
  
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  

  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: Book Title Page]
      

    

  

  
    
      Copyright


      SECRETS OF THE SILENT WITCH -another-


      Rise of the Barrier Mage II


      Matsuri Isora


      Translation by Alice Prowse


      Cover art by Nanna Fujimi


      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


      SILENT • WITCH -another- KEKKAI NO MAJUTSUSHI NO NARIAGARI <GE>


      ©Matsuri Isora, Nanna Fujimi 2024


      First published in Japan in 2024 by KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo.


      English translation rights arranged with KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo, through TUTTLE-MORI AGENCY, INC., Tokyo.


      English translation © 2026 by Yen Press, LLC


      Yen Press, LLC supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact the publisher. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


      Yen On


      150 West 30th Street, 6th Floor


      New York, NY 10001


      Visit us at yenpress.com


      facebook.com/yenpress


      twitter.com/yenpress


      yenpress.tumblr.com


      instagram.com/yenpress


      First Yen On Edition: February 2026


      Edited by Yen On Editorial: Emma McClain


      Designed by Yen Press Design: Liz Parlett


      Yen On is an imprint of Yen Press, LLC.


      The Yen On name and logo are trademarks of Yen Press, LLC.


      The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


      Library of Congress Control Number: 2025009547


      ISBNs: 979-8-8554-1249-9 (paperback)


      979-8-8554-1250-5 (ebook)


      E3-20251219-JV-NF-ORI

    
  


  Contents


  Rise of the Barrier Mage


  [image: image]


  COVER


  INSERT


  TITLE PAGE


  COPYRIGHT


  PROLOGUE: The Barrier Mage


  CHAPTER 1: The Novice Gentleman’s Ballroom Debut


  CHAPTER 2: The Former Problem Child Takes on an Apprentice


  CHAPTER 3: Long-Awaited Reunion


  CHAPTER 4: Candidates Assembled


  CHAPTER 5: What Was Lost and What Was Kept


  CHAPTER 6: Peace Must Be Won, Held, and Protected


  CHAPTER 7: The Former Problem Child Meets a Rare Animal


  CHAPTER 8: A True Monster


  CHAPTER 9: The Empty Glass Castle and the Healthy Witch


  CHAPTER 10: Burdens and Choices


  CHAPTER 11: The New Sages


  EPILOGUE: Alone with You, with Nothing Around


  SECRET EPISODE: Daily Life of the Seven Sages


  CHARACTERS SO FAR


  AFTERWORD


  YEN NEWSLETTER


  
    
      
        
          
            
              [image: image]
            

          

        

      


      PROLOGUE


      The Barrier Mage


      The wind howled, carrying with it a torrent of raindrops, its powerful gusts strong enough to knock you off your feet. Dark clouds covered the afternoon sky as tree branches flailed in the wind and leaves and flowers that had just made it through summer scattered away.


      The storm bombarding Nadine, a province in southern Ridill, was said to be the worst in a decade, powerful enough to carry away even livestock and the roofs of houses.


      The rain only intensified as time went on, turning into a turbid river flowing through the town. The townsfolk took their livestock and evacuated to higher ground with great haste.


      To the east of the town were mountains and a river; to the south, a hilly region. The people had fled to the southern hills, but a landslide from the east blocked off part of their route, stopping them in their tracks.


      Even worse, the river was getting higher and higher. It was only a matter of time before they had a flood on their hands.


      The people splashed through the water at a run, searching for safety, no matter how tenuous.


      Among them was a young mother carrying a baby on her back and holding the hand of a girl of about three. The water came up to the girl’s knees as she desperately tried to run. But as the water pounded against her, she staggered.


      “We’re almost there, dear. We’re almost to Daddy’s workshop,” said the mother, tightening her grip on the girl’s hand to keep her upright. The girl nodded and continued to struggle on.


      Just then, a loud snap sounded above them, like something being violently torn away. The wind had peeled off part of the roof of a nearby log cabin and sent it tumbling down. The piece was as large as three doors put together. If it struck them, they wouldn’t stand a chance.


      “Watch out!” cried a nearby townsperson just as the debris was about to crush the mother and her children.


      The next moment, white radiance pooled all around them, forming a transparent wall.


      The falling object struck the wall and, with a terrible noise, shattered. The family was unharmed.


      “Are you okay, Sally?!”


      “Is your daughter all right?!”


      The other townspeople called out and ran over to the woman and her children.


      She stared up, eyes wide, at the roof of a nearby house—where a mage in a Magic Corps uniform stood, gripping a high mage’s staff. He had long chestnut hair bound into a single braid. With his grayish-purple eyes, he carefully scanned the damage to the surrounding area.


      The young mother watched the mage atop the roof for a while. Then at last, she muttered, “Louis?”


      The name was blotted out by the wind and rain before it reached the man’s ears. Oblivious, he took a ring out of his pocket and held it aloft.


      “Rynzbelfeid, spirit of wind, in accordance with the contract, be swift to my side!”


      In response to his voice, a woman dressed in maid’s clothing descended through the sky as though splitting the storm around her. She was beautiful, with blond hair tied behind her neck. She came to a stop in midair, her toes perfectly together, just above the torrent of rainwater flowing across the ground.


      Once this was finished, the mage raised his voice and announced, “I am with the Magic Corps. We’re here to save you. My contracted spirit will take you somewhere safe. Please gather together.”


      His enunciation was very clear and fine, like a noble’s.


      “Must be someone else,” muttered the young mother as she led her young daughter by the hand toward the spirit.


      The beautiful maid stood perfectly still amid the fierce downpour, not even blinking. But as soon as all the townsfolk had gathered, she quickly swung her head from left to right, making sure there were no stragglers. Eventually, she faced forward again and said, “Confirmation complete. I will now bring you to the evacuation point. Please stand perfectly still, exactly where you are.”


      As the words left her mouth, wind began to whip around her and the townsfolk. Once it had encompassed around ten people, they floated up into the air.


      Next to her mother, the young girl opened her eyes even wider. “Mommy! We’re flying! We’re flying in the sky!”


      “Yes, we are, dear,” her mother replied gently. “Now that the Magic Corps is here, we have nothing to worry about.”


      “Magic Corps?” repeated the girl, glancing up at the man on the roof. He was still young. She cried out to him. “Mister! I don’t want our house to sink!”


      As the wind roared around them, the mage smiled gently, elegantly—and so calmly that it would reassure anyone who saw him.


      “It’ll be fine, little girl. I promise we’ll protect this tow—”


      Before he could finish, the maid’s wind whipped the rainwater up into a tempest, hitting the mage in the face. Soaked with turbid water, the man’s face went blue, and he bared his teeth in a vicious expression.


      “You! Stupid! Maid!!!” he yelled.


      When the young mother heard that, she murmured, “Oh, I knew it. It really is him.”
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      Dripping with dirty rainwater, Louis Miller, captain of the Magic Corps’ Third Division, used flight magecraft to land on the tallest building in town—a bell tower.


      The rain and wind hadn’t died down at all. In fact, they’d only grown stronger. His mantle was a lot heavier now, but he hadn’t once staggered or stumbled.


      Staff in his right hand, Louis used his left to shade his eyes as he observed the mountains and river to the east.


      Several small landslides had already occurred, but at this rate, an even bigger one could happen at any time. The filthy brown river had risen, and the town was moments away from a flood. Soon, it would be underwater.


      A young man with blond hair and gray eyes wearing the same uniform as Louis soared to his side using flight magic. “Louis!” he shouted.


      His name was Owen Wright, and he belonged to the Magic Corps’ First Division. During Louis’s time at Minerva’s Mage Training Institution, Owen had been his underclassman and roommate.


      Owen didn’t normally raise his voice, but he was forced to shout so Louis could hear his report over the storm. “The Aquamancy Mage has arrived at the northern gate! He and the First Division are headed toward the river!”


      Louis brushed a wet hair from his cheek and considered the situation.


      The Aquamancy Mage was one of the Seven Sages. True to his title, Bartrand Verde was incredibly talented at water manipulation. He could likely hold back a river on the verge of flooding.


      The problem was how long it would take for him to chant his spell. With a river this large, it will take some time. Time they didn’t have. The river was about to overflow. Plus, they had landslides in the mountains to take care of as well. Louis’s subordinates in the Third Division were currently evacuating the refugees. But at this rate, not everyone would survive.


      “Mister! I don’t want our house to sink!”


      He recalled the little girl’s plea and the face of the young mother beside her.


      I can’t do a half-assed job while they’re watching.


      Louis put on a confident grin and tapped his staff against his shoulder. “I’ll buy time for the Aquamancy Mage to finish his chant,” he told Owen. “You and the others keep the townsfolk safe.”


      “Got it,” Owen called out before soaring away again.


      Louis brandished his staff and glared at the intensifying flow of the river. “No time like the present.”


      The first thing he did was take in the scenery and space before him and drill it into his head. Then he calculated the required amount of mana. Finally, he wove the mana inside him into a meaningful form, chanting an optimal spell. As a spell’s scope increased, so did the burden on the mage. And right now, Louis was attempting to use magecraft on a nigh unprecedented scale.


      Deploying wide-area barrier!


      His eyes shot open as he released the mana he’d woven together. The top of his staff glowed with a white magic circle, which quickly popped apart into granules of light and headed against the wind toward the river.
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      Now in her father’s workshop atop the highest hill in town, a soaking wet little girl pressed her face against the glass of a window. “Mommy! Look! Over there!”


      Sally, who was busy drying off her other child, approached the window and looked toward the river. It was more swollen than she’d ever seen it and should have breached the banks by now. However, something had stopped it in midair. The banks looked about to burst, but it was as though an invisible wall was surrounding them, forcing the turbid water downstream, past the town proper. A defensive barrier was playing the part of a levee.


      While the barrier prevented the water from getting into town, someone else cast another grand magecraft spell. Then the river began to rise into the air as if it had a mind of its own.


      “It’s the Aquamancy Mage!” someone shouted. Bartrand Verde, one of the Seven Sages, had started to suppress the flooding waters.


      As the little girl gazed through the window, she said, “Oh!”


      Sunlight streamed through a gap in the dark clouds, causing the wet barrier to glitter.


      “That sparkly wall protected us!”


      Sally nodded at the child’s guileless words and smiled. “Not bad, Louis.”


      Thanks to the efforts of the Aquamancy Mage Bartrand Verde and the Magic Corps, the major flood that struck Nadine resulted in only minimal damage.


      For his achievements, Captain Louis Miller of the Third Division was promoted to commander of the entire Magic Corps. On the same day, he was given the title “Barrier Mage.”


      All this happened in the autumn, three years after the “Problem Child of Minerva’s” graduated.
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      CHAPTER 1


      The Novice Gentleman’s Ballroom Debut


      A figure on a staff flew through the autumn sky; it was a clear night, and the moon was gorgeous.


      The figure approached the fourth floor of the Ridill Royal Palace and knocked on a lit window.


      A few moments later, the window opened from the inside, and a large man with his blond hair combed back looked out. His name was Lionel Brem Edward Ridill, and he was the kingdom’s first prince.


      When Lionel saw who had come to visit, his stern features lit up. “Louis! I haven’t seen you in ages!”


      “Keep quiet, stupid!”


      Louis climbed inside just in time to hear the prince’s black-haired attendant Nate mutter, “Tone,” from one corner of the room.


      “Please lower your voice, Your Royal Highness,” Louis repeated, using nicer words and enunciating more clearly. Then he sat down on the couch, his attitude familiar. The motion was very elegant, of course.


      Wine and snacks sat on the low table in front of him. That day, they were having a quiet get-together to celebrate Louis’s appointment as commander of the Magic Corps.


      Louis had kept in touch with the prince after he graduated from Minerva’s, and now and then they got together to drink wine. Nate was used to it by now, and, as Louis and Lionel took their seats, he deftly poured them both a glass of wine.


      Lionel raised his glass. “A toast! To my friend’s new position as Magic Corps commander!”


      Louis lifted his glass as well, then downed the wine. He was more used to the cheap stuff, but he knew good wine when he tasted it.


      Good wine, good snacks—and good jam! Seeing the crackers piled with jam, he licked his lips. “Well, well. Your choice of snacks is quite thoughtful.”


      “I prepared a jar of jam beforehand… If you require more, help yourself,” said Nate, placing a container next to Louis. This time, it was made from strawberry and apricot.


      As Louis’s eyes lit up, Lionel cleared his throat. “Louis, you may take the jam back with you if you like. Consider it a gift. There is no need for you to empty two jars in one night again.”


      Louis grinned and nodded. “I think I shall. I will savor it over the course of a week.”


      “You’re the commander of the Magic Corps now,” murmured Nate hoarsely. “Can’t you buy all the jam you want?”


      “Oh, I’m still saving up. After all, I want to buy a house in the capital.”


      Members of the Magic Corps were all magical combat elites. Even Louis’s former post as captain had netted him a hefty paycheck for a commoner. He no longer wore the same ragged clothes forever. Now, even his boots shone.


      Still, Louis saved most of his money, aside from what he needed to take care of himself. He’d been living in a cramped inn room for the last three years, and his only booze was cheap wine. He’d done it all in order to buy a house in the capital.


      Lionel put down his glass and hummed. “That was one of the Aquamancy Mage’s conditions, wasn’t it?”


      “Straight from the mouth of Rosalie’s dad—er, the Aquamancy Mage.” Louis, glass in one hand, balled his other into a fist. “I need at least intelligence, class, a house in the capital, and the skill to become a Sage. Otherwise, he won’t approve of my marrying Rosalie.”


      The last time he’d stood before the Aquamancy Mage, Louis’s hands had been red and cracked, and his short hair had been dry and frizzy. He still remembered that day—the man had called his hair unsightly.


      Since then, Louis had fixed his dry, cracked hands by applying a cream to them every day. That hadn’t gotten rid of the callouses he’d gained from punching people, however, so he’d started wearing gloves. He’d also grown out his hair and taken good care of it.


      When Louis’s glass was empty, Nate opened the cork on a new bottle. “Was it necessary to grow out your hair so long?” he asked in a whisper.


      “Long, well-kept hair is a sign of affluence,” Louis said, sniffing smugly. He toyed with his showy locks. “I think I’ll keep on growing it out as long as I can. That way, my affluence will be immediately evident to all who see me.”


      His hair, bundled behind him, now reached the middle of his back. Louis had decided to grow it out as an expression of his resolve. He would never give anyone cause to call him unsightly ever again.


      Nate continued as he poured the wine. “You still think like a poor person…”


      Without getting up, Louis unleashed a backhand blow, but Nate deftly twisted out of the way, without spilling a single drop of wine.


      Pouring Lionel another glass, Nate continued, “You may speak like a man of culture, but you still jump straight to violence…”


      “Whatever do you mean?” replied Louis, acting as though he were truly shocked. “I carefully chose the angle of my swing so the prince wouldn’t see it. I think I’m being quite thoughtful and considerate, wouldn’t you agree?”


      “I saw it pretty clearly, Louis.”


      “I apologize for being rude, sir. Next time, I will stomp on his foot under the table.”


      “Hrm…” Lionel scowled. Then something seemed to occur to him, and he stood up. After taking a small package from the sideboard, he returned. “I have a gift for you. To celebrate your appointment as commander of the Magic Corps. I hope it will be of use to you.”


      He held out the package. It was small enough to fit in one hand. An accessory, perhaps?


      “Thank you, sir. I am honored.”


      Before, Louis would have ripped the wrapping off immediately, but now he was a classy gentleman. Lest the others think him barbaric, he neatly peeled away the layers of paper, then opened the box inside.


      Within, he found a monocle. Louis pinched it with his fingertips and lifted it to his right eye. His regular vision was still good enough to see Lionel sitting across from him, but when he put on the monocle, he could clearly see the patterns embroidered on his jacket and even the finer decorations on his brooch.


      “Wow,” said Louis. He nearly added, This is freakin’ amazing. I look super smart, but stopped himself. That wouldn’t have been very classy. “I can see quite well now. This is wonderful, sir. Thank you.”


      “You’re welcome. Monocles fall off easier than normal spectacles, so as long as you’re wearing one, you’ll have a reason to avoid unnecessary violence.”


      Lionel was not a man who said or did mean things for the fun of it. Behind his gorilla-like face was a kindhearted prince. He was genuinely concerned about Louis’s violent tendencies.


      “No need to worry, sir. I’m quite capable. I would never drop this.” Louis pushed the monocle up with a finger and grinned. “I’m the Barrier Mage, after all.”


      For his accomplishments in protecting the town in Nadine from disaster, he’d received not only the appointment as commander of Magic Corps, but also the title of “Barrier Mage.”


      He’d reached another milestone. Relishing that thought, he downed another glass of wine. It was delicious, and there was still plenty of jam.


      …And yet it wasn’t enough.


      Louis emptied his glass, opened up a jam jar, and spread a heaping helping on a slice of bread. He wolfed it down, then thrust his empty plate at Nate without a word.


      Nate looked like he was about to say something but stopped himself. Instead, he took the empty plate and left the room.


      As the door shut behind him, Louis looked at the glass he’d been holding.


      “Hey, Lionel?” he asked. Lionel looked at him, and Louis bent his head down slightly to hide his expression. “Feels like I’m still a long way off from becoming a Sage.”


      It had been a little over three years since Louis graduated from Minerva’s. In that time, two new members had been appointed to the Seven Sages.


      Right after he’d graduated, the Starspear Witch Carla Maxwell—his fellow pupil—had joined their ranks. Less than three years after that, one of Carla’s family members had been involved in a scandal, and Carla had taken responsibility for it and vacated her position. The Gem Mage Emanuel Darwin had stepped up to replace her.


      But Louis hadn’t been called to participate in that most recent Selection. He’d already learned to use grand magecraft—specifically, a spirit king summoning—and had successfully formed a contract with a high wind spirit named Rynzbelfeid. Both were impressive feats that not many could accomplish. Managing even one of them set him well above most other high mages, and Louis had done both while still in his midtwenties.


      Nevertheless, nobody had recommended him to take Carla’s position.


      To become a Sage, one needed significant achievements, trust, dependability, and a recommendation from someone with authority. None of the teachers at Minerva’s—including Louis’s teacher, Rutherford—had recommended him.


      It was true that he still had much to accomplish, but there was more at play than just that. His awful behavior as a student was probably the biggest factor. He’d delivered not one but two research presentations during his time at school, but that wasn’t enough to persuade the faculty to recommend him for the position of Sage.


      Since joining the Magic Corps, Louis had killed a quite respectable number of dragons. His record for solo hunts was the fifth greatest in recorded history. But he was still a long, long way off from number one. That record was held by Graham Sanders, the Thunderclap Mage. If Louis wanted to overtake him, he’d need another two decades, at least.


      “You’re doing very well for yourself, though,” said the prince. “You’re the youngest Magic Corps commander in history.”


      The words put a sardonic smile on Louis’s lips. “But I ain’t a Sage.”


      That was his goal. Only that would earn him the Aquamancy Mage’s approval and Rosalie’s hand in marriage. None of his work would mean anything if it took him his whole life to become a Sage.


      “I don’t wanna make Rosalie wait, y’know?”


      “Then why haven’t you asked His Highness to recommend you?” said a voice from the door.


      Louis frowned. Nate had reappeared without warning with a plate full of snacks. He now stood against the wall, waiting.


      Before Louis could bark, Shut up, Wall! Nate spoke again, in that whispered, hoarse voice.


      “I wanted to stay with Lady Vilma. So I did whatever needed to be done.”


      Vilma. That was the name of First Prince Lionel’s mother. Louis frowned. What did Queen Consort Vilma have to do with any of this?


      Lionel quietly spoke for him. “Nate was my mother’s page. When she married, he came with her from the Kingdom of Landor.”


      Queen Vilma had been the princess of Landor, a kingdom bordering Ridill. While still in her home country, she’d commanded their knights and made a name for herself as a princess-knight. Nate had apparently served as her page.


      “Wait a sec. How old were you back then?” asked Louis, forgetting his manners.


      Queen Vilma had married two years before Lionel was born—around twenty-four years ago.


      “I was about eight at the time… But I wanted to serve her no matter what, so I did what I had to, including defending her with my life and testing her food for poison.” Nate stroked his throat and looked at Louis darkly. “Poison did this to my voice. But I don’t regret it.”


      He’d been only eight years old. At that age, Louis had still been doing odd chores around the brothel. He hadn’t looked any farther than his own fingertips, much less thought about his future. He balled his hands into fists on his lap.


      “Do you wish to say I lack desperation?”


      “Oh, I don’t know… The very fact you’ve started talking like that makes it clear you’re willing to sacrifice your pride.”


      Louis swallowed a shut up and exhaled through his nose. His monocle had slanted a little, and he pushed it back into place.


      Yes, monocles were quite handy. His newly clear vision reminded him that this was no place to act like a brat.


      …I am Louis Miller, the Barrier Mage, commander of the Magic Corps, he told himself, thrusting away his inner problem child before turning to face Lionel again.


      “My prince, I have no intention of asking you to recommend me for a seat among the Seven Sages.”


      “Very well.”


      “…However, should you require an escort or a bodyguard, please don’t hesitate to call on me. Even on my day off, I would rush to your side.”


      Louis was commander of the Magic Corps now, and that meant he could appear in high society under the pretext of protecting Lionel. If he built up a reputation, he might find someone to recommend him for the next Seven Sages Selection.


      In truth, he hated such events, with all their fake smiles, flattery, and self-debasement. He found the idea of joining in such activities utterly ridiculous. But he didn’t have the luxury of being picky.


      Currently, the Seven Sages consisted of the Thunderclap Mage, the second Abyss Shaman, the third Witch of Thorns, the Starseer Witch, the Aquamancy Mage, the Artillery Mage, and the Gem Mage.


      Many of its members were aging. However, two of the seats belonged to families: The Witch of Thorns was always a Roseburg, and the Abyss Shaman was always an Albright. Those positions would pass to their successors when the current Sages retired, leaving only five available seats. Louis didn’t know when the next Selection would be held, but he wanted to be ready for it.


      Sensing Louis’s determination, Lionel put on a firm expression and nodded. “In that case, there is a ball coming up in mid-Shelgria, a bit before the winter recess. Can I count on you to serve as my personal guard?”


      Louis fixed his monocle firmly in place with a finger and burned the feeling into his memory. He was a problem child no longer. Now he was Louis Miller, the Barrier Mage, a man who would one day become a Sage.


      “You may, sir. Should any scoundrels even think of approaching you, I will make a bloodbath of every single one.”


