sighed. “If you feel like you’re about to be attacked, throw up a Magic Guard, not your damn arms. That way you’ll still be able to see the enemy. Come on, look at me properly.”


      Pett’s voice was surprisingly gentle, and so Cody obeyed, activating a clumsy attempt at Magic Guard before cautiously lowering his arms—just in time to see Pett’s hand sweeping toward him for a second time.


      “Guh!”


      Cody stumbled for a few steps but managed to stay upright.


      “See, you can take a little slap without falling on your ass!” Pett said cheerfully. “As a reward, I’ll keep your second act of insubordination to myself too. Now, get moving! Our crew is consistently lagging behind, and we’ve got soldiers counting on us.”


      With tears streaming down his reddened cheeks, Cody glared at Pett but didn’t respond.


      “You can scowl at me all you like, but it’s not gonna change a thing. My job is to make you into a proper soldier, and I’m gonna do it—starting with getting rid of that flabby gut of yours. If you wanna cry, go right ahead. Just make sure you’re marching while you do it.”


      ◆◆◆


      Cody’s crew, as always, was the last in their company to arrive at the day’s campsite. After setting up the tents and surrounding the area with portable protective barriers, the four soldiers finally sat down to rest. Cody sat on a tree stump, too exhausted from another day of hard work and harsh reprimands to even lift his head.


      As it turned out, they’d finished their work just in time. The company that arrived a few minutes later wasn’t one their crew had seen before, however, and their uniforms weren’t those worn by soldiers in the Glaux Region either.


      “They’re one of the units sent by the Dragoon Region...” Pett said in a low voice, so only his three subordinates could hear. “And that means they won’t put up with any crap. The king might have asked the other marquesses to send aid, but most of the time there’s an emergency like this, the local army ends up dealing with it alone. If they were lucky, they might get a few Order knights dispatched to assist. The other regions almost never send any real help, not unless they stand to benefit from it. This time, things are different—but don’t forget, them being here is still an act of generosity. Our region is in their debt. So don’t go starting any trou— Are you even listening to me, Cody?!”


      Cody somehow managed to raise his head just enough to meet Pett’s stern stare and half-heartedly waved his hand. “I’m too tired to even think about starting trouble,” he mumbled before glancing at the newly arrived company for the first time, just as their leader was introducing himself to the commandant of Cody’s company.


      “Beck Rovene, commandant of the Fourth Immediate Response Company of the First Dragoon Division, under the command of General Avinier. In accordance with the orders of Captain Hugo, we have provisionally entered the service of Field Commander Prynne of the First Legion of the Royal Order, and will be assisting in the Bolero Region until further notice. We look forward to working with you.”


      The private armies maintained by each marquess were chiefly concerned with threats—both monster and otherwise—within their respective regions, and therefore operated independently of the Royal Order most of the time. However, in times of kingdom-wide crisis, they would temporarily submit themselves to the command of the Royal Order, with higher-ranking officers like generals assisting the Order’s field commanders throughout the operation.


      “Thank you for coming such a long way, Commandant Beck. Where’s General Avinier now?”


      “The general is currently assisting with operations to the southeast, around—”


      “He’s pretty damn young for a commandant,” Pett murmured, his tone somewhere between astonishment and admiration. “He can’t be more than a year or two older than you and me. Pretty impressive...”


      Cody’s only response was a snort.


      ◆◆◆


      The savory aroma of dinner was just beginning to waft over the campsite when the runner arrived with a message for Cody’s company.


      “Orders from Field Commander Prynne! The Third Company is to proceed to the Morsa River tributary one kilometer southeast of this campsite to retrieve water for the next segment of the operation! Two thirty-liter jugs from each crew must be ready for collection by 8 p.m.! Repeat!”


      After his commandant had repeated the order word for word, the runner departed, and the crews of the Third Glaux Company quickly began their preparations. The sooner they returned, the sooner they’d be able to eat. Cody, however, wasn’t showing any signs of moving.


      Pett sighed. “Cody and I will head to the river. Luca and Eddge, you guys get some rest.”


      At this, Cody finally lifted his face, which was rapidly paling. “Why me?! And why do we even need to gather water in the first place?! Just get some water mages to conjure it! I refuse to follow such a stupid order!”


      Pett’s hand clamped shut over Cody’s mouth. “Shut up, you idiot! There’s soldiers everywhere, and I told you that not everyone is gonna be as nice as me! Do you want to be court-martialed?!”