      “Oh. Yes. That’s, um, very reassuring.”


      “Sir, I believe you would be justified in hitting back in this case,” Nate murmured to the prince as he poured another two glasses of wine. “Verbally, that is.”
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      The host of the mid-Shelgria ball, Marquess Valius, had built his fortune on mining an ore used to create magical items. For that reason, many of those in attendance were prominent figures in the world of magecraft.


      In the carriage on their way to the venue, Lionel, dressed in brilliant formal attire, told Louis everything he knew about the other attendees.


      “The host, Marquess Valius, is related to many high-ranking members of the Mages Guild. We can assume that many of the attendees will be from the Guild or related to it somehow. Then there’s Count Ambard, who is famous in the magical item industry, and Marquess Bellsting from the renowned magecraft family… And if Marquess Bellsting is there, then his younger sister, the Starseer Witch, will make an appearance. Out of all the Sages, she loves events like these the most.”


      Louis, who had been busy committing these names and details to memory, suddenly cut in. “A Sage is going to be at the ball tonight?”


      “Yes. In fact, considering the nature of the event, I expect around half of them will be present. The second Abyss Shaman and the Gem Mage frequent balls as well. The third Witch of Thorns has difficulty because of her age, but someone from the Roseburgs will probably be there.”


      The first person that came to mind when Louis heard the word Sage was Rosalie’s father: Bartrand Verde, the Aquamancy Mage. Louis was doing all this solely to convince the man to approve his marriage to Rosalie, so he was always in Louis’s thoughts.


      But Lionel didn’t specifically mention him, so he probably wouldn’t be coming to the ball tonight.


      If I want a recommendation for the next Seven Sages Selection, it would be smart to go for a current Sage, a prominent member of the Mages Guild, or a high-ranking noble.


      As Louis thought it over, Lionel studied him carefully. He seemed impressed by Louis’s outfit. “I’m surprised you were able to put all that together in such a short time,” he said.


      “It was close. I’m glad I had some nice shoes made in advance.”


      Louis was wearing formal attire suitable for an evening party. A mage’s formalwear was simply their robe, and some did wear theirs to balls, but they were mostly in very high positions or descended from some noble lineage. If Louis—once a commoner and still young, only recently appointed as commander—took part in the festivities in his robe, they might think he was there as security.


      Though he was there under the pretext of protecting Lionel, he didn’t want the other attendees to think of him as some lowly guard.


      “The shape of your jacket is fashionable, and you’ve done a good job choosing the fabric and accessories.”


      Lionel’s admiration cheered Louis up. He wasn’t particularly interested in clothing, but he’d done his research. He couldn’t have the Aquamancy Mage calling him unsightly, after all. He’d figured out what was popular and procured clothing appropriate to the situation measured and tailored to suit him. It wasn’t much, but being praised for it felt nice.


      “Yes,” he replied. “I’m getting better and better at this gentleman thing, am I not?”


      “I—I suppose so?”


      Despite Lionel’s hesitance, Louis was brimming with confidence. Right now, he was a perfect gentleman. He was certain Rosalie would fall for him all over again.


      As he stared out the carriage window at the passing scenery, he pushed up his monocle with a finger.
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      Unfazed by the splendiferous palace, Louis kept pace with Lionel, keeping behind him and slightly to the side.


      The palace’s furnishings were expensive indeed: richly decorated sconces, high-pile rugs, and a great variety of intricate tableware. As Louis imagined how much it all must have cost, he kept his ears tuned in to whatever conversations he could hear.


      “Actually, I believe Prince Felix will be in attendance tonight.”


      “Truly? Despite Duke Clockford’s absence? I thought the boy never made social appearances without the duke…”


      “Oh, I had the pleasure of saying hello to him just a few minutes ago. And I must say, he was splendid. So very charming—he reminds me of Lady Aileen.”


      “Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen Marquess Highown today.”


      “I hear the Highowns are grappling with a succession issue.”


      “But look—the witch of the Roseburgs is right over there. And is that the current head’s daughter?”


      “Between you and me, I can’t really tell the Roseburg witches apart…”


      “I expect the great-grandchildren are here in search of marriage partners.”


      “Ah, yes. And Albright has a grandson about the same age…”


      Louis wasn’t interested in balls or gossip. But when he pretended this was a battlefield and he was gathering information for a mission, it started to seem fun. He used the rumors he heard to speculate about all the attendees and their relationships.


      Lionel glanced at him. “You seem to be enjoying yourself, Louis.”


      “Why, yes. I always considered high society beneath me… But I think this time I may hear some very interesting conversations.”


      “I’m glad to hear it.”


      Just then, they heard a middle-aged man say “Oh?”


      Louis automatically looked toward the voice, and his eyes went wide. He’d caught sight of someone he knew—a skinny older man with gray-streaked black hair. His eyes widened at the familiar face. It was Woodman, Minerva’s resident doctor.


      In his office, he always wore the same tattered white coat. But now he was dressed in fresh formalwear. He’d combed his hair back and trimmed his unruly beard, too. Altogether, he looked considerably younger.


      “I thought I recognized you. My, my… Oh, where are my manners? S’pose I should greet you properly.” Woodman walked over to Lionel, straightened up, and bowed politely. “Good day to you, Your Highness.”


      “Dr. Woodman!” said the prince. “It’s been so long. Thank you for all you did for me at Minerva’s.”


      “Ah, don’t mention it, sir. I believe I did much more for Miller than…”


      Louis was about to protest that Rosalie had been the one to treat most of his wounds, but he quickly stopped himself, directing the man an elegant smile instead.


      “It’s been quite a long time, Dr. Woodman,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”


      “…Ah. Yes, well. I can see you’ve cleaned up well, Miller. You’re looking even better than you did at the graduation ceremony. Talking to you like this gives this old man’s spine quite the shudder.” Woodman rubbed his arms, seeming cold indeed.


      Louis flashed him a cool, toothy grin. “I’m on escort duty for the prince today.”


      “I see, I see.”


      “And I have decided that should any scoundrels approach him, there will be a bloodbath.”


      “A scoundrel?! Me? I should hope not!” yelped Woodman, backing off.


      Lionel gave Louis a look. “Louis…”


      “What? I don’t recall ever saying that Dr. Woodman was a scoundrel… Does the good doctor frequent balls like these?”


      Woodman was a man of rare talent who could treat even mana-related illnesses. He was well known in the Physicians Guild and the Royal Magic Research Institute. Louis wasn’t surprised to learn that he’d been invited to this gathering.


      What he hadn’t expected was that the man would approach him rather than the other way around. Woodman was notorious for being lazy and trouble-averse.


      “Ah, well…,” the doctor stammered, awkwardly scratching his chin. He made sure nobody else was around, then lowered his voice so that only Louis and Lionel could hear. “Do you recall the researcher executed for dabbling in forbidden arts? No one has been put to death for something like that in decades.”


      “Yes, I’ve heard the rumors,” said Louis.


      Woodman closed his mouth, swallowed, and exhaled through his nose. He seemed nervous. He probably had other things he’d like to say but had chosen not to. “Ever since, more and more people are saying we should loosen the restrictions on body-manipulation magecraft. After all, you can’t exactly separate it from healing magecraft, can you?”


      “Am I correct in assuming you agree with the proposed changes?” asked Louis.


      Woodman glanced at Lionel. This man was the first prince. Woodman needed to take every precaution when discussing political matters in front of him. After a moment, he seemed to decide it was all right to speak further.


      “You could say that. Without loosening those restrictions, we will rapidly fall behind our neighbors in healing magecraft research. To that end, I’ve been doing a little networking.”


      Louis wasn’t contemptuous of such a motive. He was here to make connections himself.


      Woodman looked around at the other attendees, then shifted his gaze toward a window, as if averting his eyes from the crowd.


      “…The researcher they executed was an incredible man. I met him on several occasions, and I can say for sure that even someone of my prodigious talents couldn’t hold a candle to his genius.” Woodman smiled sardonically and shrugged. “I suppose that’s why this old man felt inspired to do something… But you’re the new commander of the Magic Corps, right? What’s your view on all this?”


      I see, thought Louis. Woodman hadn’t taken the time to speak with him just for old time’s sake. He was now the commander of the Magic Corps. He was still young, and he didn’t hold the influence of the more prominent figures in the Mages Guild, but he still had power. Woodman was here to feel him out.


      Louis pushed up his monocle with a finger and smiled mildly. “Raising the standard of medicine in Ridill would be most excellent. But I am concerned about those who would misuse such powers. It is our job to apprehend them, after all.”


      Woodman blinked at his unexpected politeness. A moment later, he burst into laughter. “I see you’ve learned how to make opportunistic remarks, Miller! You’ve become quite the old man yourself. Welcome to the club!”


      “What was that?” Louis growled without meaning to.


      But the problem child’s threatening snarl only made the wrinkles at the edges of Woodman’s eyes deepen. “Ah, but if that’s enough to make you angry, then I suppose you are still young indeed.” He cackled for a few moments but eventually grew serious again. “I must be going,” he said with a bow. “Prince Lionel, Commander Miller, I bid you both a good night.”


      After that perfectly worded good-bye, Woodman left.


      Louis clicked his tongue in spite of himself. “That’s one old man I still can’t stand.”


      “Tone,” Lionel warned.


      “I would prefer that particular older gentleman to sit,” he said sarcastically, covering his mouth with a hand. It would take a bit longer for him to recover his charming smile.


      Louis was no longer the Problem Child of Minerva’s—he was commander of the Magic Corps and the first prince’s bodyguard. Any careless remarks would reflect not only on him, but on Lionel. That was how things worked in high society.


      I see. One must be constantly alert on this battlefield.


      Around them, men and women dressed to the nines absorbed themselves in dancing. Did they trade sweet nothings and secret promises as they stepped back and forth?


      Had Rosalie ever danced at an event like this? She was the daughter of a Sage—of a count of magic. She’d been acquainted with Lionel before enrolling at Minerva’s, so she must have attended social functions.


      Louis imagined himself in a glittering hall, asking her to dance. Lionel had taught him ballroom dancing, and he was confident in his skills. As a troublemaker from the boonies, he had never been allowed to set foot in a ballroom. But now he led the kingdom’s greatest force of mages and wore grand clothing and squeaky-clean shoes. He’d even started taking care of his hair.


      I’ve…come a long way, haven’t I?


      Louis knew what he had to do. He would join the ranks of the esteemed Sages, reunite with Rosalie, escort her to a ball, and ask her for a dance.


      As he stared out at the hall, he noticed a young man approaching him. The boy was blond with blue eyes and looked to be about fourteen. He was dressed boldly in an extravagant crimson coat. Louis could sense the security around them following the boy’s every move.


      Who is he? wondered Louis. He needed to be cautious.


      The young man walked up to Lionel and bowed. “It’s good to see you again, Prince Lionel.”


      “Ah! Felix! You’ve grown again, haven’t you?” Lionel’s face lit up when the boy spoke to him. He was clearly happy to see him. “Louis, I’ll introduce you. This is my younger brother Felix.”


      Felix Arc Ridill was the kingdom’s second prince. Even Louis knew his name. He was Lionel’s stepbrother by the same father. Louis had heard Felix was nine years Lionel’s junior, making the boy around twelve years old.


      He seems quite mature for his age, thought Louis.


      He had heard the second prince was sickly, but the boy in front of him had a healthy complexion and seemed rather tall. What’s more, his movements and gestures were bold and emanated a strong sense of vitality.


      Then again, his brother Lionel had been too mature for his age and turned into a golden gorilla. Maybe it’s their royal bloodline, Louis decided. He wondered if even this charming young man would one day become a gorilla.


      Felix’s blue eyes moved to look at Louis. They were the color of water, with just a hint of green creeping in at the edges. They were similar to Lionel’s clear aqua eyes, yet somehow different. Something about this struck Louis, and he paused a moment.


      The boy observed him carefully. It was only natural in high society to observe and inquire. Louis had felt others gazing at him like this. And now a boy of only twelve was giving him the same look.


      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lord Barrier Mage.”


      Louis hadn’t introduced himself, yet Felix referred to him by his title. He’d known that the Magic Corps’ new commander was accompanying Lionel today.


      Lionel looked at Felix, mystified. “How did you know who he was?”


      “Oh, that? I heard the Magic Corps was just entrusted to the youngest commander in its history—a man with incredible achievements slaying dragons. I also heard he protected Nadine from a storm the other day.”


      Felix offered Louis a charming smile—one that seemed both genuinely happy and respectful. Louis doubted the expression was so simple, though. He’s trying to make a good impression on me, he thought.


      Louis felt something off about the interaction, but he fought down the feeling and bowed politely. “You honor me, Your Highness.”


      He felt an odd revulsion toward the second prince. His bold, dignified attitude, the beautiful way he carried himself, and his youthful sense of admiration—they were all too perfect. Combined with his too-handsome appearance, it all seemed somehow artificial. Louis felt a wave of heartburn coming on, and his stomach began to sting.


      “I’ve been seeing you at balls more often lately, Felix,” Lionel said. “It will be cold tonight. Are you sure you’ll be all right?”


      “I believe so. Though I appreciate your consideration.”


      Lionel offered compassion toward his formerly sickly brother, while Felix accepted the kindness with a smile. They looked for all the world like loving siblings.


      But something rubbed Louis the wrong way. He could only put it down to his own upbringing in the rough northern provinces.


      Does the second prince truly look up to Lionel?


      He recalled a rumor he’d heard a little earlier that night. Felix had always stood in the shadow of his grandfather, Duke Clockford. Recently, though, he’d been attending more balls on his own. Was this a ploy to prove that the boy was, in fact, worthy of inheriting the throne?
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      When Louis thought about it like that, he began to realize how many attendees had praised the second prince—and how few had chosen to approach Lionel.


      I sense…that most of the people at this ball support the second prince.


      Felix had approached and greeted them. Was he scouting out Louis? Did he want to find out if Lionel had a connection to the Magic Corps?


      “Oh, I apologize. I wanted to say hello to you so badly, Brother, that I left my friend behind. Please excuse me for now.”


      He’d referred to Lionel as “prince,” since they were at a public function, but just now, he’d accidentally used the word Brother. And yet it seemed somehow calculated. Was Louis simply overthinking things?


      Lionel, however, was a straightforward man, and he beamed at the slip. “Yes. You must treat your friends with care, Felix.”


      “I will.” Felix bowed elegantly and left.


      As Louis stared a hole into the back of the prince’s crimson coat, he muttered, “He seems healthier than I’d heard.”


      “Yes. He was in bed with a grave illness a few years ago. For a while, it was touch and go. He’s much better now, though, and he’s finally able to attend balls like these.”


      Delight crept into the edges of Lionel’s voice. He was a kind man who truly cared for his younger brother and was overjoyed by his recovery.


      Are you actually stupid, you dumb gorilla? Louis thought in irritation.


      There had always been a group of students at Minerva’s who’d kept their distance from Lionel, all nobles. Even then, there was an air of deference around Duke Clockford, the leader of the second prince’s supporters.


      Now that Felix had recovered and learned to carry himself with such dignity, the second prince’s faction would only gain momentum. The conflict was sure to intensify in time.


      “You care a lot for your younger brother, sir,” said Louis sarcastically.


      Lionel nodded, sincere. “Indeed, I do. Both he and Albert are my precious siblings.”


      Louis recalled something the prince had told him before. His goal was not necessarily to become king but to make the kingdom better. Whether he succeeded or one of his brothers did, he would continue to work for the benefit of Ridill.


      …Softhearted buffoon, Louis thought, secretly reaffirming his allegiance to the golden gorilla at his side. Not because he thought Lionel would make a good king, of course. But because there was something strange about the second prince, and because Louis didn’t like him.


      Lionel had no tricks up his sleeve, and yet he tried to shoulder everything and protect everyone himself. Perhaps it was Louis’s job to handle the tricks as the Barrier Mage—and one day, as a Sage.
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      “Prince?”


      As Felix left Lionel, a brown-haired boy with droopy eyes called out to him. Elliott Howard, the son of Count Dasvy, was about the same age as Felix. They were childhood friends.


      Elliott frowned in distaste. “Don’t go wandering around alone like that. You know what Father told me. I’m supposed to be accompanying you, remember?”


      “I apologize. I was just a little embarrassed at the thought of you hearing my conversation with my brother.”


      Despite this claim, the charming prince looked like he couldn’t care less. Was his indifference directed at Lionel, at Elliott, or at both of them?


      Elliott’s lips turned up in a sardonic smile. “Huh. Glad you siblings are so close.”


      “I’m proud to call him my older brother.”


      Elliott sniffed, then glanced over at where Lionel was standing. The first prince had a splendid physique, making him easy to spot in the crowd. Then Elliott saw the young man next to him and frowned. “Who’s that over by Prince Lionel? I don’t remember him.”


      “That’s Louis Miller, the Barrier Mage. He was just instated as the commander of the Magic Corps. He’s the one my grandfather purposely barred from the Seven Sages Selection last year.”


      Around six months ago, Carla Maxwell—the Starspear Witch and one of the Sages—had ended up leaving her position, necessitating a new Selection.


      Apparently, a few nobles knowledgeable about magecraft research had recommended Louis Miller. But at the time, Louis was only a captain in the Magic Corps and hadn’t yet earned the title of Barrier Mage. Plus, he was a commoner by birth.


      To make such a man a Sage would damage the prestige of the Seven Sages—that had been Duke Clockford’s rationale, and the reason Louis’s recommendation was disregarded.


      Instead, the Gem Mage, a man with ties to the duke, had filled the vacancy.


      “The Barrier Mage became friends with the first prince while they were in school. I’m sure my grandfather doesn’t want to have any more of his supporters among the Sages.”


      “Then the Barrier Mage won’t ever become a Sage, huh? Stinks for him.”


      “It does. Unless one of the current Sages recommends him, the duke will likely quash any suggestion of it, but…” Felix narrowed his azure eyes and carefully observed Louis as he stood next to Lionel. “Someone like him might just manage it anyway.”


      “Really? What makes you say that?”


      “Because he’s the kind of guy you hate.”


      “……”


      “I’m kidding.” Felix smiled at his nonplussed friend, then he turned his back to Lionel and walked off.


      Elliott followed him with a sour expression.
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      CHAPTER 2


      The Former Problem Child Takes on an Apprentice


      Ever since taking command of the Magic Corps, Louis had been traveling around for fieldwork less and giving orders and training subordinates more. He would have liked to go forth and add to his list of dragon-hunting achievements, but as commander, he couldn’t afford to simply head out to every problem area as he wished.


      Sitting in a chair stamping papers was boring work, but he didn’t hate it. In fact, he rather enjoyed thinking up new, more efficient ways to handle his clerical duties and putting them into action.


      “I heard you were at a ball last night, Commander Miller,” said Anderson, the vice-commander of the Magic Corps. He’d just brought over some additional documents.


      Anderson was a short, squat man in his midforties. There was something leisurely and carefree about him, but he was exceedingly skilled in accounting and always respectful to Louis, despite being older than his superior.


      Louis continued stamping documents. “Yes,” he replied. “And I must say, it was a good experience. It even got me some new work.”


      After introducing himself to the members of the Mages Guild at the ball and making sure they knew he was the one responsible for the venue’s defensive barrier, he’d started receiving requests to install barriers at other crucial Ridillian facilities.


      The work wasn’t exactly a dream come true, but it was important to accumulate experience and establish a record of results. Moreover, by taking such jobs, he could easily form connections with various nobles.


      In order to join the Seven Sages, he needed a recommendation from Minerva’s, the Mages Guild, or a noble connected to them.


      Unfortunately for him, relatives of Terrence Abanethy—the kid Louis had thrown in the cesspit during their school days—were high up in the Guild. The organization didn’t have a strict hierarchy, so it wasn’t impossible to get a recommendation from them, but Louis knew he was on shaky ground with them.


      People from the Mages Guild or Minerva’s, or influential people in the magical item industry… I need to get as many of them in my debt as possible and spread my name far and wide. That’s the only way I’ll get a recommendation. As he stamped more documents, Louis devised various ways to achieve this.


      Just then, Owen ran up to him. He seemed to be in a particular hurry. “Louis, we have an emergency!”


      Owen had recently become a vice-captain in his division; he’d gained fame as a young hotshot who was always cool and collected. If he was so obviously out of sorts, something must be very wrong.


      Louis set his stamp down and straightened up. “What is it, Vice-Captain Wright?”


      “There’s been an explosion at Minerva’s. Mana went out of control and blew away part of the research building.”


      “What?!” exclaimed Anderson.


      Louis’s eyebrow twitched at the words research building. But he fought back the urge to jump to premature conclusions. Calmly and carefully, as befitted the commander of the Magic Corps, he said, “I want details on the damage. What part of the research building was it?”


      “It happened in the middle of the night, so there were no casualties. The area in question was Professor Rutherford’s laboratory on the third floor.”


      Memories of his time spent in that room flooded Louis’s mind. The floor he’d been knocked down onto, the stains from his nosebleeds, the window he’d been thrown out by the scruff of his neck, the chairs and desks he’d been chained to in order to write embarrassing apology letters, the locked shelves where those letters had been stored—all of it had been blown to dust.


      “Yes! Hell yes! Serves you right, you old rat!” Louis howled, standing up and pumping his fist high in the air.


      Owen and Anderson both shot him a troubled look.


      Louis sat back down and pushed up his monocle. “I apologize. That was rude of me. Where did this runaway mana come from?”


      “They tell me a student snuck out of the dormitories at night to practice combat magecraft,” reported Owen. “A stray shot blew through the simple barrier used for magic battles and took out a chunk of the research building.”


      “Wait. It blew through the barrier?” Louis frowned.


      Magic battle barriers were nothing to sniff at and required two mages to set up. Of course, a student could easily put up a simpler barrier using magical items. Such a barrier would cover less ground and be less sturdy than the real thing, but an inexperienced student letting their mana run amok shouldn’t have been capable of destroying one.


      …Something tells me this incident is more complicated than it seems. Maybe this was a good chance to ingratiate himself with the faculty at Minerva’s.


      “I understand.” Louis covered his grin with a hand and gave Owen his orders. “Continue to gather information at the school, Vice-Captain. And if they need someone to reconstruct a barrier, then tell the faculty that I, the Barrier Mage, would be happy to assist.”


      “Can’t wait to see the looks on their faces,” muttered Owen.