      The hot breath against his hand was evidence enough that Cody had yet to stop grumbling, and so Pett continued. “The Dragoon company doesn’t have their own supply unit, and they obviously weren’t gonna carry their own water halfway across the kingdom,” he hissed. “And in case you hadn’t noticed, there aren’t any wells around here for them to use. They’ve probably got at least a few water mages in their company, but mana is a precious resource out here. The only water they can afford to be conjuring right now is drinking water, and even that’s only as a last resort. That’s just how it is when you’re in the field, Cody. You can’t always rely on mages for water—you need to procure it yourself. You should just be grateful we’re still allowed to wash our clothes every couple of days.”


      After confirming that Cody had finally stopped muttering, Pett removed his hand—a mistake on his part.


      “Then just get some civilian mages to do it for us or something! There’s plenty of better ways to get water!” Cody whined.


      Pett shook his head, exasperated. “Do you think the top brass haven’t considered that option? They won’t do it, not unless they don’t have any other choice. What happens if they drag a bunch of civilians out into this monster-infested wasteland and someone gets hurt, or dies? We’re trying to prevent innocent deaths here, not cause them. Sure, we could reassign some of the logistics units to guard them, but that would mean extra tents for you to carry, Cody. At the end of the day, it’s not up to us to make those decisions anyway—but if you think you could do better, go ahead and get promoted. I’ll be waiting.”


      “But... But why me? I’m already too tired to stand up, let alone do any more work...” Cody said in a voice choked with tears. He didn’t, of course, make any attempt to move, instead clinging to the stump like a lifeline.


      After another long, weary sigh, Pett tried to reason with his insubordinate subordinate. “Because Luca and Eddge have been carrying part of your load just to cover for your fat ass until now, and they need every last second of rest I can give them. Otherwise, you’re gonna have to start carrying your own weight, which means our crew is gonna start falling even farther behind. Plus, I know you still have the mana to spare. Your magical aptitude level is by far the highest in our crew.” He shook his head again. “You nobles have all the luck... I’m jealous, to be honest.”


      Cody blinked in surprise. Out of all the things he’d expected to come out of Pett’s mouth, praise hadn’t been one of them. “My level is barely over 700...” he muttered. “I didn’t even qualify to take the Royal Academy entrance exams.”


      Like most people, Cody was a different person now than he’d been at twelve. Most would say the younger version had been better. He’d tried his hardest (as much as that signified) to live up to his parents’ expectations, but ultimately he’d failed to surmount even the first hurdle, and that failure had planted a seed of bitterness within the young Sardos.


      “Right, I forgot you get lifelong bragging rights just for qualifying for those exams,” Pett said, chuckling. “But if you’re at 700 now, a few months in the field and you’ll pass 1,000 in no time, whether you like it or not. Compressing your mana every chance you get means the difference between life or death out here—and once you’re a little more reliable, you’ll be the most important member of this crew. Hell, the other crews will be dying to get their hands on you. Once you get your magical aptitude level up that bit higher, you’ll get promoted in no time.” He shrugged. “If you can fix your attitude, that is—and get yourself in fighting shape, of course. No one is gonna listen to a squad leader with a flabby gut. You’re wasting your potential, Cody.”


      My... My potential?


      Cody nervously glanced at his crewmates, properly looking them in the eyes for the first time since he’d joined. As much as he scoffed at them as “worthless peasants,” he knew in his heart that he was the most worthless member of their crew. The realization that he was undeniably inferior to a bunch of commoners of the lowest rank had wounded his bloated pride immensely, and he’d found himself struggling to meet their gazes. The fact that neither Luca nor Eddge scolded Cody in the same way Pett did, as though they didn’t think him worth wasting their breath on, grated on his nerves too.


      Luca and Eddge—both of whom were younger than Cody—returned his gaze with mischievous glints in their eyes.


      “Don’t worry, Cody. Everyone struggles a bit when they first join up!” Luca said with a cheeky but warm grin.


      “Make sure you hurry up and get promoted, okay?!” added Eddge, clapping Cody on the shoulder.


      As the heir to a countship, Cody had spent most of his life being fawned over by sycophants, but their smooth words had all been self-serving flattery, not their true opinions. These days, the only person who genuinely praised him for his talent (minimal though it was) and believed in his potential was his mother.


      But maybe... Cody shook his head to chase the thought away before it could turn into false hope, then jumped; Pett had just slapped him lightly on the back.


      “Now get your ass moving, Private. We don’t all have enough mana to stand around all day,” he said and promptly took off at a brisk pace.


      “Don’t... Don’t get the wrong idea!” Cody sputtered, quickly stumbling after him. “I’m not doing this because I want the approval of a few commoners, get it?!”