      Louis grinned. “I do hope you’ll tell me all about it.”
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      A week had passed since the mana accident at Minerva’s. According to Owen, the cause was a male student who had only recently transferred in: Glenn Dudley, eleven years old. He was neither royalty nor nobility but the son of a butcher.


      The boy came with special circumstances; several months earlier, the foremost prophet in the kingdom—the Starseer Witch Mary Harvey—had delivered a prophecy.


      “If Glenn Dudley takes over his family’s business, this kingdom will fall to ruin.”


      The prophecy sounded ridiculous, but the Starseer Witch was Ridill’s greatest prophet. None could ignore her words.


      The Ridillian authorities had done an exhaustive background check on Glenn, during which they discovered he possessed an extremely high mana capacity.


      A person’s mana growth peaked in their teens. The more they used it in that time period, the more it grew. In general, its growth slowed down once they passed twenty.


      At the time of the investigation, the boy had a reported mana capacity of over 200. A number that high for an eleven-year-old was extraordinary. People had called Louis talented, but his mana capacity had been only about 100 when he first enrolled at Minerva’s.


      This boy had no involvement with magecraft during his upbringing, making his capacity particularly abnormal. Such talent could also be dangerous, however. If something made his mana go out of control, it could cause a major accident.


      The Ridillian authorities had discussed this and decided to have Glenn enroll at Minerva’s Mage Training Institution. If he could learn how to control his mana there, it would prevent future problems. What’s more, if he had a capacity of over 200 at eleven, that number was likely to increase even further in the coming years. If he matured well, his name would go down in the history of mages.


      But three months after Glenn’s enrollment, he’d snuck out of his dormitory to practice without permission and caused a huge incident.


      Fortunately, nobody had died, since it had happened at night. But at any other time of day, there could have been a great number of casualties.


      Minerva’s was treating the situation with the gravity it deserved; they’d isolated Glenn in Arindal Tower, which stood a short distance from the school. A powerful sealing barrier covered the tower; it was used to confine criminals who could use magecraft. Currently, the country’s leadership and the faculty at Minerva’s were debating over whether to keep the boy locked up there for life.


      …After hearing all the reports, Louis decided to act in secret.


      This was the perfect chance to indebt himself to the prophet, the Ridillian leadership, and Minerva’s all at the same time.
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      In a room on the top floor of Arindal Tower, a boy with dirty-blond hair lay on a bed and stared vacantly up at the ceiling. Glenn Dudley was around eleven years old and a little taller than other kids his age. He was by nature a cheerful, vivacious boy.


      Now, however, he smoldered inside, unable to figure out where to direct his boundless energy.


      How many days has it been since they locked me in here…?


      He tried to remember but quickly gave up. He’d kept track for the first week, but then he’d grown tired of counting and stopped.


      Glenn glanced around at the room. It was minimally furnished; other than the bed he lay on, there was a table and a chair. Better than an underground prison cell, but the windows were barred. Looking through them always depressed him.


      This tower had been built with many stories. He couldn’t tell which he was on, but he knew it had to be at least the fifth floor. Outside the barred window was a gorge; he never saw anyone cross it.


      The adults hadn’t given him a straight answer about what he could expect. He had heard words like “lifelong confinement” several times through the door, however.


      I’m so pathetic…


      Glenn had been innocently delighted when the messenger from the government told him he was an amazing person chosen by a prophecy. And he was happy when they praised him for having such a high mana capacity. He was just a butcher’s son. But with this incredible power, wasn’t he just like the main character in a fairy tale?


      He’d been proud. He’d been so sure that he’d become an amazing mage and a hero of the kingdom.


      But schoolwork was not his strong suit. He couldn’t keep up with the classes at Minerva’s. And to make matters worse, an older student had provoked him into training in secret. And then his mana had gone out of control. He knew how lucky he was that nobody had died because of his blunder.


      I wonder if I’ll live here for the rest of my life… The dark thought caused his eyes to burn with the beginning of tears.


      As he sniffled, he heard a knock at the door. His room didn’t have a clock, but he knew it wasn’t yet time for his meal. He’d just eaten breakfast.


      “Excuse me.”


      With this curt greeting, a young man entered the room. He wore a deep-green uniform and mantle, and he held a high mage’s staff in his hand. Glenn figured he was in his midtwenties. He was slender and had effeminate features, giving him a gentle impression, and his braided chestnut hair reached all the way down his back.


      Glenn had never seen the man before, but he recognized his uniform. It belonged to the Magic Corps.


      The man from the Magic Corps told the tower worker in the hallway that he was free to lock the door, then closed it behind him. Glenn sat up in bed and watched the man carefully.


      He approached the boy and flashed him a classy smile, like some noble. “Excellent work giving that old man Rutherford such a scare. You have my praise.”


      “Huh? Um… Huh?”


      It had been some time since Glenn had any sort of conversation, and he’d nearly forgotten how to speak. Regardless, the man’s comment had come as quite a surprise. Glenn’s mouth moved, but no more words came out.


      The man from the Magic Corps, on the other hand, was on top of the world. “Blowing up his laboratory! Not even I was ever able to pull off such a stunt. How very gratifying! Serves that old rat right for every time he pulled out my apology letters and used them against me… Well, those letters are ashes now. Let’s see you try to get on your high horse again…”


      The man’s polite tone crumbled as unsettling words crept into his speech. The smile on his face was no longer that of a gentleman—it was positively villainous.


      “Um, uh…” Baffled, Glenn asked, “Who are you, sir?”


      “I am Louis Miller, the Barrier Mage. Commander of the Magic Corps. And, starting today, your master.”


      The man pushed up his monocle with a fingertip and studied Glenn’s face. Feeling rather overwhelmed, Glenn gulped.


      “I see,” Louis murmured. “Yes, you don’t seem very smart.”


      Why is he being so rude? Is this normal for him? wondered Glenn. He frowned, but Louis ignored him.


      “I’m sure you barely understand magecraft formulae. You’ve probably been casting spells purely based on feel. The way Minerva’s teaches kids isn’t right for someone like you. I, on the other hand, will thoroughly train you in methods that will actually benefit you in combat.”


      “But I… Magecraft? I can’t…,” mumbled Glenn. “I’m scared. I don’t want to…”


      Knowing that he possessed too much power to control, and that what was inside him could destroy things, was terrifying. Who would he hurt next? He didn’t want to risk it.


      As Glenn stared down at his feet, Louis held two fingers out in front of the boy’s face. “You have two options. Stay locked up here for life or become my apprentice.”


      “That’s not a choice!” cried Glenn in spite of himself.


      Louis sniffed, amused. “Oh, it is, and you should be happy to have one at all. Of course, I’d go with option number three instead, if it were me.”


      “…What’s option number three?”


      “I could tell you, but only if you become my apprentice.”


      The man was talking like a con artist. What a rotten guy. But if the choice was staying locked up or becoming his apprentice, Glenn only had one thing to say.


      “…Fine. I’ll be your apprentice.”


      Louis pushed up his monocle and smiled. “Ah, yes, this does feel good. Taking in a child Minerva’s can’t handle will surely put the faculty deep in my debt… Heh, heh-heh…”


      Despite his charming face, the commander of the Magic Corps said whatever he wanted, without the barest attempt to hide his true intentions. He wasn’t taking Glenn on because he saw promise in him—he just wanted to make the people at Minerva’s owe him something.


      Even so, Glenn had no alternative. He had to become this tyrannical man’s apprentice. He pursed his lips and sulked, lamenting his fate.


      “…Anyway, what’s option number three? You said you’d tell me.”


      The third option—neither becoming the man’s apprentice nor staying locked up in the tower.


      Glenn’s new master answered the question as though it were obvious. “What, that? You could just break out and run away.”


      Now Glenn was sure of it. He’d become the apprentice of an absurd, outrageous man.


      Before coming to the tower, Louis Miller had gone all over the place for some behind-the-scenes negotiating. In the end, he’d gotten Glenn out of his confinement with shocking ease.


      Outside, Glenn saw no carriages waiting for them, only a lone maid. She was tall and thin and had her blond hair tied behind her neck.


      When she saw Glenn, she spoke in a monotone. “That must be the pitiful Glenn Dudley.”


      Glenn couldn’t suppress his anger. By “pitiful,” she probably meant how he’d been locked up for losing control of his mana. He knew it was his own fault, but he hated the feeling of someone he’d never met before calling him pitiful.


      Yet before Glenn could say anything, Louis spoke. “Hello, idiot maid. Who put that in your head? And what else did they tell you?”


      “Other members of the Magic Corps say things like that often. ‘I pity the boy, having to be Commander Miller’s apprentice.’ ‘How pitiable. I’m sure he won’t live very long.’ ‘We should go out of our way to be kind to him, at least.’”


      “I see. I’ll double their training regimen when we get back,” said Louis in a low voice, before turning back to Glenn. “This is Rynzbelfeid, my contracted spirit.”


      “…A spirit?”


      Glenn couldn’t help but stare at the maid. He knew about spirits, but he’d never met a high spirit who took the form of a human.


      Rynzbelfeid bowed politely. “Indeed. I am the wind spirit Rynzbelfeid. Please call me Ryn.”


      The spirit showed no expression. In fact, she didn’t even blink. Despite her appearance, she didn’t seem very human at all. And why was a spirit wearing a maid’s outfit?


      Curious, Glenn asked Louis quietly, “How come she’s dressed up like a maid? Are you into that sort of—? Ow!”


      Louis roughly grabbed the back of Glenn’s head. His fingers dug into the boy’s skin, squeezing his skull. Tears came to Glenn’s eyes.


      “You will call me Master,” said Louis with a smile.


      “…O-okay, Master. Are you into maid outfits?”


      “Of course not. That’s Ryn’s hobby.” Louis frowned in annoyance.


      Ryn responded immediately. “It is not a hobby.”


      She glided silently over to Glenn, her face still blank. In spite of himself, he leaned back as Ryn thrust her face right into his.


      “It is a conviction,” she stated plainly.


      Glenn didn’t understand what she meant, but he decided that she must be right.


      Standing beside him were a mage who spoke dangerous words in a refined tone and a spirit for whom dressing like a maid was not a hobby but a conviction. There was so much to say about both of them; Glenn could think of dozens of questions.


      “In any case, let’s head back to the Magic Corps post. Ryn?”


      Ryn nodded, and something wrapped around all three of them, like an invisible wall. Wind blew, thick with mana, lifting their bodies gently into the air. Glenn automatically tried to hold himself still. The sensation was somewhat different from kicking off the ground.


      The group of three floated up past the top of Arindal Tower, then shot forward at an incredible speed—far faster than a horse. The tower Glenn had been locked up in rapidly shrank into the distance.


      “Oh… Oh, wow!” said Glenn, his jaw agape.


      Louis grinned with pride. “Practitioners of flight magecraft can only make themselves fly, but with a spirit’s power, I can carry several people at once. She’s amazing, yes? And I made a contract with her. I expect you to show me respect.”


      “I see! So Ryn is even more amazing than you are!”


      “That’s right,” replied Ryn, nodding firmly. Louis fell silent, displeasure clear on his face.
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      After he became Louis’s apprentice, Glenn began to live in the Magic Corps lodgings—as an errand boy rather than as an official member.


      Apparently, in the world of mages, an apprentice lived with their master and handled minor tasks for them while learning magecraft. Glenn’s master, however, never asked him to do anything. Louis didn’t like letting others into his quarters or having people handle his belongings. Glenn decided he must be a very touchy person.


      On the afternoon of the third day after Glenn took up his new position as Magic Corps errand boy, Louis began training him in magecraft because, according to him, he happened to have some free time.
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      Clad in an official Magic Corps uniform, Glenn headed for the training grounds. Though he was only an errand boy, running around the post in his own clothes would reflect badly on the organization’s discipline, so he’d borrowed a more suitable outfit.


      Part of the area in front of the post had been covered with a magic battle barrier and turned into a proving ground. Inside the barrier, one could practice without fear—even if a spell hit you, it wouldn’t be lethal.


      Glenn wasn’t the only one there to train. Groups of soldiers were scattered around, conducting their own magecraft practice. The Magic Corps was made up of skilled combat professionals; their power and precision both were a cut above the rest.


      As Glenn watched advanced spells being flung back and forth, Louis gave him an order. “You said you were good at fire, right? First, show me how you make a single fireball.”


      “…Yes, sir,” Glenn answered half-heartedly.


      He began his chant. He wasn’t very good at memorization, but this chant, at least, he’d never forget. He’d practiced it in secret over and over again, all to put the other students to shame.


      …And that was how the accident had happened.


      Glenn’s spine froze in fear. Would that immense power escape him again and cause some horrible tragedy? The next thing he knew, he was tripping over his words, and his chant faded to a stammer.


      Eventually, he finished and stuck his hands out in front of him. A flame the size of his palm appeared. He usually shaped it into a sphere, but before the small fire could be molded, it gave a pathetic poof and vanished.


      Louis’s eyebrow twitched. “Again,” he commanded coldly.


      Glenn did the same chant. This time, the flame was only half the size of the first. It whiffed out of existence the very moment it appeared.


      “……”


      Louis stared at Glenn without a word.


      The boy’s eyes wandered. “Um, it’s just been a while, and I, um, forgot a few things…”


      “All right. Different instructions, then.” Louis took a deep breath, then shouted loudly enough for everyone else to hear. “Fire-element magecraft. No shaping, creation only—and maximum power!”


      “Urk… What?!”


      “Start within the next three seconds.”


      Panic washed over Glenn’s face. He chanted and thrust his hands out in front of him. His body broke into a cold sweat from all the terror and the tension, and his hands trembled.


      I have to do this right. But what if it happens again…?!


      The chant ended, and a flame appeared, big enough for two adults to wrap their hands around it. It hovered a bit above Glenn’s head. When Glenn saw it, he grimaced and began to wheeze.


      “Ah, wah… W-waaah…”


      As if to reflect Glenn’s inner turmoil, the flame swayed from right to left and back again. It threw off embers glittering with mana. Those embers burst, popping like sparks and causing a chain reaction. The sparks became flame, and the fire grew.


      In that moment, Glenn lost control.


      Oh, no! It’s happening again!


      Glenn fell back onto his rear just as an invisible wall appeared around him—a defensive barrier.


      But it didn’t belong to Louis. His heartless teacher had done nothing despite the danger; instead, he was observing the actions of the others nearby.


      “Defensive barrier deployed! Civilian secured!”


      “Deploying water-element magecraft! I’ll extinguish the flame.”


      “The fire is strong! We need a water specialist to provide backup!”


      The barrier around Glenn was the work of a Corps member who’d been out training—a young man with blond hair tinged with gray. The other members had quickly sprung into action to extinguish Glenn’s fire. Their coordination was incredible and very efficient. Glenn found himself entranced.


      When the flame eventually died out, Louis delivered his impressions.


      “Your initial action was passably fast. Good work extinguishing the fire, too. But you lose a hundred points for not securing my safety as well—I’m a civilian.”


      “Louis, a civilian…?” muttered the young man who had cast the barrier. “Was that a joke? Should I be laughing?”


      The other members nodded in yet another beautiful display of teamwork.


      Louis flashed a cool, toothy grin at his subordinates. “Owen, I think I’ll take part in the First Division’s training tomorrow. I’ll whip you all into shape. Make sure you’re ready.” After silencing his men, he turned back to his apprentice. “Now then. Glenn. Your magecraft…is so incredibly ugly that I can’t help but laugh. You came by this power through coincidence, not hard work, and you’re letting yourself get caught up in it.”


      He thinks I haven’t done any work? Glenn quickly fired back, “I studied hard at Minerva’s, you know?! I did a bunch of special training, too!”


      “You think doing your homework counts as hard work? If you think that’s effort, you’re quite easily satisfied. Well, good for you.”


      They should call him the Verbal Abuse Mage, not the Barrier Mage, thought Glenn. The man’s tone was polite, but his words were scathing.


      As Glenn fell silent and sulked, Louis shrugged. “If you grow arrogant without ever knowing failure, you’ll wind up getting hurt. You’re lucky you experienced that pain so early, wouldn’t you agree?”


      The fact that Glenn couldn’t object frustrated him. He had been arrogant, thinking he’d been a hero chosen by that prophecy. Embarrassment, disgrace, and frustration churned inside him, filling his mind.


      Glenn was as competitive as any other boy his age. Normally, once he’d calmed down a bit, he’d push back—say he wouldn’t give up, then get back on his feet.


      But the fear from when he’d lost control was still inside him. Somewhere in his mind, he was scared of using magecraft. He wanted to run away. He wanted to quit.


      As he sat on the ground, staring down in silence, Louis squatted in front of him.


      “Are you scared of using magecraft, Glenn? Of losing control?”


      Glenn sniffed and nodded.


      Louis poked his forehead. “Everyone here is part of the Magic Corps. We’re all magic battle experts. No matter how wild your magecraft, you could never beat us. Don’t get full of yourself, small fry.”


      Nearby, people were whispering, “He let his true nature slip in at the end, huh?”


      Nervously, Glenn looked up.


      Louis acted like a self-important prick, but he wasn’t scared of Glenn. Neither were the other members of the Magic Corps. They looked at him like he was a normal child.


      The young man Louis had called Owen came over to Glenn and lowered his voice. “If you lose control, we’ll be here to save you. You’ll be all right.”


      For some reason, Glenn wanted to cry. Being here had reminded him that he really was just a child.


      “But I even…broke a magic battle barrier…”


      “Ah, my idiot apprentice. Have you forgotten what they call me?”


      Louis stood up and looked around the training grounds. Glenn followed suit, glancing about. The barrier around them didn’t show a trace of damage from what had just happened.


      “I’ve strengthened it several times over. A child’s little fit won’t shatter it.” Louis pushed up his monocle with a fingertip, then smiled with pride. “Your master is the Barrier Mage, after all.”


      Glenn was frustrated. This man kept one-upping him. At the same time, though, he was seized by the urge to fight back.


      His competitive spirit, nearly forgotten, stirred. And it showed in his expression.


      Glenn roughly wiped his eyes with his sleeves and forced himself to stand. And then, putting all the determination he could manage into his face, he looked up at Louis.


      “Just don’t come crying to me if I do shatter your barrier.”


      “I’m glad that motivated you.” Louis smiled and nodded in satisfaction. “Starting tomorrow, I’ll have you use magecraft of every element to see where your affinities lie. And if you lose control, all the better. As long as it doesn’t kill you, feel free to go wild.”


      “…Huh?”


      “That way, I’ll be able to gauge your magecraft affinity while training the men to deal with out-of-control mana. Very practical, wouldn’t you agree?”


      Glenn grimaced and looked at the others on the grounds.


      They watched Glenn with sympathy and resignation, a mature sorrow in their eyes. When he saw their expressions, it finally sank in just how crazy his new master really was.


      From that day forward, Louis began to really put Glenn through the wringer.


      Glenn was not only blessed with a high mana capacity, he was skilled at manipulating it, too. He was able to cast even spells outside his elemental affinity, though he couldn’t do much more with them. Still, this was proof of his great potential as a mage. Many could use only spells of their own element.


      The issue was how little he understood magecraft formulae. Glenn frequently dozed off in the classroom. He wasn’t great at using his brain. Though he had the capacity and sense to master all manner of magecraft, without a proper understanding of the formulae, he’d keep losing control of his mana.


      For that reason, Louis narrowed his lessons down to focus on only two spells: a flame spell for attacking and flight magecraft for moving. If Glenn could master those two, he would have the minimum needed to take part in magic battles.


      “I will chase you with flight magecraft while keeping a barrier deployed. If you don’t want my barrier to smash into you and kill you, then you’d better use your own flight magecraft like your life depends on it.”


      “Gyaaaaah!”


      And so master and apprentice spent another day darting through the skies above the training ground as the Magic Corps members looked on.
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      At Minerva’s Mage Training Institution, a boy and girl in their early teens were walking down a hallway in the research building. The boy had blond hair, wore glasses, and looked rather intelligent. The girl beside him stared at the ground and moved nervously, her light-brown hair tied in two braids. Both of them wore the Minerva’s uniform and held a sheaf of homework papers.


      “It’s straight this way, Monica. Don’t try to take the hallway on the right. It’s still closed off.”


      “Closed off? Um… Did something, um, happen?” asked the girl falteringly.


      The boy frowned. “There was an accident before you enrolled. Someone’s mana went out of control. Part of the research building was destroyed, and they’re still repairing it.”


      “Oh. I see…”


      The girl walked slowly; whenever the boy took his eyes off her, he’d end up far ahead. He stopped and made sure she was still with him, then continued down the hallway. “Come on. It’s over here.”


      “Um, okay… Bernie, do you, um…come to the research building a lot?”


      “Of course.”


      “Oh… That’s amazing, Bernie.”


      The girl tended to mumble when she spoke at all. Even so, the boy persistently listened to her. The corners of his lips twitched at this plain praise.


      “It’s not, really. Anyway, we’re here.”


      The boy stopped in front of a door and knocked. Once he’d gotten a response, the boy went inside. The girl shrank away, only entering the room in the boy’s shadow.


      The room’s owner—the Mage of Violet Smoke Gideon Rutherford—was smoking a pipe and reading a book. Rutherford was one of the most powerful people at Minerva’s, which was saying a lot.


      The boy straightened up and greeted him. “I’m Bernie Jones, in the intermediate course. I’ve brought the papers from Mr. Macragan.”


      “Right, thank you. I have some things to be used in the next class, so could you take them as well?”


      “Yes, sir. Where are they?”


      “In the room next door. Wait just a moment.”


      Rutherford stood up, spry despite his age, and headed toward the door. The boy thoughtfully said, “I’ll help you” and quickly followed the teacher.


      The weak-willed girl, on the other hand, wasn’t sure what to do. She was afraid that if she went with them, she’d only get in the way. Suddenly, though, she spotted something rare on a table and approached, as if drawn to it.


      There she found several pieces of wood, all about the size of her palm. As soon as she saw them, she imagined a twelve-sided polygon. It was a three-dimensional puzzle.


      “Wow…”


      She’d been all nerves a moment ago, but now a full smile spread across her face. She picked up the pieces. Her little hands moved smoothly, fitting the bits of wood together and completing the starlike dodecahedron in a mere thirty seconds.


      “…Hee-hee.”


      As she gazed at the object, chuckling and sighing in bliss, the boy called to her from the hallway.


      “What are you doing, Monica?”


      “Oh! Um, er, I’m sorry! I’ll be right there, um…”


      In a panic, the girl returned the three-dimensional puzzle to the table and plodded back out of the laboratory.


      When Rutherford came back to his laboratory a short while later, he saw the three-dimensional puzzle on the table. Hmm?


      His apprentice Carla had bought the puzzle for him as a souvenir, and he generally left it out on the table. But earlier that day, he’d accidentally dropped it, causing it to come apart.


      He’d left it in pieces, meaning to put it back together later, but now it was once again a dodecahedron.


      Rutherford picked up the puzzle and glanced toward the hallway, but the boy and girl were both already out of sight.
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      CHAPTER 3


      Long-Awaited Reunion


      Louis Miller sat in the study of a snug little two-story house in an expensive neighborhood in the capital. He had a feather pen in one hand and a mind full of worry.


      A letter pad of fine, expensive paper lay open in front of him. He was trying to write a letter to Rosalie.


      Rosalie Verde, whom he’d met at Minerva’s, was the love of his life. But she was also the daughter of one of the Seven Sages: Bartrand Verde, the Aquamancy Mage.


      Bartrand had told Louis that if he wanted to marry Rosalie, he would need to learn to conduct himself with class, own a house in the capital, and gain the skills to become a Sage, or else he would not give his approval. Louis had worked ferociously, learning to carry himself with grace and elegance and climbing the ranks of the Magic Corps. And at last, just the other day, he had bought a house in the capital.


      He sat in it now. It was certainly no mansion, but it was refined, well-constructed, and located in a nice residential district.


      He’d carefully selected the furniture and prepared a room so that he could welcome Rosalie at any time.


      …The question is, how will I deliver this?


      After Rosalie dropped out of Minerva’s, Louis had written her several letters, yet he’d never received a single reply. Rosalie was too fastidious to ignore even a single letter, so Louis assumed the Aquamancy Mage was hiding them from her.


      Louis had considered going to see her directly, but he doubted her father would permit it. What’s more, if they met in secret and her father found out, he might never approve of their marriage. Most importantly, Louis had given Rosalie his promise: The next time he saw her, he’d be an incredibly awesome mage. He’d done well for himself, but he wasn’t yet awesome enough to earn the Aquamancy Mage’s approval.


      In order to receive a recommendation to join the Seven Sages, Louis had been perfectly amiable to the nobility, had accepted work erecting barriers, and had taken on a child Minerva’s hadn’t been able to handle as his apprentice. He’d done everything he could, but to no avail.


      Over the last few years, he’d succeeded in making a name for himself, but whenever he mentioned the Seven Sages candidacy, people suddenly became uncomfortable. It seemed prominent nobles who supported the second prince were exerting their influence and putting pressure on everyone else.


      And so Louis had been unable to exchange letters with Rosalie, much less see her. It had been years now. Despite all his efforts, that last step eluded him. He was beside himself with impatience.


      …I finally bought a house. I want to invite her to visit, at least.


      My house is way cool, it’s got carpets and everything, and fluffy beds, and a fireplace and a stove to make the rooms warm whenever you want. It has a bath and running water, too. There’s a table where we can eat together and a couch for us to sit on. I got a whole bunch of bookshelves in the study, too. You can put all your favorite books on them.


      Using more elegant language, he wrote all these thoughts down. Would this letter reach her?


      Maybe I should have Ryn deliver it.


      He glanced at his contracted spirit. The maid was dusting the shelves in the study.


      Ryn was an odd sort of spirit. She adored Louis’s fellow apprentice Carla, and her contract with Louis was a way of staying as close to her as possible. The contract worked to Louis’s benefit as well—having a contracted spirit would give him an advantage in the Seven Sages Selection.


      Above all, her power over wind was easily superior to Louis’s, and being able to carry several other passengers when they flew was extremely handy.


      When a human used flight magecraft, it consumed an awful lot of mana. The spell wasn’t meant for traveling long distances, and nobody could come close to flying stably with several others in tow. Thus, Ryn was incredibly valuable in many situations—like when the Magic Corps had to travel long distances for work.


      That said, Ryn was otherwise very clumsy. She lacked a human’s good sense, and her behavior was often shocking. Once, when he’d gotten out of the bath and ordered her to dry his hair, she’d whipped up a gale and sent Louis flying.


      “I will send you outside and have you do one hundred revolutions above our lodgings,” she’d said with a perfectly straight face. “Your hair should be perfectly dry by the end.” He’d wanted to kill her.


      And so Louis had apprehensions about sending her on errands. If he ordered her to secretly deliver a letter to Rosalie, there was no telling what she’d do—and the last thing he wanted was for her to bother his beloved.


      Louis continued neatly writing the letter anyway, even though it might never reach its intended recipient. In the past, Rutherford had said he wrote like a woman. He’d fixed that habit by now, but his penmanship was still clear and easy to read. He’d just written, I look forward to seeing you again, when something happened.


      “Masteeerrr!”


      There was a loud boom that rocked the whole house. Louis’s feather pen slid across the paper, drawing a large arc across it.


      “……”


      Without a word, he looked up from the letter he’d now need to rewrite. Glenn tumbled in through the open window, wearing a Magic Corps uniform. Apparently, he’d lost control of his flight spell.


      The boy had been much smaller when Louis had first taken him in. He was fourteen now, and already nearly as tall as Louis. He might grow even taller yet.


      “Ow, owww… I messed up a little trying to slow down.”


      “Glenn.”


      Louis strode over to the window, where Glenn sat on the frame, and grabbed him by the head. Glenn’s face went pale.


      “Master, it was an accident! I swear! It wasn’t on purpo—!”


      “I told you to get strong enough to destroy my barriers. I never told you to destroy my house.”


      Louis set his feet firmly on the floor and squeezed Glenn’s head harder. Then he twisted his upper body, using the force to throw Glenn right back out the window.


      “I know you love flying—this trip’s on me!”


      “Gyaaahhh!”


      Glenn soared through the afternoon sky, his wail echoing through the peaceful neighborhood.


      Regarding his violent behavior, the former problem child had this to say: “It’s only the second floor. It won’t kill him. The old rat used to throw me from his third-floor laboratory window.”


      After Glenn was hurled back outside, Ryn saw he would crush the plants in the garden and decided she needed to rescue them. She whipped up some wind to catch the boy, ending things without injury.


      Glenn entered through the front door and, after being brought to the reception room, pulled an envelope from his uniform pocket and handed it to Louis.


      “A letter addressed to you arrived at the Magic Corps post. Mr. Owen said I should give it to you right away, so here I am!”


      “Owen?”


      Louis took the letter dubiously. When he saw the sender’s name, his eyes widened.


      Bartrand Verde.


      Louis unsealed the letter and carefully unfolded it. The words had been written in a steady hand. They read:


      I, Bartrand Verde, the Aquamancy Mage, would like to retire from the Seven Sages after the upcoming New Year’s ceremony. When I step down, I intend to recommend the Barrier Mage Louis Miller as my replacement.


      Louis’s hands shook as they held the letter. It continued:


      In addition, my daughter Rosalie will be joining the Magic Corps as a doctor starting two months from now in Fuere. On that occasion, I would like to offer the Barrier Mage Louis Miller, commander of the Magic Corps, my daughter’s hand in marriage.


      The letter ended with Bartrand’s home address and a date upon which Louis and Rosalie could formally meet.


      Louis desperately calmed his racing heart. Everything in the letter was perfect. Too perfect. Rosalie’s father was retiring from the Seven Sages and recommending Louis to take his place, while Rosalie was to become a doctor in the Magic Corps and eventually, his wife!


      “Nnngh!”


      Louis, sitting on the couch, balled his hands into fists, curled his back, and bit down against the pure joy welling up inside him.


      Then he lifted his face and read the letter once again from start to finish. He wasn’t misreading it. This wasn’t some convenient delusion. The seal was genuine.


      “Well, I can’t just sit around like this. I need to polish my shoes!”


      “Did you step in horse poop or something?” asked Glenn.


      Normally, Louis would have hit the boy in the back of the head, but now he was in such a good mood that he graciously overlooked his apprentice’s absurd comment.


      Chuckling deep in his throat, Louis announced, loud and clear:


      “Rejoice, Glenn. Your master is soon to become a Sage!”
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      One comfortably clear summer afternoon, Rosalie Verde walked alone through a town a short distance from the royal capital.


      She had already informed the hospital she worked at of her resignation and said her good-byes. Now, clutching her possessions to her breast, she was returning home.


      There was so much to prepare. Her severe father had approved of Rosalie’s marriage to Louis and invited him to their home.


      …I’ll be able to see Louis again.


      When she remembered the problem child’s fearless, toothy grin, her footsteps grew light.


      Rosalie hadn’t seen Louis since she’d left Minerva’s, and he hadn’t responded to her letters. But she’d never pegged him for much of a writer and didn’t particularly mind. As long as he got them and read them, she was happy.


      And even without any replies, news of Louis’s achievements had reached Rosalie.


      He was now Louis Miller, the Barrier Mage, and the youngest Magic Corps commander in history. He’d saved a town in Nadine from flooding and slain a whole herd of earth and fire dragons on the Benerust Plains. He’d killed countless other dragons, too. He was truly the young ace of the Kingdom of Ridill.


      I was surprised when he joined the Magic Corps, though…


      Rosalie had dropped out of Minerva’s in the latter half of her second year in the advanced course. At the time, Louis hadn’t said anything about wanting to join such an organization. She’d assumed he’d become a freelance mage, unaffiliated with any particular group.


      Whatever the case, Louis had fulfilled his promise to her.


      “If you achieve your dream and become a doctor, then I’ll become an incredibly awesome mage and come see you again.”


      Recalling their exchange on that final night, Rosalie buried her face behind her possessions.


      This time, I can stand proudly at his side.


      After dropping out of Minerva’s, Rosalie had skipped a year or two of medical school, graduated, found employment at a hospital, and devoted herself to tireless study so that she could handle all manner of mana-related illnesses.


      And at last, she’d applied to be a doctor with the Magic Corps. That way, when the problem child got himself hurt, she’d be able to patch him up properly.


      It’s been so long. How should I begin…?


      She was sure the first thing he’d say was “Heya, Rosalie.”


      What kind of person had he become? It had been so long. Maybe he’d be all beaten-up and riddled with wounds, just like before. Maybe he’d eaten so much jam, he’d grown a belly.


      It didn’t matter. The moment she saw that toothy grin, she knew she’d praise him. “You’ve grown into a wonderful man,” she’d say.


      “Rosalie!”


      When she heard someone call her name from behind, Rosalie stopped. A man squeezed through the crowd and hastened over to her. It was Adolph Faron, a young man with black hair parted straight in the middle of his forehead. They’d been in the same year at Minerva’s.


      After graduating, Adolph had joined the Mages Guild. Rosalie heard his work there was close to earning him an executive position. After improving his remote magecraft skills, he’d earned the title of “Windhand Mage.” It seemed the guild had great hopes for him.


      Rosalie ran into him frequently; the Mages Guild’s main office was in the same town. And whenever they met, Adolph would always say the same thing.


      “What a coincidence. Want to join me for a meal?”


      “Actually, I have to pack up my things now. I’m sorry.”


      Adolph blinked in surprise. “Huh?”


      “Come autumn, I’ll be working at the Magic Corps’ infirmary in the capital.”


      “The Magic Corps? Where Louis is?”


      “Yes, indeed,” she replied, consciously keeping the bubbliness she felt out of her voice. At Minerva’s, Adolph and Louis had been like oil and water.


      Adolph thought about this for a moment. Then he quickly looked up and set his gaze on her. “Hey, Rosalie. Would you marry me?”


      It was a terribly abrupt love confession, but Rosalie wasn’t surprised. After so many invitations to eat together, she’d had a feeling.


      “If you want to keep on working as a doctor, well… My relatives manage a hospital. I could introduce you. I’m sure they’d be more than willing to see to your needs.”


      Rosalie didn’t let this go to her head. Adolph wasn’t in love with her. He wanted the status he’d gain from marrying the daughter of a Sage.


      This wasn’t the first time someone had made such a proposal, either. Many had tried to win her over, hiding their ulterior motives behind false smiles.


      Adolph was in the running to become an executive in the Mages Guild, and if he married her, his position would become much more secure. And, knowing Adolph, he probably wanted to become a Sage himself one day.


      But that wasn’t a good reason to tell Adolph what she really thought: You’re saying this because I’m a Sage’s daughter, aren’t you? This is because of Louis, right? That would be far too cruel.


      Instead, she bowed to him and kept it short.


      “I can’t. I’m sorry,” she said, moving to leave.


      He grabbed her left wrist. As Adolph looked at her, his eyes burned with tenacity—but not for her.


      “I’m serious.”


      She knew he was. He seriously wanted to get back at Louis.


      “Just pick me, Rosalie. I’ve liked you for a long time now.”


      Rosalie hesitated. She wasn’t about to accept his proposal, but if there was even a drop of sincerity in it, then it would be rude not to respond in kind.


      “I’m going to marry Louis,” she said.


      Adolph’s hand loosened. Rosalie quickly pulled her arm away and took a step back.


      “I’ve always loved him. I’m sorry, but I can’t marry you.”


      “He only got close to you in order to become a Sage, you know.”


      Rosalie wanted to tell him to look in the mirror but decided against it. “Louis isn’t interested in becoming a Sage. You know that as well as I do,” she said bluntly, before turning her back and walking away.


      When Adolph didn’t come after her, Rosalie sighed in relief.


      Adolph watched Rosalie go with a dark smile on his face.


      …Louis must have fooled her to get in good with the Aquamancy Mage.


      It was no longer the time for mercy. Louis Miller was an eyesore. If not for him, Adolph would have been the center of attention at Minerva’s. But the teachers obsessed over the other boy, and all because of his foolish antics.


      Now was no different. Adolph was trying to become a Sage with Duke Clockford’s support, and Louis stood in his way. How long would he interfere in Adolph’s life before he was satisfied?


      I’ll corner you, torture you, and crush you, Louis Miller.


      Adolph would know no peace until he saw Louis’s face twisted in agony and defeat, and it didn’t matter what he had to do to achieve it.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      In midsummer, on the fifth day of the fourth week of Dion, Louis put on his best suit and a pair of shoes polished to a shine. His lustrous chestnut-colored hair was in a neat braid. He looked the perfect gentleman as he stepped up to the residence of the Aquamancy Mage in the large city of Cazul.


      The Aquamancy Mage Bartrand Verde was from a mercantile family. His residence here in a wealthy neighborhood of Cazul was nothing extravagant, but it was befitting of a local man of influence.


      According to the house steward who showed Louis inside, the building was sometimes used as a local meeting place.


      While Bartrand certainly came off as strict and severe, the locals loved him and often relied on him. Rosalie was quite similar to him that way. Like father, like daughter, Louis thought.


      The old steward said, “Here we are” and opened the door to the reception room. Louis took a deep breath and straightened up.


      Inside, sitting on a sofa, was Bartrand himself, his graying dark-brown hair combed back. Next to him sat a girl with dark-brown hair, tight braids, and a modest dark-green dress. Her pale profile made Louis’s heart skip a beat.


      She slowly looked up. She still exuded that same intellectual air. Her cool eyes met his.


      Rosalie!


      Louis resisted the urge to cry out and run over to her. Instead, he bowed. He knew how to do all this perfectly now—the correct angle of his hips, how long to hold the bow, and the right words to say.


      “Good day, Lord Aquamancy Mage. Thank you very much for inviting me here today.”


      He looked up and gave a classy smile.


      Fighting down the desire to say, Did you see that, Rosalie?! Louis glanced at her. She was frozen in place, her eyes wide.


      Louis desperately held in a happy chuckle. She’s so surprised.


      According to Bartrand, Rosalie was into classy men like the princes from storybooks. Louis didn’t doubt her feelings, but he was certain she’d fall even deeper in love with him if he became the sort of man that she admired.


      “It’s good to see you again, Rosalie,” said Louis with beautiful, proper enunciation. Rosalie, who had been as still as a stone, gave a start.


      She was cute, like a surprised cat. But a gentleman wouldn’t say that out loud. He wouldn’t tease her.


      Bartrand gestured to the opposite sofa, and Louis politely took a seat and sipped the offered black tea without making a single noise. He sincerely wanted jam, but no gentleman would demand such a thing.
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      Once Louis had returned the cup to its saucer, Bartrand broached the main topic. “The details are as I wrote them in my letter. After the upcoming New Year’s ceremonies, I will be retiring from my position as a Sage. I would like to recommend you for the position.”


      “I gratefully accept, sir.”


      Bartrand didn’t mention why he wanted to retire. The man seemed perfectly healthy, so the cause was likely a drop in his mana capacity.


      In order to become a Sage, a mage needed to have a capacity of at least 150. In general, the number peaked when a person was around twenty, then slowly decreased over time. Louis figured the man’s capacity was just about to drop below the threshold.


      “And regarding your engagement to Rosalie…”


      “Yes, sir. I happily accept.”


      “If you finish the paperwork for your engagement by the end of next month and manage to join the Sages, I will officially approve your marriage.”


      Louis mentally cursed. You already approved it, old man. Just let me marry her already!


      “Rosalie will also join the Magic Corps as a doctor, starting in Fuere,” Bartrand continued. “I’m sure she’ll have worries—there are a lot of men in the Corps, after all. I want you to support her.”


      “I wouldn’t dream of doing otherwise, sir,” replied Louis. Is that why he wanted to move the engagement along?


      The Magic Corps was basically one big sausage fest. While there were female members, the group was overwhelmingly male. Bartrand was worried about his daughter working in such an environment. In that sense, choosing Louis had been convenient—he commanded the entire Corps. Nobody would lay a hand on Rosalie if she was his fiancée.


      While Louis despised being made to dance to Bartrand’s tune, the proposition itself was just what he wanted. After all, it meant he’d be able to see Rosalie at work from now on. And they would be openly engaged!


      With a gentle, reassuring voice, Louis said to her, “If anything ever bothers you, Rosalie, please tell me.”


      “Oh. Yes, I will…,” Rosalie replied softly, looking down and away from his smile. She was probably embarrassed.


      Ah, I want to have a real conversation with her. There’s so much to catch up on.


      As Louis itched to do just that, Bartrand spoke again. “Nominations for Sage candidates will last until the last day of Nerie at the end of autumn, and the final selection process will take place in the middle of Alteria, shortly before the new year. I eagerly await your promotion.”


      “I understand, sir. I will do my best to meet your expectations.”


      Louis knew he was talented, and that he had put in the work. He was proud, and he’d earned it.


      And so he was blind to how shocked Rosalie was at his changed behavior—and to learn that he wanted to become a Sage.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      After discussing the engagement paperwork and the steps needed to complete his recommendation for the Sages, Louis left the Bartrand estate.


      Bartrand glanced at his daughter, still sitting beside him. It was clear Louis had wanted to say more to Rosalie, but her stony expression had convinced Bartrand to end the meeting early.


      Rosalie sat on the sofa, hands folded in her lap, staring. Bartrand struggled to find the words to say to his daughter.


      Long ago, when Louis still wore a Minerva’s uniform, he’d marched up to Bartrand and declared that he and Rosalie had promised their futures to each other. And Bartrand remembered how Rosalie had broken into a happy smile when he’d first broached the idea of her engagement to Louis. He had thought then that there would be no issue moving forward. But now Rosalie looked sullen.


      “Are you worried about something?” he asked.


      “No, Father. There’s no problem.”


      Rosalie had always been good at holding things in and enduring them. She fell silent and swallowed it all back down—and Bartrand knew that he was the reason she did it.


      At times like these, he was never sure how to encourage her or to get her to speak her mind. That was the price he’d paid for dedicating his life to his work and neglecting his family.


      “I’m going to my room to rest. I’m a little tired,” Rosalie said, standing up. She seemed somehow disappointed. The door quietly closed behind her, and Bartrand stared at it.


      “…Please, go speak to her,” he said to the steward.


      “Yes, sir,” said the old steward in a leisurely voice. Then a thought struck him. “Oh, right. Sir, since their engagement has been approved, I assume I can stop disposing of his letters?”


      Bartrand fell silent, not with affirmation, but with confusion. He’d clearly forgotten all about that request.


      The steward went on, his tone relaxed. “Don’t you remember? It was a few years ago. Quite unusually, you’d had a lot to drink, and you were raging mad, sir. You said, ‘If any letters for Rosalie arrive from Louis Miller, get rid of them. And make sure none of hers get to him, either!’”


      “…You can let them go through from now on.”


      Bartrand Verde wasn’t much of a drinker. He rarely partook, and when he did, he often remembered nothing of it.


      Maintaining his stern, dignified attitude, Bartrand quietly swore to himself that he’d never drink again.
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      The rumors about the Aquamancy Mage recommending Louis to join the Seven Sages, and of Louis’s engagement to his daughter, spread through the Magic Corps in the blink of an eye.


      The source of those rumors was the ever enthusiastic, ever loudmouthed Glenn Dudley.


      “Master is so ready to be a Sage. He’s super excited… I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so happy!”


      Glenn chatted merrily, cheeks full of baked goods provided by the other Magic Corps members. They all seemed to find this very believable.


      “I remember how the commander flipped his lid when the Gem Mage was made a Sage.”


      “Commander Miller wants to be a Sage more than a fish wants water.”


      “The guy would do practically anything to be one.”


      Huh. I see, thought Glenn idly as he munched away.


      Glenn didn’t know much about his master, but given the man’s upper-class enunciation, he figured the guy was a noble or something. The position of Sage was attractive even for nobility. After all, you got to be a personal aide to the king himself.


      “Anyway, what’s the commander’s fiancée like?” one of the men asked. “Have you met her yet?”


      Glenn shook his head, food still in his mouth. All he knew was that the woman was the Aquamancy Mage’s daughter, and that she’d be working in the Magic Corps’ infirmary starting in the fall.


      The others were already sympathizing with Louis’s fiancée.


      “I didn’t realize the commander loved anything besides wine and jam.”


      “He never even comes when we invite him out to brothels.”


      “It’s probably a political marriage to strengthen his bid to join the Sages.”


      “Maybe, but isn’t that a little underhanded…?”


      “I mean, that’s the commander for you. That guy will do whatever it takes.”


      As he chewed, Glenn mentally organized the members’ thoughts. So Master was after a position in the Seven Sages, huh? And that’s why he got engaged to a Sage’s daughter.


      Louis had taken Glenn on as a disciple because he wanted to put Minerva’s in his debt and get a recommendation out of the faculty. Glenn supposed getting engaged to get in a current Sage’s good books wasn’t too different.


      But marrying a woman just for that…? I feel so bad for his fiancée.