      ◆◆◆


      Getting to the river was the easy part. The return journey—a steep uphill march while hugging a thirty-liter jug of water—was much, much harder. Even with liberal use of Strengthening Magic, Pett and Cody (mostly Cody) quickly found themselves struggling. The path to the river had been cleared of any obvious monsters, but with only a few soldiers posted here and there along the way, the two men needed to focus not only on their arduous task but also on staying alert for any signs of an incoming attack.


      “Haaah, haaah... Why me... Why me, of all people?!” Cody grumbled, wheezing between every word. However, the fact that he could grumble at all was proof enough; like Pett had said, Cody did indeed have mana to spare. Pett, on the other hand, was already near his limit. He was only using the barest touch of Strengthening Magic now, relying mostly on muscles and grit. Naturally, he didn’t have the energy to waste on scolding Cody.


      They’d made it about a third of the way back when they found themselves unexpectedly crossing paths with a few dozen of the Dragoon soldiers.


      “Sorry for the hassle, men,” one said with a smile. “We’ll take it from here.”


      He’d barely finished speaking before Cody had dumped his jug on the ground, rubbing his arms and groaning, but Pett simply shook his head. “Thanks for the offer, but this is our job. Besides, you guys must be exhausted after marching here all the way from the Dragoon Region, not to mention through these mountains. Please, go rest—don’t worry about us,” he said.


      However, the Dragoon soldier—who at a glance seemed to be superior in both age and rank to Pett—shook his head too, still smiling. “Seriously, it’s fine. We’ve got our orders, and the commandant won’t take no for an answer—said we’re here as equals, not guests,” he said, gesturing vaguely at a man a few meters behind him. “We’ve already cleared it with your commandant, so don’t worry. You’re not gonna get in trouble or anything.”


      Glancing in the direction he’d indicated, Cody saw the young commandant from earlier giving instructions to a few of the other Dragoon men.


      Pett looked baffled. “He’s personally overseeing a water supply errand...?”


      His confusion was understandable; Pett had never seen a commandant participating in such a menial chore. Of course, it wasn’t that Pett’s superiors were particularly arrogant or anything—they just had other priorities.


      The man laughed upon seeing Pett’s bewildered expression. “That guy... Er, I mean, Commandant Beck... Well, he’s a little bit special. He used to belong to another division, but last summer, he suddenly got reassigned to ours, and got bumped up two ranks just for coming over.” The man shook his head. “Barely any hairs on his chest and no decorations or medals, and we were meant to follow his orders... Things weren’t pretty in our company when he first took command, I’ll tell you that much.”


      At that point, Beck—who’d apparently heard the comment—turned around with a wry chuckle. “Don’t make it sound like you weren’t involved, Shune! You criticized me more than the rest of them put together!” Playfully shaking his head at Shune, he then turned back to his previous conversation, cracking jokes and grinning in a way that betrayed no hint of fatigue.


      By now it was clear that Pett had no intention of relinquishing his own jug, and so Shune picked up Cody’s and set off, gesturing for the two of them to follow.


      “It must’ve been rough for him,” Shune continued once they were out of earshot. “He never complained, though—just worked harder than anyone else in the company. I’m not sure how he managed to get any sleep those first few months. He spent half his time frantically learning everything a commandant is supposed to do and the other half working alongside us, whether we were going out on missions or just doing chores.”


      Cody sniffed, not bothering to hide his disdain. “Polishing boots like a servant isn’t a commandant’s job though, is it? Doing a few chores doesn’t make him a competent leader.”


      “Cody!” Pett hissed, then lowered his head to Shune. “I’m sorry for my subordinate’s idiocy. He’s new here, and he’s still more than a little clueless.”


      Shune didn’t seem offended, however. “It’s fine. It’s true that Beck still has some shortcomings as a commandant, but he knows that better than anyone, and he’s working on them every chance he gets. Hasn’t stopped him from trying his best to lead us, even though we don’t make it easy for him—we’ve got a lot of oddballs in this company, even by Dragoon Army standards. Still, no matter how many times we get ourselves into trouble with the other units, he just laughs it off, saying nothing we could do could ever compare to the trouble his younger siblings put him through. He always lets us off with a warning, then runs around apologizing to the other units on our behalf when he thinks we’re not looking.” He shrugged. “But at some point, we all decided it was time to get our act together. The other commandants still look down on Beck enough as it is without us making him go around groveling. He’s more tolerant than we deserve, but that’s his problem.” Shune grinned. “To be frank, we’ve just come to like the guy, you know?”


      Cody glowered, the fact that the praised commandant was his age only deepening his sense of inferiority. Pett, however, was simply impressed.