      A gloominess welled up in Glenn, and he stopped eating.


      Louis had a mean streak and was a terrible master, but he’d still made Glenn his apprentice and brought him to the Magic Corps. Glenn was grateful for that.


      So while he had his complaints, he couldn’t bring himself to sincerely hate the man, nor did he want to.


      The Magic Corps members knew that Louis would stop at nothing to achieve his goals.


      The problem was, they’d assumed that his goal was to become a Sage, and that his engagement was just a means to that end. None of them imagined, even in their wildest dreams, that his true objective was not to become a Sage but to marry Rosalie.
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      CHAPTER 4


      Candidates Assembled


      The wind grew colder by the day, and at the start of Shelgria, with the winter spirits’ visitation in the air, Louis Miller was on top of the world. After all, he was officially engaged to Rosalie and working alongside her. How could he not be on cloud nine?


      Now, if he could only become one of the Seven Sages, his marriage to Rosalie would be all but assured.


      The Seven Sages Selection would be held in the middle of the following month. With the big event just around the corner, Louis had redoubled his efforts training the Magic Corps in practical combat, and he was tearing up and throwing around his subordinates again and again in a joyful display of violence.


      “Next group, forward!”


      “C-Commander Miller… All the groups have already gone, sir.”


      “Then they’ll go again. I’m still going, aren’t I?”


      “…Ahh…”


      The Magic Corps specialized in magecraft-based combat, but whether it was slaying dragons or capturing criminals, they mostly only fought in places with no magic battle barrier. Therefore, they often did endurance and martial arts training under similar circumstances. And Louis was extremely adept at any training that involved moving around.


      He moved about the midwinter grounds, full of energy as he punched, kicked, and threw his subordinates in all directions. One by one, his men ran out of strength, slowly piling up at his feet.


      “Next!”


      After beating down five soldiers at once, Louis called for the next group. One soldier, his face pale, was shaking.


      “Commander,” he said, “my stomach hurts, so I’d like to go to the infirm—”


      “Eh? Did you say something?”


      Everyone—the subordinate groveling and all of those watching—sucked in a terrified breath.


      Louis Miller was, on the surface, a handsome man with a monocle and well-kept hair. But his current expression wasn’t what you’d expect from the Magic Corps commander. It was more like the face of a mob boss.


      “Your stomach hurts? You think that warrants a visit to the infirmary?”


      Translated, he meant, “You’re not giving Rosalie more work for no reason on my watch, idiot.”


      The soldier, almost in tears, hunched over and grasped his midsection. “Um, well… My guts feel like they’re tied in knots. It’s kind of a stabbing pain, and…”


      “I see. Well, it’s your own fault for not taking care of yourself. In that case, I’ll finish you off myself, right here.”


      “Wait, I suddenly feel better!”


      The man put on a desperate grin, still half crying.


      Louis shot him a classy smile and cracked his knuckles. “Very well. Let’s resume our training.”
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      After being called “merciless,” “heartless,” and “casually brutal” by his men, Louis Miller headed to the infirmary, his gait merry and full of energy. Once there, he opened the door.


      “Rosalie, I scraped my arm during training. Please patch me up!” he said with a full smile.


      Rosalie, who’d been writing something on a piece of paper, looked up. The Magic Corps’ infirmary employed several doctors, but Rosalie did most of her work alongside an older doctor named Hauser. Hauser was out at the moment, so Rosalie was the only one there.


      She set down her feather pen. “Please call me Dr. Verde while on the job, Commander Miller,” she said without smiling.


      “Come, now. We’re engaged to be married, remember?”


      “I believe the Magic Corps commander should avoid mixing his public and private life in a manner that might invite criticism. In any case, let me see your injury.”


      It was very like Rosalie to adopt a brusque attitude but still agree to tend to his wounds. Louis took a seat in the patient’s chair and showed her the small scrape he’d gotten on his arm. It was very minor. Even so, Rosalie deftly cleaned it and applied an ointment.


      While she worked, Louis casually glanced around the infirmary. It seemed nobody was idiotic enough to try peeping in through the window.


      Back when Rosalie had first started, plenty of people had started visiting the infirmary for the most trivial of concerns, hoping to get a look at the commander’s fiancée. Louis had started paying regular visits himself to ward them off and secure time with her.


      Having her tend to his wounds like this reminded him of their school days. Back then, even if Louis got hurt, Woodman would simply tell him to clean his wounds and get some rest, so it had always fallen to Rosalie to patch him up.


      Naturally, now that she was a doctor, she was much better at first aid than she used to be.


      I do wish she’d scold me a bit, though, Louis thought idly, gazing at Rosalie’s serious face.


      Back at school, every time he got hurt, Rosalie would nag him. But he knew that beneath her words lay a gentle kindness. At some point, he’d started yearning for it. That was how starved he was for her voice.


      Even after their engagement, the two of them had both been very busy. They hadn’t found a quiet moment to talk to each other. Louis led the Magic Corps, so his schedule was obviously packed, while Rosalie had just started working in the infirmary that autumn.


      Their days off never lined up, and even if they had, Louis was terribly busy with paperwork for the Seven Sages Selection, so he could never spend any time relaxing with Rosalie. They hadn’t even found time for a single date.


      Louis sincerely wished to invite her on a date or to ask her to come visit his house. He wanted to do all the things lovers did, yes, but he also wanted to stay up all night reminiscing about the past with her. He wanted her to smile in exasperation at whatever absurd, trivial things he talked about.


      But I won’t have to wait much longer. Once I’m a Sage, we’ll be married.


      The nominations for the Seven Sages Selection had ended the day before, so the candidates would probably be announced soon. He didn’t care who they were, of course—he wouldn’t let anyone outdo him. Louis would be the one to become a Sage.


      “You’re all fixed up.”


      “Thank you.”


      Her treatment had ended in what felt like a heartbeat. Maybe I should have been a little more reckless, he thought as he smiled at her. “Rosalie, if you’d like, we could get dinner tonight—”


      “Miss Rosalie! I brought the dried sheets!” A stupidly loud voice rang out from beyond the door, interrupting him.


      Rosalie stood up with a start and went to open the door. It was Glenn, carrying folded sheets in both arms. The boy did odd jobs around the post and ended up at the infirmary quite often.


      “Why, thank you, Glenn. You’re a big help.”


      “You’re welcome! Anything else you need me to carry?”


      “No, that’s all. Thank you again.”


      Louis pursed his lips. When he called Rosalie by her first name, she snubbed him, reminding him to keep his personal life out of his work. But she seemed to have softened to Glenn. It was incomprehensible.


      As he was thinking about how to regain her attention, a squat middle-aged man—Vice-Commander Anderson—called to him from the hallway. “Commander Miller, someone from the Mages Guild is here to see you.”


      “…I’ll be right there.”


      Shoving down his rising malaise, Louis stood. He wished he could ignore his work and sneak away with Rosalie. But he wasn’t the Problem Child of Minerva’s anymore—he was the Magic Corps commander and a candidate to join the Seven Sages.


      Reminding himself of this, he exited the infirmary.


      As he did, he heard Rosalie and Glenn talking behind him. And that made him extremely jealous.
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      Louis’s visitor was an executive in the Mages Guild, a man named Traget. He was in his fifties and wore his graying black hair combed back. He wore a generously decorated robe and carried a high mage’s staff. Louis suspected he was of a noble lineage; his clothes and accessories were obviously expensive. Gauging the value of a person’s belongings was a habit Louis had picked up in the poor village where he’d grown up and had never managed to shake.


      Traget sat across the reception table and smiled politely as he broached the main subject. “The nominations for the Seven Sages Selection have all been decided. That’s why I’ve come today.”


      At last, thought Louis, discreetly balling his hand into a fist.


      The Seven Sages candidates were generally decided based on recommendations from current Sages, the Mages Guild, Minerva’s, and influential nobles. Sometimes there were more, other times, less—but Louis had heard there were always around two or three.


      “How many candidates will there be this time?”


      “Four, including you, Commander Miller.”


      That’s more than I expected. He’d wondered if he might be the only candidate, but evidently it wouldn’t be quite so easy.


      “The first one comes from the Mages Guild—the Windhand Mage Adolph Faron.”


      Louis barely stopped himself from grunting rudely in surprise. Adolph Faron. He’d been a classmate of Louis’s back at Minerva’s, and he was always picking fights with him.


      When the hell did Forehead achieve enough to become a Sage?


      Adolph’s father held a title, but Adolph himself wasn’t the legitimate heir. Supposedly, that was why he worked for the Mages Guild. But to be nominated to become a Sage, one needed significant accomplishments, and Louis doubted Adolph had more than he did.


      Louis studied Traget’s face. “For what reason was the Windhand Mage recommended?” he asked carefully.


      “He set the Ridillian record for remote magecraft. You know—hitting a target from very far away.”


      I see, he thought. It was an astounding feat, but Louis doubted he’d managed to use those skills to slay any dragons.


      According to Traget, major nobles had inflated the record’s importance and had pressured the Mages Guild executives to recommend Adolph.


      …I see where this is going.


      The man sitting in front of Louis was himself a Mages Guild executive. But the Guild had its factions—quite a lot of them, as it happened. Louis surmised that Traget’s group was not very friendly toward Adolph.


      “If I may ask… Would one of the major nobles supporting the Windhand Mage happen to be Duke Clockford?”


      Traget returned Louis’s question with an ambivalent smile. “I’m not entirely sure. All I know is that, whoever they are, they support the second prince.”


      Louis had been right. Adolph’s family were supporters of the second prince, and that faction’s leader, Duke Clockford, was no doubt behind him.


      The duke hadn’t recommended Adolph directly but rather pressured the nobles under his sway to recommend him; those nobles had, in turn, pressured the Mages Guild. The duke had recommended the Gem Mage for the Seven Sages Selection several years ago, so he’d probably decided a more roundabout approach was in order this time.


      Louis had heard that Traget was part of the neutral faction. He must not think highly of the duke trying to force Adolph through.


      This Selection has a lot more political scheming behind it than I’d imagined. Duke Clockford wanted to install another supporter of the second prince, the first prince’s faction wanted to stop him, and the neutral faction was caught in the middle.


      Keeping that in mind, Louis continued. “May I ask who the other candidates are?”


      “The second is the Flight Mage Winston Barrett. He is the current national record holder for distance flying using flight magecraft.”


      Louis had heard of the Flight Mage before. He’d never talked to him, but he’d seen him from a distance once. He was thirty or so and a well-known user of flight magecraft who traveled all around the kingdom.


      During the disaster in Nadine a few years back, Winston Barrett had used his swift flying to quickly contact the Aquamancy Mage. Winston himself wasn’t part of any particular faction, but he frequently delivered messages in times of emergency, making him a favorite of the provincial nobles. They had probably been the ones to recommend him for this Selection.


      Those nobles were likely neutral, or else supporters of the first prince. The Flight Mage himself likely had little interest in political strife. Unlike Adolph, for whom everything had been laid out, Winston was a man of true ability. He was, without a doubt, a strong opponent. Louis braced himself.


      “And the third?” he asked.


      “The third candidate… Well, she’s still a student, apparently.”


      “A student?” repeated Louis, arching an eyebrow.


      Traget looked uncomfortable. “Yes. The Silent Witch Monica Everett, from Minerva’s.”


      I thought so, Louis reflected calmly. He was aware of no other student with the exceptional genius required to be nominated for the Selection.


      Monica Everett was fifteen years old. She was known as the girl genius of Minerva’s and had authored a paper on fundamental magecraft formula syntax. It was so well done that it had even impressed Louis. If the things she’d written were verified, fundamental magecraft textbooks would all need to be rewritten within the next few years.


      That in itself was an incredible feat, but even more incredible was that she’d learned a skill to surpass even quick-chanting: unchanted magecraft. She could cast spells without chanting at all—and that had earned her the title of “Silent Witch.”


      But that didn’t mean she was a threat to Louis. Yes, her paper was excellent, and her unchanted magecraft is an extraordinary feat. But she probably can’t do everything without chanting.


      Beginner-level spells weren’t very effective in actual combat, whether one chanted or not. In fact, even if she could use intermediate magecraft, Louis was confident his physical abilities would allow him to dodge it and still carry the day.


      The Silent Witch’s paper was good—he’d admit that. But when it came to real fighting, the one with more experience had an overwhelming advantage.


      Still, there’s a chance they may ask questions about magecraft formula research at the Selection. I should make sure to learn as much as I can from her paper.


      “And about the Silent Witch’s recommendation…,” said Traget hesitantly as Louis considered his strategy. “Well, it came from Minerva’s faculty, but the main person behind it was the Mage of Violet Smoke Gideon Rutherford.”


      Louis was speechless. A moment later, veins appeared on his forehead, and he flew into a rage.


      That… That, that, that… That old rat! He knew his apprentice wanted to be a Sage! And he went and recommended someone else!!!


      Was that any way for a master to behave? Louis knew he should have torn off those bushy eyebrows while he was still in school, no matter what it took. Actually, it wasn’t too late. He could storm into Minerva’s and rip them off right now…


      As he grated his teeth, Traget looked at him with sympathy. But Louis swallowed his boiling anger and pushed his monocle up so hard, it left a mark on his nose.


      “I see. I suppose that shows how much faith Professor Rutherford has in her.”


      “Oh, ah, yes…”


      “I have read the Silent Witch’s paper, you know. I’m looking forward to meeting her. Ha-ha-ha.”


      Girl genius or not, she could never beat the Magic Corps commander in practical combat.


      Now that it had come to this, he would show both her and his old teacher the full extent of his power.


      After discussing the planned schedule for the Seven Sages Selection and what documents he would have to submit, he and Louis spoke about other work for a while, and then Traget glanced at his pocket watch and rose from his seat.


      “In any case, I should be going,” he said.


      “I’ll accompany you out.”


      “Thank you. This building is quite complex. I always find myself getting lost in it…”


      Traget was actually a very important person who served as the bridge between the Magic Corps and the Mages Guild. He had clout with the Noble Assembly as well, so Louis needed to treat him with courtesy. He smiled politely as Traget led him outside. But then the older man suddenly looked back at him.


      “Ah, another thing. I heard you got engaged recently, Commander.”


      “Yes, that’s right,” Louis replied, his voice unintentionally effervescent. He was normally cool and indifferent, but when it came to the most precious woman in the world, he couldn’t help wanting to brag.


      “Congratulations. I hear she is the Aquamancy Mage’s daughter as well… I suppose that makes you a shoo-in for Sage.”


      Louis’s cheek twitched. Traget made it sound like Louis had only gotten engaged to Rosalie so he could join the Seven Sages.


      He knew that similar rumors had been spreading among the members of the Magic Corps. But he’d assumed that it was so obvious he was head over heels for her that there was no need to go out of his way to correct them.


      Just as he made up his mind to gush about her to Traget, the other man spoke first. “It must be rough, having to get engaged just to get ahead.”


      Louis saw genuine sympathy in Traget’s eyes.


      For an instant, he felt blood rise to his head. Then, abruptly, he remembered something. Traget himself had entered into a political marriage to consolidate his position in the Mages Guild. He’d complained before about being a henpecked husband.


      Calm down. Calm down…


      Traget was an important guest. Louis couldn’t afford to tell him off. Not here. But he couldn’t gush about his fiancée to the man, either—such talk was unlikely to put someone in Traget’s circumstances in a good mood.


      Louis quashed all the emotions welling up inside him and assumed a sardonic tone. “I wouldn’t have done it if she weren’t the Aquamancy Mage’s daughter.”


      In his head, the Problem Child of Minerva’s was stamping his foot and shouting, That’s right! If not for her idiot father, I wouldn’t have bothered with this engagement nonsense. I would have made her my bride in an instant!
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      After the Starspear Witch Carla Maxwell retired from the Seven Sages, she’d started traveling around, conducting mana density investigations. One of her trips took her to Minerva’s for the first time in a while. Dressed in well-worn traveling clothes, she knocked on Gideon Rutherford’s laboratory door.


      “It’s good to see you again, Master.”


      “Ah. Hello, Carla.” Rutherford had his trademark pipe in his mouth. Deep wrinkles crossed his brow. The man had excellent posture and looked young for his age, but at the moment, he looked exhausted.


      Carla put down her things. “I saw a bunch of teachers out in the halls going into classrooms and checking behind all the curtains. What’s that about? A new school event? Are you holding a curtain-flipping contest?” she joked.


      Rutherford breathed out a puff of smoke with a sigh. “There’s a conference tomorrow. When I told Everett I’d be taking her along, she ran away. Usually, we find her hiding behind the curtains in some classroom or other.”


      Monica Everett—the Silent Witch—was Rutherford’s only current research student. That made her Carla’s fellow, and she thought of the girl as her cute junior colleague.


      Unlike Louis, who was always busy with the Magic Corps, Carla took the time to pop in at Minerva’s once in a while, so she’d met Monica before. Monica had even asked her for help with a paper once.


      “If she hates the idea that much,” said Carla, “then maybe you shouldn’t force her to come with you…”


      “She needs to grow a backbone while she has the chance. Being a spineless whelp won’t help her at the Seven Sages Selection.”


      At those words, Carla’s eyes went wide. She’d had no idea. “Our little Monica is a Sage candidate?”


      “By the unanimous agreement of Minerva’s faculty—though I was the main one who recommended her.”


      “Wow…,” said Carla in spite of herself.


      Her first thought was of Louis, Rutherford’s other apprentice. Carla knew he’d poured plenty of sweat and blood into trying to join the Sages. And she was pretty sure Rutherford knew that, too. But instead of him, the old man had recommended the Silent Witch.


      “Oh… I can see Louis throwing a fit over that.”


      “Yes, well. If I’d recommended him, I’m sure Duke Clockford would have blocked it.”


      Louis was good friends with First Prince Lionel, so regardless of his actual position, everyone saw him as part of Lionel’s faction. And Duke Clockford didn’t approve of powerful mages who backed the first prince.


      For Louis to join the Seven Sages, he would need a recommendation from a current Sage outside of the duke’s influence. That was the only way.


      Carla took a cigarette from her pocket and put it in her mouth. With a quick-chant, she lit a flame at the end of it, then took a long drag, savoring the taste.


      “I understand why you didn’t recommend Louis,” she said. “But to put forward another candidate when someone else has recommended him… That’s a little mean, don’t you think?”


      “I didn’t have a choice. We need to get Everett into the public eye. Otherwise, someone else might try to scout her—the Empire, for example.”


      While the Silent Witch was a talented mage, she was still young—and, more importantly, she had severe personality issues. What’s more, if she’d simply had talent, she could have stayed at Minerva’s, doing research like she was now. But Rutherford was convinced that her genius was too great to keep her holed away in the school.


      “It doesn’t matter if Everett becomes a Sage or not. Making it known that she was fit to be a candidate at her age is enough.”


      In other words, Rutherford wanted the Ridillian authorities to recognize the Silent Witch’s value and to protect her. Additionally, because of her youth, she would be overlooked at academic conferences. So he’d recommended her to make her seem more important—to say Look, she was a candidate for the next Sage.


      Carla was sure Rutherford hadn’t explained any of that to Louis, probably on purpose. She thought both of them could stand to use their words a little more, but that was just their way. Carla leaned against the window, savoring her tobacco.


      Her former teacher twirled his pipe. “It’s not only Louis. Adolph’s in the running, too… A couple of brats who’ve gotten too big for their britches. The Silent Witch will give them a much-needed kick to the rear, I believe.”


      “You’re so spiteful.”


      “I’ve never been the gentle, nurturing type.” Rutherford cackled.


      Just then, the door to the laboratory opened, and Allison, the law teacher, came running in. “Professor Rutherford! We found Everett!”


      “Ah. Good work.”


      “Mr. Redmond spotted her behind some curtains in an unused lab room. As expected of a magical creature expert—he sure knows how to track down an animal in flight!”


      In a clear, snappy tone, Allison proceeded to describe, in vivid detail, the hunt Redmond and his students had undertaken. Carla privately sympathized with her poor junior—they were treating her like some kind of rare beast. She’d have to give Monica some sweets the next time she saw her.


      “Speaking of,” said Rutherford, turning to Carla. “Wasn’t there something you needed from me?”


      Carla smiled wryly. “Ah, yeah. It’s about my work for the Magic Geography Association. Have you heard of the Alsoon Magic Item Atelier, Master?”


      “Yes. It’s a major business. They’ve got a huge workshop in the capital suburbs.”


      “Well, the mana density in that area has increased lately. I told them it was dangerous, but they turned me away.”


      A higher mana density meant that magical beasts, like dragons and spirits, were more likely to gather. It could also cause mana-sensitive magical items to malfunction, resulting in terrible accidents.


      “I was reluctant to do this, but I thought that maybe I could ask those at Minerva’s to exercise their authority. Maybe get you to explain the dangers. Otherwise, we’re just waiting for an accident to happen.”


      Allison, who had been quietly listening to Carla and Rutherford talk, interjected. “That place has a lot of noble investors. I’m not sure that even a warning from Minerva’s will do the trick.”


      He was right about that. If Carla had been one of the Seven Sages, they might have been more willing to heed her advice, but she’d retired due to a scandal in the family. No matter where she went, she didn’t have that much weight to throw around.


      Allison’s comment jogged Rutherford’s memory. “The atelier is under new management, isn’t it?” he asked. “The last one had the temperament of a craftsman. He’d have been a stickler for safety measures.”


      “Yeah, but the new one is the complete opposite. He seems to think getting in good with big, powerful nobles is more important. It has given them more sales channels, of course.”


      Carla shrugged. “Well, nothing I can do about it. I’ll just keep my head down and continue my regular investigations.”


      If an accident occurred at Alsoon Magic Item Atelier, it would be the Magic Corps that got roped into the mess—in other words, Louis. Carla sighed. She hoped this would blow over before the Seven Sages Selection took place.
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      At the beginning of winter, the four Sage candidates were announced. One month later, the Kingdom of Ridill welcomed the new year with a weeklong feast.


      On the feast’s final day, the Aquamancy Mage Bartrand Verde officially announced his retirement, and the people spoke about it with extreme interest.


      The Starspear Witch had stepped down around three and a half years ago, and the Gem Mage had taken her place. But that hadn’t been the only change to the Seven Sages’ roster.


      First, the second Abyss Shaman Adeline Albright had retired, and her grandson, the third Abyss Shaman, had stepped up to replace her.