      “Wow. He doesn’t look much older than me, but I’d never cope under that kind of pressure... Why did he get promoted, though?”


      Shune hesitated for a few seconds before replying, lowering his voice. “Well... They say it’s because his little brother got accepted to the Royal Academy last year.”


      Cody stopped glowering in an instant, swapping to a decidedly triumphant smirk. Beck might have been superior to him in rank, but when it came to having little brothers who attended the Academy, Cody was confident he had the upper hand. His little brother was ranked second in his whole year—far higher than Beck’s brother, he was sure. Unfortunately, Cody had yet to figure out how to bring up his own connection before Shune continued speaking.


      “But the commandant hasn’t said a word about it to us, so we’ve never asked. We don’t give a damn who his little brother is, to be honest. Still, the fact that he’s never tried to lord it over us is one of the things I like about him. He works hard on his own merits instead of coasting through life by throwing around his family’s name or his little brother’s school. He’s a good sort, our Beck.”


      Cody, who’d been about to start boasting, closed his mouth abruptly—and then he began to tremble—which made sense, considering he’d just had his entire sense of reality shattered. His whole life, he’d believed his surname and his familial connections gave him an intrinsic value. Now, however, he was finally realizing how wrong he’d been.


      Pett briefly considered taking the opportunity to mock Cody for all the times he’d bragged about much the same thing, but after glancing at his shaking subordinate, he decided there was no need.


      “Commandant Beck sounds like a pretty nice guy,” he said instead.


      Shune laughed. “Yeah, I guess he is—not that I’d ever say it to his face.” He paused for a moment, his smile fading. “Being honest, though? I get the feeling he’s actually dying to brag about that brother of his, at least a little bit—not because he’s arrogant or anything, but because he’s proud of him. It’s obvious he loves the kid. But he pushes it all down, and just focuses on his own path. He’s not some glorious hero like the other commandants, but that’s exactly why he’s able to keep us in line. He understands us, you know?”


      They walked in silence for a moment or two, and then Cody lunged forward and forcefully seized the jug out of Pett’s arms. “I’ll carry it the rest of the way! You’re slowing us down with your pitiful mana!” he said arrogantly before striding off.


      Watching Cody awkwardly stumble up the slope, Pett bit his lip to keep himself from laughing and set off after his ungainly underling.


      ◆◆◆


      Cody didn’t know it, but the other members of his crew—Pett, Luca, and Eddge—were all connected to House Glaux in a certain regard, being the children of servants and other workers in the marquess’s employ. All three were also rather talented individuals in their own right, with promising futures in their chosen career. Their coming together was no coincidence, of course. Marquess Glaux had pulled a few strings to put Cody’s crew together, ensuring none of his future crewmates would be daunted by the young Sardos’s attempts at intimidation.


      The merging of the company Cody belonged to with the one led by Beck Rovene—Allen’s second-oldest brother—had also been the marquess’s doing, the result of some secretive negotiations with Melia Dragoon. Allen had been causing quite a commotion since he’d appeared out of nowhere the previous spring, and these days, there wasn’t a single soul among the Yugrian nobility who hadn’t heard of him, nor of Roseria Rovene, who was making quite a name for herself at Runerelia’s Special Magical Craftsmanship Research Institute. With two of the four Rovenes now in the spotlight, it stood to reason that there was one question on everyone’s minds: What about their older brothers?


      Marquess Glaux had asked himself the same question, and after learning everything he could about Beck Rovene and getting a decent grasp on his character, he’d struck a deal with Melia to allow Cody to meet the man. However, now that he’d set the scene for their introduction, Marquess Glaux intended to have nothing more to do with the Sardos heir. As far as he saw it, Cody was—to put it bluntly—a complete fool, and one with far too many shortcomings for the marquess to consider placing any hope on him. Marquess Glaux had met hundreds of fools over the years, and he knew all too well that change did not come easily to people like Cody.


      Yes, Cody Sardos would either overcome his inadequacies or be crushed by them—it all depended on him now. For example, if he were to one day become known as, say, the Merciless Major of the Third Glaux Company, enjoying a decent amount of renown within not only his company but the battalion as a whole...


      Well, if such a thing did come to pass, it would be no one’s doing but his own.
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      Side Story: A Child’s Child


      Fall had nearly left the Dosuperior Region behind, the mornings and evenings carrying a cold promise of winter that seemed to seep into Fleria’s bones. It was one such morning that the letter arrived, bearing a familiar but unusually thick wax seal. Clearly, the contents were meant for her eyes alone.


      “He sent you all the way here just to bring me a single letter? Surely he could have sent a spellbird, or even a servant?” Fleria asked, eyeing the messenger suspiciously. The wax seal wasn’t the only thing keeping the letter safe from prying eyes, for it had been delivered by her own grandson, Eddie—who, as a member of the Royal Guard, undoubtedly had more important duties to attend to than serving as his father’s errand boy.


      “Truthfully, Father said he would have preferred to come himself rather than send a letter at all, but unfortunately he wasn’t able to make it work. He sent me in his place,” Eddie replied.


      Fleria nodded. That, at least, made sense—Randy’s position as the captain of the Royal Guard kept him absurdly busy at the best of times. However, for him to have even attempted to take a break from his official duties just to speak to her...


      Dread flooded Fleria as she sat down in her regular armchair beside the fire and, breaking the wax seal, extracted the three pages from within the envelope and carefully unfolded them. By the time she’d read the first line, her face was as pale as a ghost’s.


      ◆◆◆


      “Is there... Is there truly no mistake...?” Fleria murmured, her voice cracking as she stared dazedly into the flickering fire.


      My child... Cecilia... Could she truly be alive, more than twenty years after I bid her my final farewell—after I saw her off on her last journey? Not just alive, but married, and a mother?


      Fleria shook her head slightly. The tale Randy had laid out in his letter—it was impossible, a convoluted compilation of all of Randy’s wild delusions. No, it wasn’t just Randy’s delusions. Her own hopes were present on those pages too, the miracles she’d prayed for ever since she’d seen Cecilia off on her journey.


      She’d lost a piece of her soul that day, but while such wounds never truly healed, recently Fleria had begun to recall that cold fall morning in a new light. It hadn’t just been Cecilia’s final farewell, but also her final act of kindness; by ensuring they wouldn’t see her die, she’d allowed them to hope.


      “Father says he can’t truly believe it himself, not until he sees her with his own eyes, but...” Eddie trailed off, but Fleria just nodded, her eyes already falling to the second page of the letter.


      It detailed the incident that had given Randy the first hint toward his subsequent discovery—namely, seeing Allen in action at the Nova Cup—and outlined his ensuing encounter with the boy at the Royal Palace. As impossible as it seemed, Allen’s talent for magical manipulation and intermediate mana compression, his physical appearance, and above all, the aura of sheer intimidation he exuded were almost proof enough, as far as Randy was concerned: This boy was Cecilia’s child. Of course, he’d need to see Cecilia with his own eyes before he could fully let himself believe in the apparent miracle, but just seeing Allen, he’d begun to hope.


      Allen Rovene... The boy had appeared out of nowhere the previous spring and had already achieved such notoriety in the capital that even those who dwelled in the reclusive Dosuperior Region had heard his name. Truthfully, Fleria hadn’t paid the rumors much heed. To think he might be Cecilia’s son, though... Dosuperior blood in his veins, and Cecilia’s guidance and love in his heart...


      With the loss of her husband and then her daughter, Fleria had already lost enough joy and hope. Yet, those emotions had never waned entirely. Curiosity welled up inside her, only to vanish in the next instant, driven back into the darkness by a wave of fear. Though the possibility that her daughter was still alive was like a dream come true, it wasn’t hope Fleria felt now. It was terror. If Randy was somehow mistaken, she’d have to endure the same heart-wrenching sorrow of losing her daughter all over again.


      It was probably out of concern that Randy hadn’t told her until now, given that nearly six months had passed since the Nova Cup. He hadn’t wanted to give her any false hope, not until he was as sure as he could be. She could sense her son’s inner turmoil in the letter, the deliberately calm tone striking the razor-thin balance between overwhelming joy and paralyzing fear.


      Steadying herself with a quiet, deep breath, Fleria moved on to the third page. On it, Randy had compared the information he’d gleaned from his conversation with Allen to what little intel the Dosuperior’s intelligence team had previously gathered, and had found no particular discrepancies. However, he’d refrained from conducting any new investigations. There had to be a reason, he wrote, for his loving, kind sister to have kept the news of her survival a secret for so long—and without knowing what that reason was, he couldn’t risk endangering her. With so many eyes on Allen already, the Dosuperiors conducting any sort of investigation would undoubtedly attract unwanted attention and potentially lead to unforeseen circumstances. However, through letters exchanged via Allen, Cecilia Rovene herself had acknowledged Randy as her brother and had agreed to meet with him the next time she visited the capital. Rather than putting her and her family in danger, for now, they would simply have to wait.


      “Grandmother...?” Eddie asked, his voice tinged with both shock and concern at the sight of the usually imperturbable Fleria Dosuperior’s shoulders shaking as she stared into the dancing flames.