      Not long after that, the third Witch of Thorns, Sabrina Roseburg, had passed away, and her great-granddaughter, Melissa Roseburg, had become the fourth Witch of Thorns, before quickly retiring herself. That had led to the appointment of the fifth Witch of Thorns, Raul Roseburg—who, at the age of sixteen, was now the youngest Sage in history.


      In order of appointment, the Seven Sages now consisted of the Thunderclap Mage, the Starseer Witch, the Aquamancy Mage, the Artillery Mage, the Gem Mage, the third Abyss Shaman, and the fifth Witch of Thorns. The two seats occupied by the Abyss Shaman and the Witch of Thorns were hereditary, so those changes had garnered less public interest. Everyone was much more concerned about changes in the other five positions.


      The public discussed the four most recent candidates excitedly, speculating that this one would be the new Sage, or no, it would certainly be that one, and even placing bets on the results. The immediate favorite was the Barrier Mage Louis Miller, the youngest commander of the Magic Corps in history.


      In terms of renown and accomplishments, Louis stood far above the rest. Prolific dragon slayers tended to stick in people’s memory. Plus, he was a gentleman of class and elegance, giving him a lot of support among the ladies. This reputation was a result of the strategy and plain old hard work he’d put into wiping the “problem child” blot off his record and becoming the kind of gentleman the Aquamancy Mage had specified.


      Of course, Louis wasn’t one to let all this support go to his head. During the winter holiday, he threw himself into magic battle training. Then, when the new year arrived, he spent the downtime between security jobs reading stacks of papers and essays to prepare for any question-and-answer sessions. As he worked, he passed his days grumbling about how he couldn’t spend the holiday with Rosalie, how this was all so stupid, and how he would definitely find a way to relax with her during the new year.


      He’d done everything he could to prepare. There was no way he would lose.


      Then, four days before the Seven Sages Selection, a report arrived. Louis had been in his office dealing with paperwork at the time.


      “Commander! It’s an emergency! Dr. Verde… Your fiancée fell from the roof!”


      For the first time in his life, Louis felt true terror and despair—it was like a vise grip on his heart.
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      CHAPTER 5


      What Was Lost and What Was Kept


      Rosalie Verde had fallen from the roof of the Magic Corps post’s main building.


      When Louis received the report in his office, he jumped out the window without the slightest hesitation.


      He hadn’t gone mad. His office was on the third floor, while the infirmary was on the first. He could get there faster by dropping out the window and going in from the front door.


      Using a quick-chant to whip up a gust, Louis softened his landing. He ignored the startled Corps members, who had just witnessed him fall out of the sky, and went straight to the infirmary as fast as he could.


      Rosalie? She fell? Off the roof?


      What did that mean? It didn’t make sense. Why? How? What had happened? He had so many questions that he couldn’t think straight.


      The door to the infirmary had been left open—evidence that people were hurrying in and out.


      “Rosalie!”


      Shouting the name of his beloved, Louis dashed into the room.


      Hauser, the older doctor who had worked there longer than anyone, was in the room. Unlike Woodman, this man actually did his job. He was a reliable doctor.


      “Commander Miller,” he said, looking up from his mortar. Then, before Louis could reply, he glanced at the back of the infirmary and said, “She’s over there.”


      The room had four beds, each cordoned off by curtains. The closest was the only one with its curtains closed, marking it as in use. The window must have been open, because the fabric was billowing gently. As the curtains moved, Louis glimpsed someone in uniform beyond them. There was a person standing next to the bed.


      Louis quietly opened the curtain and found Rosalie lying there. Bandages were wrapped around her head, and her hair—usually neatly done up—was now spread over the pillow. Her body was hidden beneath a blanket. She probably had injuries all over. She’d fallen from the roof, after all.


      The person Louis had seen through the curtains was Glenn. When he noticed Louis, he looked up at him, about to burst into tears.


      “Master… Miss Rosalie… She…”


      Legs trembling, Louis approached the bed and looked at his fiancée. She was sleeping faceup, her chest gently moving up and down.


      …She’s alive.


      His blood, which had seemed to sink into his feet at the news, began to flow again. He took a deep breath. There was a prickly feeling behind his nose. He was certain this was the first time in his life that he’d wanted to cry in relief.


      Rosalie’s white eyelids shifted slightly. Then her eyes cracked open, and she looked vacantly up into nothing. She tried to say something, then frowned. The corners of her lips had been cut.


      “Rosalie, please, don’t force yourself to speak,” said Louis.


      She moved only her eyes to look at him. She was alive. Rosalie was alive.


      “I’m so glad…you’re safe,” he said, as a tear fell from his eye.


      How embarrassing, thought Louis, sniffling.


      Then Rosalie’s lips moved ever so slightly, and she spoke in a hoarse voice.


      “…Who are you?”
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      For a moment, Louis’s mind went completely blank. Then, a second later, it started racing.


      Rosalie would never joke around or tease him at a time like this. Her voice was so calm, it was hard to believe she’d just fallen off the roof.


      “I seem to be having trouble remembering,” she said. “Could someone call a doctor?”


      Louis nearly fell over on the spot.


      “My name is Hauser. I’m a doctor. I work here at the Magic Corps’ infirmary. Your name is Rosalie Verde. You’re a doctor employed at this infirmary as well. So? Has that jogged your memory?”


      “No… I’m very sorry.”


      “It’s nothing to apologize about. You can’t help what you can’t remember.”


      Dr. Hauser stood beside the bed talking to Rosalie in gentle tones. Louis and Glenn had moved behind him to listen to their conversation.


      Still lying flat in bed, Rosalie asked in a monotone, “What is my prognosis, Dr. Hauser?”


      “Fracture in the right arm, plus several bruises and abrasions all over your body. None required sutures.”


      “How long will my memory impediment take to heal?”


      “That’s the one thing I don’t know. It’s likely only a temporary effect of the blow to your head.”


      “I see. In that case, I won’t be able to work for a while… I’m very sorry.”


      Louis had to stop himself from burying his face in his hands. He wanted to shout at her. You’re injured! You can’t even remember your name! Now’s not the time to worry about your stupid job!


      Still, it was very much like Rosalie to remain calm, endeavor to grasp her situation, and then immediately worry about causing problems for others. She was still herself, even without her memories.


      “Do I live with any family members, Dr. Hauser? If so, I may need to explain my injury to them.”


      “No, you were living alone in an apartment. I’ve heard your family lives in Cazul.”


      “I see. In that case, I’ll need to contact the owner of the apartment…”


      Dr. Hauser cleared his throat uncomfortably, then glanced at Louis, who seemed to want to say something. The old doctor looked back at Rosalie. “Verde?”


      “Yes? What is it?”


      “Do you happen to have any questions regarding the man who has been staring at you for ages now as if he can’t wait to speak to you?”


      Rosalie cocked her head, looking a little puzzled as she stared at Louis and Glenn.


      “…I’m sorry. Who might you be?”


      Glenn nearly said something, but Louis swiftly elbowed him in the side to shut him up, then took a step forward. “I’m Louis Miller, the Barrier Mage. I’m commander of the Magic Corps, and this is my apprentice, Glenn.”


      Louis bent down next to the bed to get his face as close to hers as he could. He placed his hand on his chest.


      “And I am your fiancé.”


      “…What?”


      Louis put on the kindest, most gentlemanly smile he could manage under the circumstances and repeated himself firmly. “I am your fiancé.”


      Rosalie made a face. However, it wasn’t the kind of expression that said, Oh, I can’t believe I’m engaged to such a wonderful gentleman! It was a grimace. She’d tried to hold in her distress and failed.


      Dr. Hauser, obviously feeling sorry for her, tried to help out. “He’s telling the truth. You and Commander Miller were engaged last summer.”


      Rosalie’s gaze drifted between Dr. Hauser and Louis. Her confusion made sense, of course.


      To tell her that she fell from the roof would be foolishly honest and only serve to amplify her unease. After all, falling from a rooftop implied some kind of crime—no two ways about it.


      Louis chose his next words carefully. “When I heard about your accident, I felt more dead than alive.”


      “Huh?” murmured Glenn.


      Thankfully, Rosalie hadn’t heard him. Keep your damn mouth shut, idiot.


      Louis glanced at Dr. Hauser. Quick on the uptake, the man beckoned to Glenn and guided him away from the bed. To anyone else, it would have looked as though he were giving the two lovebirds some space.


      Louis put on his best gentleman act to set Rosalie’s mind at ease. “I’m so glad you’re all right.”


      “I… Well, I’m sorry for worrying you.”


      “No, don’t apologize, Rosalie. This isn’t your fault.”


      The fault is with the ass that made this happen, thought Louis. Well, I suppose I can’t totally rule out an accident, but still…


      Just then, someone called for Louis from the entrance of the infirmary. It was Weiss, the captain of the First Division.


      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”


      Rosalie nodded, so Louis left her bedside, went out into the hallway, and closed the door.


      Weiss was a big man, about forty years old, with short-cropped blond hair. Louis’s voice was sharp as he asked his elder subordinate, “Who was the first to notice what had happened?”


      “Doctor Verde was found in the north part of the post…behind the main building. Glenn Dudley happened upon the scene when he was taking out the trash. He says he saw the moment the doctor fell from the roof and went to get help.”


      “Was the railing on the roof broken?”


      “No, sir.”


      The roof had railings, but they weren’t very high. An adult man could easily shove a delicate woman like Rosalie over them.


      If the railing had been broken, this could have been an accident. But if it wasn’t, it was better to assume a crime—that someone, with clear intent to murder, had pushed Rosalie from the rooftop.


      Louis ground his teeth. Quietly focusing the rage bubbling up from the pit of his stomach, he thought.


      His first priority was making sure Rosalie was safe. There could be someone in the Magic Corps post after her life. Even the infirmary wasn’t necessarily safe.


      “Commander Miller… There’s another thing, sir.”


      “What is it?”


      Distress began to leak onto Weiss’s face. He lowered his voice. “We haven’t been able to find Owen for a while.”


      Louis frowned. He hadn’t expected that.


      Owen Wright had been his roommate during their school days. He was vice-captain of the First Division directly under Weiss. He had a habit of leaving his room messy, but he’d never try to skip out on work. He was too serious, too earnest for that.


      “And one of my men… Well, sir, he saw Owen leaving the post with flight magecraft at around the same time Dr. Verde fell. At least, that’s what he said…”


      “Have you checked his room?” asked Louis.


      Weiss shook his head. “Owen has been living alone in an apartment near the hospital, sir. He moved there a little while back so he could visit his sick father.”


      I had no idea, thought Louis, surprised. The two of them were still good enough friends to grab a meal together now and then, but Louis hadn’t had time to see him for the last few months, what with his engagement to Rosalie and his preparations for the Seven Sages Selection.


      Louis knew how grateful Owen was to his parents for paying his tuition to Minerva’s. And now his father was in the hospital, and Owen had moved into an apartment all by himself to visit him. All those sudden changes must have been terribly difficult for him.


      …Come on, man. You have to tell me these things.


      That said, Louis had a hunch why Owen had stayed silent—he hadn’t wanted to worry his friend ahead of the Selection.


      That idiot!


      Rosalie’s fall and Owen’s disappearance. The two events had happened so close together, it was likely they were related somehow.


      Had Louis not known Owen so well, he would have assumed he was the culprit—that he’d pushed Rosalie off the roof, then fled the scene with flight magecraft. But Owen would never do that.


      No. Louis was sure of it—Owen must have found an important lead about the incident.


      “I understand,” he said. “Continue investigating the scene and looking for Owen. Keep the details secret for now. If asked about the matter, simply say that Rosalie was injured falling down the stairs.”


      Leaving Weiss with several specific instructions, Louis went back into the infirmary.


      Rosalie was still in bed, with Glenn at her side. The boy was talking to her, making exaggerated hand gestures.


      “You always patched me up, Miss Rosalie!” he said. “In fact, just the other day, Master rammed into me with flight magecraft and sent me flying. It was terrible—”


      “Glenn, you’re putting the patient to sleep.” Louis kicked Glenn in the leg at an angle Rosalie wouldn’t be able to see. Then he turned to her with the most kindhearted, gentle smile he could muster. “Rosalie, I imagine it will be quite difficult living alone with your wounds. Please, come to my house instead.”


      Rosalie knit her brows at the suggestion.


      “…I know we’re engaged, but I would be loath to impose.”


      You wouldn’t be imposing, stupid! Louis clenched his fists at his sides, then unclenched them again, maintaining his gentlemanly attitude. “I would quite welcome your imposition. You’re gravely wounded, you know. My house would be more suited for your recovery. I have a servant there.”


      Rosalie looked at Dr. Hauser with concern. The old doctor fiddled with his beard and nodded. “Commander Miller has a point. You can barely move your dominant hand, and you’re going to have trouble walking around.”


      “I see. And I can’t monopolize a bed in the infirmary, either… Understood, Mr. Miller. I shall place myself in your care.”


      Mr. Miller. The words made Louis dizzy. “Please, call me Louis. You always used to, before losing your memory.” Naturally, he didn’t tell her that she’d stubbornly called him Commander Miller while she was on the job. “I’ll call for a carriage. You can rest here until it arrives, Rosalie.”


      Louis glanced at Glenn.


      They boy didn’t seem to understand, so Louis grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and dragged his dense apprentice out into the hallway.


      “Glenn, we’re saying she fell down the stairs, got it? Don’t mention to anyone that she fell from the roof—unless it’s the First Division. They’re investigating the matter.”


      No reply.


      Louis glared at him, and Glenn returned his stare, uncharacteristically probing.


      “…Because that would be more convenient for you, Master?”


      I’m gonna punch this kid, Louis thought.


      Instead, he pushed up his monocle and stifled his raging emotions. “It’s for Rosalie’s sake. Do you understand me?”


      After warning his apprentice, Louis began thinking about who he could entrust his job to for the rest of the day. He was going to take this afternoon off, no matter what.
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      When you were the head of an organization, it was difficult to take time off without warning. But after hearing the circumstances, Vice-Commander Anderson quickly agreed to take over Louis’s duties and sent him on his way.


      “At times like these, you should be at her side,” he said. “My wife is still angry with me for taking so long to get home when she was injured.” A very beneficial piece of advice.


      Talented and always thoughtful, Anderson had procured the latest model of carriage—one that didn’t rock too much when it moved—for the injured woman. Louis also pilfered plenty of cushions from the post’s waiting room. He was sitting next to her now.


      Louis’s house was about twenty minutes by carriage from the Magic Corps post. Normally, he saved time by using flight magecraft to travel back and forth, but he didn’t want to cause his injured fiancée any extra strain.


      Rosalie sat back against the cushions and stared out the window. Her gaze wasn’t blank, however—she seemed to be searching the scenery outside, trying to remember something. Her gaze was awfully serious.


      She spotted a family walking next to the carriage. “Will it trouble your relatives at all if I impose on them without warning?” she asked suddenly.


      “No, that won’t be a problem. I am alone in the world.”


      “…I’m sorry for asking. That was rude of me.”


      “Oh, not at all. I’m happy to have you take an interest in me.”


      Louis thought back. He’d never talked to Rosalie about his village or the brothel. His mother had been a prostitute, he’d never met his father, and he’d grown up doing odd chores around the brothel. But he didn’t intend to hide his past or act ashamed of it.


      That said, it wasn’t the kind of topic you brought up on a whim. He’d simply never found the opportunity. Not that it had been some big secret; his bad behavior and northern accent had made his poor upbringing quite clear.


      He thought back to the empty, snow-covered village. He’d spent his days endlessly shoveling snow, and his nights nursing an empty stomach, always afraid he’d freeze to death before morning. Before she passed away, a prostitute named Shauna had told him to leave the village and make a family of his own, and the other women had secretly given him a bunch of large silver coins before sending him on his way.


      But Rosalie had just lost her memories. This wasn’t the time for Louis to tell her about his past. He decided, however, that once she recovered, he would.


      After all, they had sworn their futures to each other. Soon, they’d be a family.


      It took even longer for the carriage to arrive because Louis had made the driver slow down so as not to worsen Rosalie’s injuries. When it finally pulled to a stop, he got off first, then offered his hand to Rosalie.


      “Welcome to my home,” he said proudly.


      He was secretly nervous, though. He’d wanted to invite Rosalie to his house ever since he bought it, but he’d never imagined it would happen like this.


      As they passed through the gate and walked up to the front entrance, Louis chatted with her to try to ease his tension. “I stay at the Magic Corps post quite often, so I have my contracted spirit take care of the house while I’m gone.”


      “A spirit? Doing…chores?” Rosalie looked at him in surprise.


      He grinned dryly. “She’s an odd one. She likes to pretend she’s a maid…though she’s terrible at it. Even worse than a trainee.”


      If I’d known this would happen, I would have hired a few more servants, Louis reflected. He was a careful man and not very trusting of others; he didn’t much like the idea of strangers in his living space. That was why he’d never hired any servants. He’d never even let his apprentice do chores for him. But now that he was getting married, he might have to change his ways.


      He lifted the knocker and banged it on the door. “Ryn, it’s me. I’m home.”


      “The owner of this residence would never return at a time like this. I must assume that you are an impersonator.”


      Louis frowned. What kind of contracted spirit treated her master like a fake just because he came home a little early? But he held in all the abusive language he wanted to hurl at her.


      Beyond the door, Ryn continued in a monotone. “Therefore, I will eliminate you with martial force.”


      Not only had she called him an imposter, but now she was going to physically remove him? Louis’s carefully constructed gentlemanly facade finally began to peel away. A contracted spirit was linked to their master by a thread of mana. If Ryn would just pay a tiny bit of attention, she could tell her master was right outside the door.


      “You fool of a maid! Did you forget what your master’s mana looks like?”


      “Yes.” The answer was utterly unapologetic. Louis put a hand to his temple as the door opened from the inside. “Mana connection complete. The properties of your mana and your verbal abuse have led me to the conclusion that you are indeed the real Louis. Welcome home.”


      Why did entering his own house have to be so tiring? Louis stifled his growing exhaustion and beckoned for Rosalie to come inside.


      “Ryn, this is Rosalie, my fiancée,” he said to the spirit. “She’ll be staying here for a time while she recovers. I will tolerate no rudeness toward her.”


      “A guest? Yes, sir. I understand.” Ryn nodded once, turned to face Rosalie, and bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Rosalie. I am Rynzbelfeid, the head maid of this residence. Please call me Ryn.”


      Despite how Ryn treated her master, it seemed she could be courteous to guests. Choosing to ignore that for now, Louis focused on something else she’d just said.


      “Since when did you get promoted to head maid?”


      “As this residence employs no other servants, that makes me the head maid. Head maid… Ah, it has such a nice ring to it.”


      “You’re a stupid maid spouting nonsense, is what you are,” spat Louis bitterly, before remembering Rosalie was watching. He quickly switched back to his gentle smile. “Rosalie, it’s cold by the door. Come, right this way.”


      “…Thank you,” she replied, sounding a bit exasperated.


      Louis chose to believe that she was exasperated at Ryn and not at him.


      After that, Louis led Rosalie to the room he’d prepared for her. She lay down right away. She’d developed a fever because of her wounds. It must have been difficult just to stand.


      “I’ll bring you a water pitcher. Please, relax.”


      “…Before you do, would you mind if I asked you something?”


      “Certainly. What is it?”


      Despite the fever draining her energy, Rosalie spoke with the same sharp insight she always had. “I am no noble. My family is simply relatively well-off. But I’ve studied magecraft… Do I have that right?”


      “Have your memories returned?” Louis asked, hope dripping into his voice.


      Rosalie shook her head. “No. But I thought about it all during the carriage ride. Dr. Hauser said I’m a doctor, but I know about both magecraft and medicine. I assume that I wanted to be a mage at first but didn’t have the talent, so I changed course and became a doctor.”


      Louis was dumbfounded. She was critically injured and suffering from a fever. And yet she’d never stopped thinking about her lost memories.


      Still lying on the bed, Rosalie put a hand to her forehead. “Most of those who aspire to be mages are nobles or those from wealthy families. But if I was a noble’s daughter, I doubt I would have been living in an apartment by myself. And also…”


      “Yes?”


      “Since my underwear is high-quality muslin, I assumed I must be quite wealthy indeed.”


      Louis wanted to hold his head in his hands. You… You… Youuuuu…!


      Unlike him, Rosalie was a well-bred young woman. She had to have some sense of shame.


      But she was also a doctor.


      When she was focused on understanding a situation, shame dropped to the bottom of her priority list. It was something that could be dealt with later. If she’d mentioned her undergarments without batting an eyelid, that meant she was viewing them as simple evidence for her deductions.


      …That’s right. She’s always been like this, hasn’t she?


      This was the girl who, when Louis had taken off his soaking wet clothes in the classroom back at Minerva’s, had simply told him to change in his dorm—without even a hint of red rising to her face.


      Thinking back on the memory with fondness, Louis heaved a heavy sigh. Too much information at once might be bad for her, but Louis decided he could at least explain the things she’d seemed curious about.


      “Your father is one of the Seven Sages. Bartrand Verde, the Aquamancy Mage. You know what the Seven Sages are, right?”


      “Yes.”


      “You and I were classmates during our time at Minerva’s.”


      “Ah, that makes sense. Thank you.”


      Something now made sense to Louis as well. Rosalie had lost her memories of the people around her, but she’d kept both common sense and the knowledge she’d learned. That was why she knew the terms Seven Sages and Minerva’s, and why she remembered everything she’d known about medicine and magecraft. But she had forgotten that she was a Sage’s daughter and that she had attended Minerva’s.


      At that point, Rosalie began to doze off. Maybe she was relieved at having learned what she’d wanted to know.


      Louis adjusted her blanket. “For now, Rosalie, sleep well.”


      “…All right,” she mumbled, closing her eyes.


      As he gazed at her sleeping face, Louis thought.


      Whoever had pushed Rosalie likely saw Louis as an enemy. Plenty of people believed he’d gotten engaged to her simply because she was a Sage’s daughter and that would help him become a Sage himself. Like the Mages Guild executive Traget, for example. That was why the culprit had gone after Rosalie—to damage his reputation.


      If she’d died from the fall, people would think that Louis had let it happen. All trust in him would be gone. And Louis himself would be so shaken that he would be in no shape to attend the Selection.


      Louis pushed up his monocle and took a long, deep breath. The more he thought about it, the more the situation enraged him. His guts boiled, and blood rushed to his head, making it feel ready to explode.


      …I’ll catch whoever did this. They’re so dead. He gnashed his teeth and hissed like a snake.


      Once he’d pushed all the anger back down into the pit of his stomach, he went into the hallway and called for Ryn. “Someone may be after Rosalie’s life. Be on constant alert until the Seven Sages Selection is over. If anyone trespasses, you have my permission to hang them and roast them over a fire.”


      “Understood.”


      As a high spirit, Ryn outclassed Louis in terms of pure combat power. Rosalie would be safe as long as she was in her care.


      Suddenly remembering something, Louis took out a few silver coins. “I’ll cook some food for her. In the meantime, use this to find her a change of clothes.”


      Ryn accepted the coins and nodded once. “I hear her underwear is high-quality muslin.”


      “…You were listening? Who do you think you are, you dung heap maid?” Louis said with a click of his tongue and a wry smile.


      Utterly serious, Ryn replied, “A maid must have both sharp eyes and sharp ears.”
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      Rosalie blinked and opened her eyes. She lay in bed, pain and fever tormenting her.


      Deliriously, she muttered, “…I am Rosalie Verde, doctor, daughter of one of the Seven Sages, and fiancée of Magic Corps Commander Louis Miller…”


      One by one, she listed off the things she’d learned about herself since waking up. But none of them rang any bells in her mind. It was like she was talking about a stranger.


      Everyone she’d met so far had been kind to her. That made her feel guilty that she couldn’t remember anything. The kindly Dr. Hauser; Glenn, who had spoken to her so fervently; and her fiancé, Louis. But when she recalled her fiancé and his upper-class intonation, something stirred in her chest.


      I wonder what I thought of him before I lost my memories…


      She tried to figure out the reason behind the mysterious feeling, but thinking made her head start to pound. It was almost like an unseen hand was pressing down on her head.


      The owner of that hand whispered to Rosalie that she must not remember. She knew that voice.


      Whose voice is it? I know who it belongs to. It’s… It’s…


      The more she tried to pull on the thread leading to the answer, the worse the pain became. She couldn’t think straight. For a moment, she’d grasped something, but then it vanished into mist. She couldn’t remember anything.


      Except…


      His hair…


      The man who smiled at her so charmingly had lustrous, neatly braided chestnut-colored hair. But no matter how well one maintained one’s hair, the longer it got, the more the tips got damaged and the lighter the color became.


      The end of Louis Miller’s neat braid—the tips of his hair—was tinged with orange. And for whatever reason, the sight gave her a pleasant feeling.

    
  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              [image: image]
            

          

        

      


      CHAPTER 6


      Peace Must Be Won, Held, and Protected


      The day after Rosalie arrived at his house, Louis woke up early and went to the kitchen for the first time in a while.


      Though Ryn was now calling herself chief maid, she didn’t generally do any cooking; wind spirits had no sense of taste, after all. Instead, Louis usually went to the Magic Corps cafeteria or bought whatever he happened to find. That said, he could cook as well as the average person. He’d helped out a lot in the kitchen at the brothel. He couldn’t make anything intricate, but he could easily warm bread and put it next to vegetables and bean soup.


      “Good morning, Rosalie.”


      Louis set soup, bread, and six jars of jam on the table next to Rosalie’s bed. The jams were strawberry, apple, blueberry, quince, apricot, and orange marmalade.


      “Which would you like?”


      “I’ll have the marmalade…”


      Rosalie’s right hand, her dominant one, was injured. Even opening a jar would be difficult. Louis did it for her, then tore off a bite-size piece of bread and spread the marmalade all over it.


      “Here. It must be difficult without the use of your good hand.”


      “…Thank you.”


      “It’s no trouble at all. I very much enjoy spending time with you.”


      Back at Minerva’s, Rosalie would always take care of Louis whenever he got hurt. This role reversal was strange. He wondered how his old self would have felt about it.


      Louis continued to help Rosalie with her meal, then he changed her bandages and combed her hair, weaving it into a loose braid. Truth be told, he was quite accustomed to such chores, since helping take care of the women had been part of his job at the brothel. His hands still remembered how to care for skin and nails, braid hair, and apply makeup, just as well as they did how to chop wood and shovel snow.


      Once Rosalie’s needs had been seen to for the moment, it was time to go to work. Leaving Ryn behind, Louis used flight magecraft to head out to the Magic Corps post.


      The Seven Sages Selection was in three days, and he wanted to set aside time to prepare and train. Bright now, something more important demanded his attention.


      He went to his office and found Weiss, captain of the First Division, waiting for him. Louis had ordered him to investigate Rosalie’s fall and Owen’s disappearance.


      Once Louis closed the door behind him, Weiss spoke, his face hard. “A report, sir. About Vice-Captain Owen Wright of the First Division…”


      “Is he back? Has he caught the criminal who pushed Rosalie?”


      Weiss shook his head. The man was a talented captain. He never got emotional when on the job. But now his face twisted in anguish as he squeezed out his next words.


      “…Owen attempted suicide by poison at his home.”


      “Huh?” Louis gasped in spite of himself.


      But the next thing out of Weiss’s mouth made Louis’s thoughts screech to a halt.


      “Several of the men say they saw Owen heading toward the roof at about the same time as Dr. Verde. Also, sir, when the doctor left, she said she had been called away by Vice-Captain Wright. The stories line up.”


      Owen had called Rosalie to the roof, then gone there himself. After that, Rosalie had fallen, and Owen had fled the scene—before imbibing poison at his home.


      When these two facts were considered together, the truth seemed obvious.


      But Owen would never do such a thing.


      As Louis stood there, rattled, Weiss continued. “We found a suicide note at his home. It read, I was jealous of Louis’s talent. I couldn’t stand to see him become a Sage. In my frustration, I laid hands on his fiancée. Then I grew fearful of my actions. I feel so guilty about what I’ve done to Louis. I will pay for my crime with my life.”


      Owen’s apartment was located a short trek off one of the capital’s main roads. As Louis flew there, he reminisced on his life as a boy.


      Back when he’d still been doing odd jobs at the brothel, there had been another male servant working with him—a boy, just like Louis. He’d stolen Louis’s tips, and when Louis got angry, he’d stolen his dinner, too.


      No one decent worked as a servant at a countryside brothel—and that went for Louis, too. They were the sort for whom outwitting others and stealing from the weak was part of everyday life.


      That was why Louis would immediately hide anything of value in his straw bed, and why he ate so quickly and covetously.


      …If he wasn’t careful and cunning, others would steal from him. He’d been on pins and needles each and every day. How had he forgotten that feeling?


      The dark anger he’d always felt as a child now churned and rumbled in his gut once again.


      Eventually, he came within view of Owen’s apartment. The man’s room was on the second floor; military policemen and Magic Corps members were already there, working together on the investigation.


      “Excuse me. Louis Miller, commander of the Magic Corps.”


      When Louis announced himself at the entrance, an aging military policeman came out of the room and said, “Hello, sir.” His face was a little tense; maybe he hadn’t expected the head of the Magic Corps to pay a visit.


      “How is Owen Wright?”


      Weiss had said Owen had attempted suicide. He’d been unconscious when they’d found him but still clinging to life.


      The elderly man kept his answer simple. “We brought him to the hospital, but I’ve been told he’s still unconscious and in critical condition.”


      “…I see.” Louis stepped into the apartment.


      The room immediately inside was relatively neat and tidy. Louis wondered for a moment if the human disaster had managed to grow up a little, but the bedroom in back was just as he’d expected: littered with clothes and books. In fact, it seemed even worse, perhaps because he now lived alone.


      As Louis left the maelstrom of chaos that was the bedroom and returned to the front, he noticed a stain on the table. “Did Owen imbibe the poison here?”


      “Yes, sir. He was slumped over it when we found him… We detected poison in the teacup that had fallen to his side.”


      “Tea?”


      Louis raised an eyebrow and looked at the shelf with Owen’s dishes. Along with several pieces of tableware were items for brewing coffee, all put away nice and proper.


      “……”


      A clean room. A teacup. Realizing what those things meant, Louis narrowed his eyes behind his monocle.


      He kept down the anger bubbling up from the pit of his stomach. Not to suppress the violent emotion but to focus his rage—to hone it into a razor-sharp blade.


      “Excuse me, sir… Commander Miller? Have you noticed something?” asked the same elderly military policeman, his voice restrained. Perhaps he’d noticed the dangerous aura emanating from the man next to him.


      Louis pushed up his monocle and turned around. “My apologies. There’s something I need to look into.”


      If you were careful and cunning, and someone tried to steal from you anyway, what could you do?


      That was simple: Apply overwhelming violence to make sure they never wanted to steal from you again.


      As a boy, when the other servant had stolen his tips and dinner, Louis had struck him with a piece of firewood. Again. And again. And again. To make absolutely sure the man would never even think about doing it again.


      Only then did Louis regain the peace of mind to fall asleep in his straw bed.
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      After leaving Owen’s apartment, Louis headed for the hospital where he’d been taken. It was a large facility not far away, the same one where Owen’s father was staying.


      The moment Louis stepped into the hospital, he caught sight of a familiar face. It was a tall man with black frizzy hair and a forehead as white as a snowfield. It was Adolph Faron, now the Windhand Mage—a boy who had picked many a fight with Louis back at Minerva’s.


      Louis plastered a smile on his face. “It’s been a long time, Forehead… Oh, my apologies. Lord Windhand Mage.” The paltry smile did nothing to hide his malice.


      Adolph responded with a similar grin. “Hey there, Louis Miller. What are you hanging around a hospital for at this hour? Shouldn’t you be working? Or did they fire you?”


      “I could ask you the same. What brings you here? Did you get a stomachache because you’re so nervous about the Selection?”


      “A relative of mine runs this hospital. Hardly strange for me to be here.”


      A detestable man, as always—and he was probably thinking the very same thing about Louis. Unlike Louis, with his impoverished background, Adolph had been born to nobility. Their circumstances couldn’t have been more different, yet the two resembled each other in surprising ways—such as how vicious they could be when they wanted someone they hated out of the picture.


      “Your reputation is in the gutter now, Louis Miller.” Adolph looked Louis in the eye and sneered. “After all, you ingratiated yourself with the Aquamancy Mage to get engaged to Rosalie, then let her get hurt. She’s an unlucky one, too, eh? If you hadn’t gotten engaged, she wouldn’t have had to fall from that rooftop. Oh, I just feel so bad for her!”


      That last part came out in an exaggerated, theatrical tone. What an ass, thought Louis.


      “Don’t you get it?” Adolph demanded. “You don’t stand a chance in hell at the Selection.”


      “……”


      “My advice would be to simply pull out.”


      I see. Adolph is half right, at least. After the Rosalie incident, a fair number of people had come to consider Louis a good-for-nothing lout, unable to protect even his fiancée. The Seven Sages had probably lost a lot of faith in him, too.


      But even then, Louis kept up his refined smile.


      “…Oh? And why would I pull out of a contest I know I’ll win?”


      Adolph grimaced. He tried to say something, but Louis looked him right in the eye and gave him a freezing smile.


      “You wouldn’t stand a chance against me, Adolph Faron. Do you want to be smoked again?”


      The expression disappeared from Adolph’s face.


      Louis stepped away, raised a hand, and gestured toward the exit. “There’s the door. I’ll do you a favor and let you go this time.” Despite his smile, his grayish-purple eyes glinted coldly. “…This time.”


      Adolph clicked his tongue and turned his back to Louis. Louis didn’t watch him go; he hastened to Owen’s room instead.


      A member of the military police was there. Louis briefly asked for permission, then approached the bed.


      Owen lay in bed, his face pale. Almost like a corpse. His eyes were shut tight, with dark circles underneath. He clearly hadn’t slept in days, and Louis hadn’t even noticed.


      Why did everyone insist on keeping everything a secret from him?


      He clenched his fists at his sides.


      …You idiot, he thought, before leaving Owen’s room behind.
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      After seeing Louis off, Rosalie slept for most of the morning. But in the afternoon, after she’d had some of the soup Ryn had heated back up for her, she began to feel much less feverish.


      Because she’d slept through the morning, she was now wide-awake, so she asked Ryn if there were any books to read, and the spirit had shown her to the study.


      Louis’s study was about twice as large as one would expect. She wasn’t startled by it, however, and she assumed that was because she’d been raised in an environment where books were always close at hand. That would make sense if her father was one of the Seven Sages.


      Bookshelves lined the back wall of the study, in front of which sat a beautiful amber-colored desk and a comfortable-looking sofa.


      She imagined that a refined man like Louis would never fall asleep there reading a book. He probably sat with a good, straight posture when he read.


      As she thought about that, she walked past the bookshelves, examining them each in turn.


      Most mages specialized in a certain field for which they had an affinity. Thus, when you looked at their bookshelves, you could get a vague picture of what they were good at.


      He said he was called the Barrier Mage, but…
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      The neatly ordered books covered not only barrier techniques but all other fields of magecraft as well.


      I see, she thought. His elegant way of speaking is a little creepy, but when it comes to our reading habits, we should get along.


      After taking a look at each bookshelf, she stopped in front of the final one. This last shelf was filled with thin, well organized textbooks and workbooks from Minerva’s.


      When she saw the workbooks, something tugged insistently at Rosalie’s mind. They felt oddly nostalgic.


      Rosalie took a workbook and opened it. Inside were notes in the hand of a child still in the beginner course, trying very hard to solve each problem.


      Suddenly curious, she flipped to the last page. The name “Rosalie Verde” was written there.


      Wait. Could these be…?


      She took another workbook and checked the last page. Once again, she found her name written there.


      These were her workbooks.


      “Are you interested in that book? If you wish to take it back to your room, I will carry it for you,” said Ryn, who was standing behind her.


      “No.” Rosalie shook her head, then thought for a moment. “Has he said anything about this book?”


      “I once asked him if I could throw those away while I was cleaning, since they looked quite old. But he refused and said that they were the first souvenir he’d ever been given.”


      Rosalie had no idea what that meant. But for some reason, an image of the summer sun flitted through the back of her mind all of a sudden. She imagined it shining through short, scruffy hair. A boy with red hands, dry and cracked, wearing a pair of worn-out boots.


      “Rosalie!”


      Someone speaking in a rapid northern accent. A happy, toothy grin.


      …Who is this person?


      As she thought, she felt another headache coming on.


      Around the time Rosalie finished the first of the books she’d borrowed, Ryn came into the room. Apparently, Louis had come home with a guest in tow.


      “The guest says he wishes to visit you, Lady Rosalie. Shall I show him in?”


      The first people she thought of when Ryn said guest were Dr. Hauser from the infirmary and Glenn, Louis’s apprentice.


      But according to Ryn, the guest was neither of them.


      “Can you tell me about this guest?”


      “He is a golden gorilla.”


      Rosalie put her fingers to her temple and processed the meaning of those words. Then she asked again.


      “…Could you say that one more time?”


      “He is a golden gorilla.”


      Her head hurt—and not because of her injury.


      Nevertheless, if Louis had brought this guest, then it had to be someone he trusted.


      “…Would you show him in?” she asked.


      “At once.”


      Ryn bowed and left the room. Rosalie put her half-read book on the side table and threw on a stole over her sleeping clothes. This was enough; getting changed by herself was still difficult, and her visitor would know she was gravely injured.


      As she got back in bed, there was a knock at the door, and Louis appeared.


      “Rosalie, I’m back. How are you feeling?”


      “Welcome home. I feel much better than I did this morning.”


      Louis broke into a happy smile at the words Welcome home.


      Now that she looked at him again, he really was gorgeous. His features were, if she had to say, rather feminine and delicate. His hair was a lustrous chestnut brown, neatly braided. His Magic Corps uniform bore not a single wrinkle, and his boots were clean and polished. It was obvious he took good care of his appearance.


      If the two of them stood side by side, anyone would say they suited each other.


      When she looked at herself in the mirror, she saw someone very straitlaced. Even without her memories, she got the impression that she didn’t have a very affable personality.


      “Rosalie?” said Louis with worry. Had he noticed her spacing out?


      She responded in a bright voice to distract herself from how inferior she felt. “I heard a guest is here to visit?”


      “Yes, a friend of ours from our school days. If you’re all right with it, I’d like you two to talk.”


      “I don’t mind.” Rosalie nodded.


      Louis looked into the hallway. “You heard the lady,” he said.


      A moment later, a large man entered the room and quickly shuffled over to Rosalie.


      “Hrrraaahhh! Rosalie! Is it true you have amnesia?!”


      His presence was quite overbearing, and he was shouting very loudly.


      The man had blond hair and blue eyes and was in his midtwenties. That would make him about the same age as her and Louis, wouldn’t it? She could tell at a glance that his clothing was of very high quality, but his incredible muscles threatened to tear right through the gaudy outfit. He was large—very large. Both vertically and horizontally.


      I see, so that’s why she called him a golden gorilla… But no, isn’t that a bit rude?


      He seemed like a noble. In that case, she had to be polite. Forcing her body to move through the pain, she bowed.


      “Thank you very much for coming to visit me, sir.”


      “Hey, don’t worry about it. That’s what friends do. More importantly… You really don’t remember me, do you?”


      “No, I don’t. I’m very sorry.”


      The golden gorilla’s thick eyebrows knotted into a sad frown. “I am Lionel Brem Edward Ridill. We were friends at Minerva’s.”


      …Ridill?


      No, that was impossible. Or was it?


      Rosalie’s face went white. Just then, a black-haired man, slimmer and shorter than the gorilla, looked in from the hallway and rasped, “Your Highness, do you see Miss Verde’s face?”


      “Hrm?! What?! Are you all right, Rosalie?! Stay strong! Louis, I will go get a doctor!”


      Louis scowled, clearly fed up. “Please don’t. If you did, the whole city would erupt into chaos. Have you forgotten you’re here in secret?”


      Your Highness. In secret. The words made Rosalie shiver and shake. She looked at Louis for help.


      Louis caught her eye, then called for Ryn and turned an icy glare on the spirit.


      “You fool of a maid! You did tell Rosalie I brought a guest, didn’t you?”


      “Yes, I did. And I did so in an extremely clear, simple, and easy-to-understand fashion.” Ryn nodded. Despite her blank expression, her confidence was obvious.


      Louis grimaced. “…Did you mention that the guest was the first prince of the kingdom?”


      “In fact, I forgot.”


      As she listened to this idiotic exchange, Rosalie thought about how much she’d like to burrow under the covers and fall back asleep.
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      “I am terribly sorry for causing you undue stress when you’re already injured!”


      First Prince Lionel Brem Edward Ridill bowed deeply to Rosalie, despite having done nothing wrong. He was so earnest.


      Right now, only Rosalie, Louis, and Lionel were in the room. The black-haired attendant, who appeared to be a bodyguard, was waiting out in the hallway.


      “Please, sir, raise your head. I should be the one apologizing for greeting you in this state…”


      To remain seated in one’s bed in front of royalty was intolerable. Rosalie tried unsteadily to get up, but Lionel raised a hand and gestured for her to sit.


      “Rosalie, you don’t need to stand at attention. This is a private gathering of friends. We went to the same school and studied magecraft together.”


      Louis had told her they knew each other from their school days, but Rosalie would never have dreamed she’d been in the same class as a prince. She was shocked.


      “It’s true,” said Louis. “You had some of the best grades at school, and you frequently helped tutor Lionel and me.”


      “Wow, that brings me back,” said the prince. “Me, Louis, and Rosalie. And Nate, too—the one out in the hallway. The four of us would go out to Ragliszilbe together.” Lionel folded his arms and began to fondly recount their adventures.


      Most of his stories involved Louis, Rosalie, and his attendant Nate. None of them involved the boy with the northern accent.


      Unable to restrain her curiosity, Rosalie asked, “Um… Was there a boy with a northern accent among our classmates? Someone who was a little, well, abrupt, I suppose…?” She tried to unravel the knot of hazy memory in her mind.


      For some reason, Louis and Lionel both seemed surprised. They knew what she was talking about. The boy was real, after all.


      Louis quickly approached her bed. “Rosalie, have your memories come back?”


      His voice sounded awfully close and yet so far away.


      Their voices are similar, but different… No. Something’s wrong.


      The boy had a northern accent. He was abrupt, and when he was happy, he’d let out a proud laugh and say, “Did you see that, Rosalie?!”


      “…Yes. I remember him. I’m not mistaken. He’s…”


      Her head hurt like it was in a vise. It was like someone was holding her brain closed so she couldn’t access any of her memories.


      And that someone was shouting at her desperately now, begging her not to remember.


      Please. Please, let me remember…


      Her vision began to narrow and blacken. She heard Louis and Lionel call her name, and she shed a single tear.


      …I loved him.
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      Rosalie lost consciousness and collapsed right after mentioning the boy with a northern accent.


      Louis quickly caught her as she fell and laid her back on the bed. A tear fell from one of her eyes, then rolled down her cheek and fell onto the bed.


      Lionel’s thick eyebrows knotted, and he let out an anguished groan. “I’m sorry, Louis. Maybe I shouldn’t have visited her. Perhaps I’m to blame.”


      “It isn’t your fault,” replied Louis quietly, pulling the blanket over Rosalie.


      A boy with a northern accent? That was me. He could have told her that. But as soon as the topic had come up, she’d been overcome with pain. He would need to be careful about how and when he revealed the truth to her.


      Rosalie’s amnesia was still making her anxious. Obviously, a fiancé who was kind and refined would reassure her more than a rough, brusque country bumpkin.


      Louis and Lionel fell silent, their faces dark. Then Ryn, who was never able to read a room, came in. “I’ve prepared some tea.”


      Right now, she certainly had the presence of a talented maid, but Louis couldn’t shake his bad feeling.


      “…Since when have you known how to brew tea?”


      “Lord Glenn taught me. He told me, ‘Just put some random leaves in hot water.’”


      Oh, this is gonna be very bad, thought Louis. He ran to the kitchen. As expected, there was a whole heap of tea leaves boiling in a big pot. He wished she’d at least used a teapot.


      Left with no alternative, he made another pot of black tea himself. He didn’t particularly like the stuff, but he figured Rosalie would appreciate it. And he’d practiced how to do it enough times to make it perfectly. He put teacups and a jar of jam on the tray and carried it to the reception room.


      Lionel sat on one of the couches there, with Nate standing behind him.


      “Thank you for waiting.” Louis set a cup in front of Lionel and took the seat across from him.


      Then, without any hesitation, he took the jar of jam and scooped huge dollops of it into his cup.


      Nate, standing behind the sofa, scrunched up his face in disgust. “You still drink it like that?”


      “This is my house, and I can drink it however I please,” Louis replied smoothly, taking a sip of the jam tea.