      The letter had finished thus:


      “I have confirmed this, however. Cecilia Rovene is said to be on good terms with her husband, a man by the name of Bellwood, and goes about her days freely and happily, without any hint of discomfort.”


      Cecilia was spending her days freely and happily—just knowing that was enough to bring the imperturbable Fleria to tears.


      ◆◆◆


      The spellbird had arrived a day and a half prior, advising Fleria that a uniquely capable ship belonging to the Royal Academy’s Sailing Club had been dispatched to the Yabré Baronry and would briefly stop in Laverdin to collect any mages and supplies the Dosuperiors could provide.


      Fleria had seen him the moment the ship had appeared around the river’s bend, but she hadn’t let her gaze dwell on the figure too long. Instead, she’d spoken exclusively to Glover, forcing herself to ignore anything else. She knew that if she faltered—if she turned her attention to the boy for even a moment—she’d forget her responsibilities as a noblewoman entirely.


      An odd mask covered most of the boy’s face, but she could see his eyes, filled with something strangely akin to nostalgia as he gazed wistfully at the ancient city. He stood tall and confident—just like Cecilia had when she’d seen her for the last time, all those years ago—in a way that shook Fleria to her core.


      Barely ten minutes had passed when the conch whistle sounded to announce the ship’s imminent departure, the sharp note piercing Fleria’s heart.


      “I still can’t believe a ship could sail all the way here from Runerelia in just a day and a half... So that’s the famous Allen Rovene, huh?” murmured the man beside her, a knight from the Ringhart family, which had served the Dosuperiors for generations. Though he’d heard the name Allen Rovene before, it didn’t mean the same thing to him that it did to Fleria, for she’d yet to inform the rest of the household about the possibility of Cecilia’s survival.


      It wasn’t until the ship was already gliding away that Fleria finally allowed herself to look at Allen properly. He was facing away from her now, revealing a familiar shade of dark brown, slightly disheveled hair.


      Her hair...


      Tears welled up in Fleria’s eyes, but just as they were about to spill, Allen turned around, and she lowered her head out of reflex.


      May your travels be safe. May your travels be safe. May your travels be—


      Upon seeing Fleria, her eyes closed and her hands clasped in a seemingly unending prayer, the knight beside her looked back toward the ship with a puzzled expression.


    


  

  

    

      Side Story: The Road to Despair


      “The Royal Academy’s Emissive Magic Club, as revived by Allen and led by Al, huh? I gotta say, I’m impressed. Kinda makes me feel like I’m a kid again, you know?” said a familiar voice, making Musica spin around.


      Caster Blow—her junior by one year during their own days at the Academy—flashed her a refreshing smile. “It’s been a while, Musica.”


      “Indeed, it has,” she replied, nodding. “It’s probably rude for me to say this to someone who’s already as decorated as you, but... You really have become a fine man, Caster.”


      The Caster she remembered was a sensitive, indecisive boy, no more dependable than any other overprotected heir to a wealthy family. But nearly fifteen years had passed since then, and that boy was now a robust man with tanned skin and well-honed muscles. His gaze, once hesitant, was instead filled with confidence, though it also still carried the kindness she remembered so well.


      “Rude? Not at all. It’s a great honor to be praised by Musica, the aspiration of every student at the Academy—well, during our time here, at least,” Cass said with a grin. “Thanks for having us here today.” He held out his hand, and Musica shook it firmly.


      Following on from the events of the Yabré Baronry Hell Locust Extermination Mission, the Second Legion of the Royal Order and the Royal Academy’s Sailing Club had formally entered into a joint research agreement. Learning to sail Allen and Dan’s ship would first require learning wind magic, and so Cass and two other knights had come to observe one of the Emissive Magic Club’s training sessions as their initial foray into the developing field.


      Hushed whispers had already broken out at the sudden appearance of the handsome stranger, rising into a chaotic buzz when he’d then shaken hands with Musica. Half of the voices were appreciative, while the other half spoke with thinly veiled contempt, the split almost perfectly matching the club’s gender ratio. The Royal Academy was, as a rule, quite strict when it came to allowing outsiders into the grounds, so visitors were extremely rare, and handsome ones were even more so.


      “Hello, everyone. I’m Caster Blow, from the Second Legion of the Royal Order. We’re just here to observe your training session, but please don’t pay us any mind—just carry on like you usually do,” Cass declared, his voice—strengthened through years of yelling across ship decks over the sound of raging waves—cutting through the commotion like a knife. However, despite his request, the students (particularly the ladies) were clearly paying the knights some mind as they returned to their practice.


      “So,” Cass said in a lower voice, turning back to Musica, “learning this wind magic stuff... Last I heard, you were calling it ‘the road to despair,’ but what’s the deal? I mean, the great Musica couldn’t be struggling with something with a name like ‘Skirt-Flipping Studies,’ surely?” he asked, laughing.


      Musica flashed him a tight smile, but the next instant, it was gone. “On the contrary, Cass. The road to despair... That’s not an exaggeration in the slightest.”


      ◆◆◆


      Broadly speaking, the successful casting of wind magic relied on three main components. The first was the ability to project one’s mana externally while maintaining a constant connection. In practice, this ability was identical to those used for fundamental Scouting Magic techniques to enhance one’s vision or hearing, and therefore, it was something most people could master to a certain extent.


      The second component it required was the ability to freely manipulate the projected mana once it had left one’s body, akin to the way users of Emissive Magic cast and controlled their elemental spells. Naturally, those with elemental affinities were quite good at this particular point already, while those who instead relied on weapons and Strengthening Magic typically didn’t bother training external magical manipulation even if they had the talent for it. Furthermore, among those both with and without elemental affinities, there were some rare individuals—such as Dew Orwell, for example—who could not only control the released mana at will, but could also perceive anything within the range of their mana as clearly as if they were seeing it with their own eyes. However, Justin Lock had once remarked, “There’s only a few perverts out there who can use Scouting Magic well enough to see behind themselves,” and he’d been correct. Dew’s level of mastery lay beyond what practice alone could achieve. Only those with an exceptional aptitude for magical manipulation (and the determination to thoroughly master that particular, borderline perverse application of it) could ever hope to stand on equal footing with Dew Orwell.


      The third and final component was—


      “Being able to reabsorb the mana after you’ve released it?” Cass asked.


      Musica nodded. “Exactly. Of course, if you simply want to flip a few skirts, you’d only need to master the first two components—though saying that, even mastering those two is exceptionally difficult. However, without maintaining an unbroken mana loop, fully controlling the ‘wind’ is impossible, especially over an extended period like during a battle. Without precise circulation, the mana usage is simply too inefficient. That is where wind magic differs from other applications of Scouting Magic.”


      Caster stroked his chin, his expression serious. “And it would be the same with using it to sail a ship... But if that’s the kind of talent it requires, you’d be hard-pressed to find one person in ten thousand with the capability to truly master wind magic. I know we’re talking about the kingdom’s best and brightest here, but it’ll still end in vain for most of them. Don’t you think that stopping them might be in their best interests?” he asked, his brow furrowing as he watched a group of young boys taking turns thrusting their palms in the direction of a skirt-clad mannequin, shouting in frustration at each failed attempt. Failure in itself could be a valuable experience, but not at the cost of allowing the kingdom’s future pillars to squander away their most formative years on fruitless efforts.


      There was a trace of sadness in Musica’s eyes as she shook her head. “I can’t stop them, Caster. I tried, once... They just said, ‘You could never understand, Ms. Musica. You are with, and we are without.’”


      Just as her students had pointed out, Musica—a talented mage with affinity for both fire and water magic—could never truly understand the intense, almost seductive allure of Allen Rovene’s wind magic. In the years between being old enough to understand the world around them and the development of their mana core, every child hoped for the same thing: to be blessed with an elemental affinity, able to conjure fire or water like the amazing heroes of legend. Eventually the time of reckoning came, and to a child, no reckoning could be more cruel. They were either with or they were without—and all the effort in the world would do nothing to change it.


      Of course, there were other benefits to possessing an elemental affinity beyond being able to cast cool-looking spells, especially for those among the lower classes. Not everyone dreamed of a dangerous career as a soldier or an explorer, but unfortunately, having an elemental affinity was almost a prerequisite for some career paths, with the majority of blacksmiths being fire mages, builders and farmers being earth mages, and so on. In this regard and many others, those “with” were undeniably the winners, unfair though it was. Indeed, there were some religions in which those with elemental affinities were considered to be god’s chosen people.


      It was then perhaps understandable that those “without” (even the ones otherwise talented enough to have secured themselves a place at the Royal Academy) tended to have something of a complex around what they perceived as an inadequacy—but to those have-nots, Allen Rovene had declared thus.


      “One day, I will conjure blades of wind sharp enough to cut through my foes and tornadoes violent enough to send magicars flying. I will become a mage powerful enough to summon a storm with a snap of my fingers—just you watch.”


      It was an absurd declaration, and in truth, most of those “without” had joined the club out of a mixture of curiosity and amusement rather than any real hope. Yet no matter how much the world mocked him, Allen’s dedication had never faltered, and his eyes still shone with the same excited gleam. They watched him grapple with his frustration, watched him agonize over being unable to do what he knew he could; they watched him conjure breeze after breeze, day after day, until he collapsed from exhaustion—and as they watched him, panting on his hands and knees, they began to dream once more. Maybe, just maybe, they too could become the powerful mages they’d once wanted to be.


      Musica’s eyes, filled with all the love and lament of a teacher, narrowed as she looked at the struggling group. “Those boys... How could I stop them, Caster?” she continued, laughing weakly.


      “The road to despair, indeed...” Cass murmured, thinking back on his own days at the Academy. “I’ve been meaning to ask, though—why aren’t any of the girls practicing wind magic? I would’ve thought at least a few of them would be giving it a go by now.”


      Cass had barely finished speaking when a boy’s angry shout echoed across the training yard.


      “Wrong, I say! Completely and utterly wrong!”


      “I’m sorry, President!”


      Looking around, he spotted a plump boy with thick, round glasses and a tacky bandana closing in on another cowering boy, striking what looked like a wooden sword against the ground with each step.


      “Er, and he is...?” Cass asked hesitantly.


      “Banana Shake,” Musica replied with a grimace. “President of the Emissive Magic Club’s Skirt-Flipping Society.”


      At that moment, Banana launched into a furious tirade. “The sacred art of flipping is not a matter of force, you fool! It should be a thing of beauty! We seek the perfect balance, the faintest hint of a forbidden glimpse! We take only memories, and leave only flutters! If you can’t dedicate yourself to the pursuit of true beauty, then you have no place here!”


      Musica pushed up her glasses. “As for why none of the girls have taken to wind magic...” she said, her voice now devoid of emotion. “Well, they’re disgusted by it, to speak frankly.”


      The two other knights from the Second Legion recoiled at this. Caster, on the other hand, simply grinned and began rolling up his sleeves, exposing the powerful, corded forearms he’d built over his years at sea; Musica, for some reason, averted her eyes.
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      “So that’s Banana... Dan did say he was ‘oddly charismatic and extremely weird,’ now that I think about it...” Cass said with a laugh. “This might be even harder than I thought.”


      With that, he approached Banana and lowered his head, then declared in a booming voice, “My sincerest apologies for not greeting you immediately, President! I seek instruction in the sacred art of flipping skirts! Please teach me the true meaning of beauty!”


      The club’s female members—most of whom had stopped practicing to stare dreamily at Cass—shrieked in horror at this unexpected development, but Banana paid them no mind as he stared into Cass’s eyes appraisingly. After about five seconds of this, he threw an arm around Cass’s shoulder and spun him around, pointing in the general direction of the setting sun.


      “Of course, comrade! Let us depart on our quest!”


      “You got it, President!”


      Musica looked at Cass—who seemed to be genuinely enjoying himself as he too began wildly gesturing toward the sunset—and smiled softly. “You really have grown strong, Caster...”


    


  

  

    

      Afterword


      Thank you for reading volume 6 of Pens Down, Swords Up.


      “Fortune and misfortune are strands of the same rope.”


      This saying, which is said to have originated from classical Chinese literature, describes happiness and sadness as the intertwined strands of a rope, or two sides of the same coin, if you will. As with most sayings that have stood such an extensive test of time, I think it describes a phenomenon most of us have experienced at one point or another in our lives. However, while this saying often carries a connotation of “all good things will come to an end” (or, perhaps more simply, “don’t get too cocky when things are going your way”), personally, I sense an incredible positive energy in those ancient words. I think, in the long run, it’s overcoming those misfortunes that leads us to experiences and encounters we’d never have otherwise—and those are what bring us fortune.


      Volume 6 contains a few tales of characters facing misfortune beyond their control, such as Cecilia and Al. I wasn’t specifically thinking of the above saying when I set pen to page for this section of the story, but I feel that with those characters being who they are, there may be stories of hope in the volumes to come. Of course, real-life misfortunes aren’t always as simple as those in fiction. However, fiction can inspire us in ways reality cannot, and therefore, I’ll try my best to continue creating hopeful stories that can encourage you, my readers.


      As always, I’d like to express my heartfelt gratitude to everyone involved in the production of volume 6, and especially Maro for their wonderful illustrations.


      And as for Allen and the others... Their story is just beginning. Their futures may be intertwined with the misfortunes of the past, but I will do my best to ensure that, just like the beautiful cover Maro has drawn for this volume, the fates that await them are bright and full of hope. Thank you for accompanying Allen and this author on our journey so far, and I hope you’ll continue to walk alongside us in the adventure to come.


      Mao Nishiura
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