      Lionel stared at his cup, his expression grave. The man’s regard for his friends was so powerful, it was almost suffocating. He probably hated the idea of not being able to help one of them. He politely took a sip of tea, then returned the cup to its saucer and looked at Louis.


      “…Louis.”


      “Is something the matter, sir?”


      “It pains me greatly to have to say this to a friend, but…I’m afraid I suspect you.”


      “…Eh?” Louis frowned. He had no idea what Lionel could possibly suspect him of. After thinking for a moment, he spoke. “You think I was the one who pushed Rosalie?”


      “No, not that. Her amnesia.”


      “What do you mean?”


      Lionel grasped the front of his shirt, looking pained. “Did you use magecraft,” he said hoarsely, “to block Rosalie’s memories? …It would be possible to do with mental interference magecraft.”


      For a moment, Louis was flabbergasted.


      Yes, you could use mental interference magecraft to block specific memories. But it was a semi-forbidden technique used mainly by criminals. It was difficult to wield and required permission. You couldn’t simply use it whenever you wanted to fix personal situations.


      “…Lionel.” Louis’s voice dripped with anger. Dropping all formality, he rumbled, “Are you implying that I would use mental interference magecraft on Rosalie?”


      The different parts of Lionel’s face scrunched up toward the middle, and he groaned. Most people would look at him and see a gorilla trying to intimidate his foes, but Louis knew: This kind prince was only worried about them, both him and Rosalie.


      Louis took a breath, then withdrew his anger. “Depending on who it was, I might certainly use it if necessary. It’s very convenient.”


      “…You’re certainly capable enough.”


      “But I wouldn’t use it on Rosalie. Do you have any idea how crushed I felt when she looked at me like I was a stranger?”


      When Rosalie had awoken that day, she’d looked at him like he was someone off the street. Louis learned for the first time how painful that was. It felt like someone had gouged out his heart. He wished he’d gone his whole life without ever knowing that feeling.


      “And I have no reason to block her memories, do I? Why are you jumping to such ridiculous conclusions?”


      Lionel groaned again, unable to continue. Apparently, this was difficult for him to say. “When you two were engaged, I couldn’t come to the celebration because of my official duties…but I heard a rumor.”


      “What rumor?” Louis frowned.


      Nate, who had been silent until now, interjected. “It’s something I heard, sir… The rumor was that the Magic Corps commander and his fiancée were on bad terms with each other…”


      “We love each other. What about it?”


      Louis knew there were gossipmongers saying that he only wanted to get in good with the Aquamancy Mage in order to become one of the Seven Sages. But his and Rosalie’s love was mutual. They’d sworn their futures to each other. Louis had laughed away the rumors, paying them no mind.


      Seeing Louis’s confidence, Nate continued.


      “It seems that wasn’t clear to those around you. Think. Has anything been bothering you about Miss Verde?”


      “I suppose she was rather curt with me when we reunited, but…”


      Louis thought back on their recent interactions. Her strict attitude while fixing him up—never smiling or chatting. Yes, he thought. Maybe they did come across that way to others.


      But he had his own thoughts. “Hasn’t Rosalie always been like that?”


      “Hrm. Well…”


      “I suppose that is true…”


      Neither Lionel nor Nate denied it. Rosalie was a generally unaffable person. She was always calm and indifferent. But that only made it even cuter on the rare occasions when she would flash him a little smile or get flustered.


      Lionel heaved a long sigh, then put a fist to his forehead. “I know you two love each other. But when I heard that rumor, I thought maybe you’d had some kind of disagreement or misunderstanding.”


      Nate nodded. “And to solve that disagreement, perhaps you blocked her memories… I think it’s a natural line of thought…”


      No, it isn’t! Don’t you think people deserve respect, you stupid wall?! Louis swallowed a mouthful of jam-filled tea to keep his thoughts from coming out. But I’d never considered that the cause of Rosalie’s amnesia…might be magecraft.


      You could use mental interference magecraft to block someone’s memories. But nobody would benefit from Rosalie’s amnesia. Even if Rosalie had seen the face of the one who pushed her, why bother blocking her memories? Why not simply kill her?


      The only one who had gained anything from her memory loss was Louis, who finally had an excuse to move her into his house. In that sense, Lionel wasn’t that far off the mark for suspecting him.


      If we assume her amnesia is due to mental interference magecraft, the only possible suspect is…


      As Louis added more jam to his tea and racked his brain, Lionel—who had been groaning in anguish—suddenly bowed his head.


      “I’m sorry! I should never have suspected a friend! I am the worst kind of man imaginable! You are in so much pain because of what happened to Rosalie, and I cruelly suspected you of something terrible… Please, forgive me!”


      Despite his being the first prince, Lionel’s suffocating straightforwardness hadn’t changed at all since their time at school. Louis unthinkingly forgot his manners and put on a wry grin.


      “Sir, royalty shouldn’t bow so easily,” he said.


      “But it is only right that I face up to my wrongs and apologize for them!”


      “Nah, just brush that stuff off and never commit. That’s how politics works, isn’t it?”


      “This isn’t about politics. I’m apologizing to you because you’re my friend.”


      Louis gave a start, his eyes wide. The remark had caught him off guard. Hah. I suppose this prince will never change. He’s still an inflexible, stupid gorilla.


      “Louis, this incident is related to the Seven Sages Selection, isn’t it?”


      “Most likely.”


      “Then allow me to say this. Louis Miller, my friend, I believe in you. Please… Please become a Sage.”


      If that was how Lionel wanted it, then Louis had only one response: “I, the Barrier Mage Louis Miller, swear that I will do my best to meet your expectations, Prince Lionel.” He spoke with utmost politeness.


      Lionel nodded deeply, just once. “Then I will take my leave. Please give my regards to Rosalie. And…” He glanced up toward the second floor where Rosalie slept, then smiled gently. “When her memories return, allow me to celebrate your engagement once more.”


      “Yes, I look forward to it.”


      Lionel’s carriage rolled off, with Louis watching from the front of his house. Once it was out of sight, he issued a command to Ryn, who was waiting behind him.


      “I’m going to the library. Watch Rosalie for me.”


      “Understood.”


      Louis had thought of something during his conversation with the prince, and a bud of suspicion had begun to grow in his mind. No matter how small, he had to investigate everything thoroughly and prepare himself.


      The Seven Sages Selection was in three days, and he had a lot to do.
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      CHAPTER 7


      The Former Problem Child Meets a Rare Animal


      Three days had passed since Lionel came to visit Rosalie. After suffering intense headaches, she had developed another fever, and she’d spent most of the intervening time sleeping.


      Since her fall, the only memory that had come back to Rosalie was the one of the boy with the northern accent. And even just trying to think of him brought on more headaches.


      It was a constant loop: She would try to remember something, only to suffer headaches and a relapse of her fever, and then she would fall asleep. This morning, though, her fever had gone down, and she’d recovered to the point that she could walk around again.


      “He left early today,” Rosalie observed as Ryn helped her change.


      Buttoning up her dress, Ryn replied in a flat tone. “Yes. Lord Louis did indeed leave before you rose from bed, Lady Rosalie.”


      This was the first time since Rosalie had come to stay with him that Louis had left before she woke. He’d always waited as late as he possibly could in order to stay with her a few moments longer, then he would burst out of the house using flight magecraft. And he always came home as soon as his work was done.


      Secretly, Rosalie felt bad about that. Because the one she really loved was the boy from her hazy memories with the northern accent and the cheerful smile.


      Feeling thorns of guilt prick at her chest, she took a seat on the bed.


      Ryn had finished helping her change and was now cleaning up the remains of Rosalie’s breakfast from the side table. Then, all of a sudden, the maid whipped her head around to look at Rosalie, her body still facing the table. It was an unnatural, eerie movement that reminded her of a doll with a broken neck.


      “Lady Rosalie, were the vegetables in your soup this morning of a suitable size?”


      “…What? Yes.”


      That was an odd question. Wasn’t it more natural to ask about the soup’s taste?


      Rosalie thought back to her breakfast. Come to think of it, it seemed like the vegetables in her soup had all been chopped with incredible precision to be exactly the same size.


      “It was very easy to eat. Thank you.”


      “You’re welcome. Louis does most of the cooking, but I am now in charge of chopping the vegetables.”


      Recalling the plain taste of the soup, Rosalie found herself privately surprised. She hadn’t thought Louis would be cooking. Ryn was the only servant in the house, and as a spirit, she didn’t have a sense of taste, so Rosalie supposed it made sense. Even so, to think that such a refined, aristocratic man would be making soup by himself…


      “…Is he interested in cooking?”


      “The other members of the Magic Corps claim that Lord Louis’s interests are wine and jam.”


      “…Um.”


      Rosalie’s image of Louis Miller was growing more and more muddled. And now that she thought of it, it wasn’t just Louis—Ryn was quite exceptional in her own right. She treated Rosalie with much more courtesy than she did her own master. That seemed unthinkable for the master of a house and his maid.


      “What is your relationship to Louis, exactly?” asked Rosalie.


      “It is not of a sexual nature.”


      “That’s… Well, I suppose that makes sense.” To Rosalie, it seemed like the two of them barely even trusted each other. She had no idea how to reply.


      Ryn looked straight at her and put a hand to her chest. “To tell you the truth, I am in love with a certain human.”


      “…What?”


      “I am currently learning about humans in order to live a happy married life with that person.”


      Spirits normally required a mana-rich environment to remain active for an extended period of time. To venture anywhere else, they had to brave dissipation or form a contract with a human. According to Ryn, that was why she’d formed a contract with Louis upon coming to the capital. In exchange, Ryn acquired a broadened sphere of activity, while Louis received the renown that came with being a mage contracted to a high spirit. Apparently, that was the gist of their relationship.


      Rosalie had lost her personal memories, but she still knew about contracts with spirits. Preparing a stone of contract for a high spirit was terribly difficult, and maintaining the relationship consumed a great deal of mana. Had Louis wanted to gain fame as a mage that badly?


      As if in response to her unspoken question, Ryn said, “Lord Louis said that having a contract with a high spirit would work to his advantage in the Seven Sages Selection.”


      “……What?” Rosalie’s fingers went cold.


      Rosalie knew only a handful of things about Louis. He was commander of the Magic Corps and had attended Minerva’s with her. He spoke in a refined manner with upper-class enunciation, and he took very good care of his hair and clothing. Other than that, he liked wine and jam and was good at making soup. That was all the information she had.


      “Does he want to become a Sage?”


      “He says often how he would do anything to become one, yes.”


      Rosalie felt her blood grow cold. Then did he get engaged to me…so that he could become a Sage? She unconsciously rubbed her hands together for warmth.


      Ryn watched her dispassionately. Her unblinking eyes were like mirrors. Rosalie quickly averted her eyes.


      Just then, there was a boom, and the house shook.


      “Ah!” cried Rosalie, staggering. She had been sitting on the bed and nearly fell right off it. But a soft wind caught her before she could. Ryn’s wind. The spirit was somehow still standing.


      She turned her head to look out the window. “Perhaps a raging bull is attacking.”


      “…In an upscale residential area?” Rosalie asked, incredulous.


      “I have been told that I may hang and smoke any trespassers.”


      That sounded terrifying. Suddenly, a disquieting phrase popped into her mind: attempted smoking of a classmate. Once again, her head began to pound. She held it and moaned. Why did the fragment of memory resurfacing have to be so unsettling?


      Rosalie’s reaction to the pain must have seemed to Ryn like anxiety about their current situation. She began to fling little bursts of wind this way and that.


      “Please do not worry, Lady Rosalie. I will protect you even if it means decimating Lord Louis’s entire house.”


      “…Could you please do your best to protect the house as well?”


      As she watched Ryn, equal parts worried and reassured, an enthusiastic voice rang out from below the window.


      “Miss Rosaliiieee! I’m here to visit you!”


      Ryn twisted her neck unnaturally to face Rosalie and asked, “Shall I hang and smoke him?”


      “…Please don’t.”
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      Rosalie had only met Glenn Dudley once right after her accident, but she remembered well how fervently he had spoken to her. The boy was about fifteen, with dirty-blond hair, and he seemed to her like a friendly dog—brimming with energy and affability.


      But at the moment, his forehead was all red. Why was that?


      As Rosalie observed him, Glenn abashedly covered the area with a hand. “I just messed up a little with my flight magecraft, is all…”


      I see, she thought. That impact must have been Glenn colliding with the wall of the house. He’d probably shot into it like a cannonball and hit his head.


      “You can use flight magecraft at your age?” she asked. “That’s amazing.”


      “Nah, it’s not all that… Heh-heh.”


      “But please be careful. Even a magic battle barrier can’t prevent flight magecraft accidents.”


      Forgetting that she herself was injured, Rosalie lifted Glenn’s bangs as he sat on the couch. The boy’s forehead was bright red and swollen.


      “Just in case, I’ll get something cold for it.”


      “It’ll go away if we just leave it.”


      “Never underestimate a head injury. If you get a headache, dizziness, or any ringing in the ears, be sure to lie down. If you feel like you’re going to throw up, tell me right away. The vomitus could get stuck in your throat and suffocate you, so sleep on your side.”


      As Rosalie flatly dished out these instructions, Glenn narrowed his eyes and grinned. “This feels kinda nostalgic.”


      “…I must have treated you like this before I lost my memories.”


      “While training, I mess up and get sent to the infirmary a lot. You’ve saved me so many times! Oh, right. I brought you a gift!”


      Glenn held out a chicken breast wrapped in tree pulp. Why meat? she wondered.


      As Rosalie stared at it in silence, Glenn flashed his teeth in a smile. “When you’re hurt, eating meat helps you keep up your energy! Oh, and we just strangled the chicken this morning, so it’s super fresh!”


      “…Thank you,” she said at last, handing the meat to Ryn. Perhaps she could cook it for lunch or something.


      Come to think of it, it was still the middle of the day. Was Glenn going to get in trouble for visiting her like this? He was wearing a shirt and vest at the moment; they looked like his own clothes. When she’d last seen him, in the infirmary, she recalled him wearing the Magic Corps uniform.


      “You’re a member of the Magic Corps, aren’t you?”


      “Uh, well, I’m not an official member. I’m an apprentice who does errands.”


      “An apprentice? Then do you go to a mage training institute? Minerva’s, perhaps?”


      When she mentioned Minerva’s, Glenn’s smile immediately faded. He scrunched up the tip of his nose, evidently remembering something unpleasant.


      “I hate that place…,” he said with a face like a sulky child’s. “And I didn’t stay there very long.”


      He told her about how he’d been enrolled at Minerva’s because of his high mana capacity, and about how he’d wound up causing an accident. Then he explained how he’d been locked up and only released on the condition that he become Louis’s apprentice. His life had been a lot rougher than Rosalie had assumed.


      “So I’m really grateful to my master!” Glenn grinned cheerfully, then a thought occurred to him. “Oh! I’ll make you something for lunch with the chicken I brought! You’re always doing so much for me, so think of it as my thanks!”


      He was such a pleasant boy to be around. His candid attitude brought her great relief, for some reason. She leaned against the back of the couch.


      Glenn rolled up his sleeves and glanced toward the kitchen. “In fact, I might as well make dinner at the same time. Master is out at the Seven Sages Selection today, so he’ll probably be too tired to cook.”


      “…What?” Rosalie tried to calm her heart. It was suddenly beating in her ears. She phrased her next question carefully. “…Is he at the Selection right now?”


      “That’s right. Your dad, the Aquamancy Mage, is gonna retire from his position, and they have to decide on his successor… Huh? Wait, did Master…not tell you?”


      This was, of course, the first she was hearing about it. In fact, she’d only just recently learned that Louis wanted to be a Sage.


      …I see. So that’s how it is…


      Rosalie looked down and smiled, her eyes dark.


      Louis wanted to be a Sage. And Rosalie was a Sage’s daughter.


      It was easy to imagine why they’d gotten engaged.


      And that’s why he’s been so kind to me.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Ridill’s Royal Palace contained a room called the Jade Chamber, which only the reigning monarch and the Seven Sages were allowed to enter. The room was mainly used for meetings of the Sages. Inside was a large round table, along with a jade pillar set in the corner to maintain the room’s powerful defensive barrier.


      The seven greatest mages in the kingdom were currently sitting around the table, clockwise in the order of their appointment: the Thunderclap Mage, the Starseer Witch, the Aquamancy Mage, the Artillery Mage, the Gem Mage, the third Abyss Shaman, and the fifth Witch of Thorns.


      The only woman in the group, the Starseer Witch Mary Harvey, looked around at the other six with sleepy eyes, then spoke.


      “Sooo. What does everyone think of the new Sage candidates?”


      The first one to react was the Gem Mage Emanuel Darwin, a man of about fifty wearing a robe adorned with gemstones.


      “In my opinion, the Windhand Mage Adolph Faron is the best of the bunch. A young genius who set a new national record for remote magecraft! Why, isn’t that amazing?”


      His tone was smooth, as though he were reading off the script for a play. He’d probably thought about what to say in advance. Emanuel was in the second prince’s faction, led by Duke Clockford. Everyone present was aware that Emanuel was only advocating for the Windhand Mage because he, too, was under the duke’s control.


      “I hear the Windhand Mage is an executive in the Mages Guild and has a lot of business training as well,” the Gem Mage continued fervently. Above all, he has plenty of support from the Noble Assembly. He’s a great choice!”


      “That’s stuff’s way too complicated. They should just slug it out in a magic battle.”


      The speaker was a large man with black hair and a beard, to Emanuel’s right—the Artillery Mage Bradford Firestone. He wielded the most powerful magecraft in the kingdom and loved a magic battle.


      “We need someone strong to be the new Sage,” he continued. “Isn’t that right, Starseer? And are you sure I can’t join in the competition?”


      “Of course you can’t, my little Bradford. Your firepower would blow everyone clear away,” Mary rebuked him gently, glancing at the two youngest members who had yet to speak. These were the Abyss Shaman Ray Albright, a young man with purple hair; and the Witch of Thorns Raul Roseburg, a young man with crimson curls. “What about you two? Ray dear, Ra-ra? Any opinions to share?”


      Ray, who had his face propped up on his hand, looked gloomy. “Who cares…?” he said offhandedly. The perpetual seeker of love was probably heartbroken; all the maids in the palace were avoiding him again today.


      Raul sat next to him. A broad grin on his face, he looked for all the world like Ray’s polar opposite. “I hope it’s someone interesting. The Silent Witch can use unchanted magecraft, right? I want to see what that’s like.”


      While Raul Roseburg’s title included the word witch, he was a man. The original Witch of Thorns had been the most famous witch in Ridill, and the title was now passed down through the Roseburg family. So, despite his gender, he was still the Witch of Thorns.


      Bradford looked a little surprised at Raul’s words. “You sure, Thorns? The Silent Witch is fifteen, even younger than you. She’d be the new youngest Sage, breaking your record.”


      “I don’t really mind that. More importantly, we’re close in age. I wonder if we’ll get along? I hope we can be friends,” he said casually, before something occurred to him and he looked over at the Aquamancy Mage. “Oh, isn’t the Barrier Mage your daughter’s fiancé? Um, if I recall, he’s the Magic Corps commander…”


      Bartrand, his graying brown hair combed back, spoke with his usual gravity. “It’s true that I recommended the Barrier Mage, but I would like this Selection to be fair and impartial. I want us all to share our opinions and choose the best candidate to succeed me,” he said quietly.


      Emanuel, seeing his chance, raised his voice. “Ah, yes! I heard your daughter was in a terrible accident the other day! And at the Magic Corps post—right where her fiancé works! I say, what was the man even doing at the time? What a good-for-nothing knave.”


      Ray looked coldly at Emanuel. He was clearly trying to put down Louis.


      “…We’ve had a lot of young Sages lately, what with me and this guy over here,” said Ray, gesturing toward Raul. “I bet you’re tired of us and don’t want any more. But in that case, why not just go with the oldest candidate, the Flight Mage?”


      Emanuel gave a startled jerk.


      Ray was right, Emanuel didn’t really want any more young people among their ranks. Even so, he had to push for the Windhand Mage because of his personal alliances.


      Mary looked around the table, then put a hand to her forehead. “Then our votes are split quite evenly, aren’t they?”


      The witch who could read the stars looked each person in the eye, ending with the oldest among them: Graham Sanders, the Thunderclap Mage.


      “What do you think about all this, Lord Sanders?”


      Graham was the Kingdom of Ridill’s most famous hero, but he was already an old man over eighty, buried in a baggy robe. The hero’s mouth moved behind his sheer white beard, and in a low, dignified voice, he asked a question of the other Sages.


      “…Is breakfast ready yet?”


      “Oh, Lord Sanders, it’s already afternoon!”
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      After arriving at the gates of the royal palace, Louis disengaged his flight spell with a short, smooth wave of his staff, then checked his pocket watch for the time. He’d spent as long as he possibly could looking into a certain lead, but he’d made it just in time.


      Ever since the day Rosalie fell, Louis had been running all over the place investigating. And thanks to his efforts, he’d figured out most of what had happened. He was still hazy on a few points, but he was fairly certain things had gone generally the way he thought.


      …Now I just need to stick the landing.


      He’d been instructed to come to the Seven Sages Selection in his own clothing rather than in a uniform, so he wore a loose-fitting outfit for better range of motion, and then a mantle over that. He could have worn a robe, but Louis found mantles more handy.


      Louis headed boldly toward the palace entrance, his hem fluttering behind him. Just as he stepped up to the gate, someone came out. It was a man around thirty years old, very thin, with short reddish-brown hair. He carried a mage’s staff but wasn’t wearing a robe or mantle of any sort. Instead, he had on a leather jacket.


      “Excuse me,” Louis called out. “Would you happen to be Lord Winston Barrett, the Flight Mage?”


      “Yes, but… Ah, I know you. The Barrier Mage, er…”


      “Louis Miller, Barrier Mage and Magic Corps commander, at your service.” Louis bowed elegantly.


      Winston scratched his head. “Yeah. Hello,” he replied, ducking his head in an informal bow.


      Winston Barrett was another Sage candidate. He held the national distance record for flight magecraft, and many provincial nobles trusted him greatly. The man had real talent.


      Louis spoke in a congenial way, knowing the man would be his opponent in the Selection. “I must thank you for something. The flooding in Nadine a few years ago—I’m told the Aquamancy Mage arrived early because you used flight magecraft to summon reinforcements from the capital.”


      “No, you and the Aquamancy Mage are to thank for saving the town. I simply called for help, that’s all.” Winston shrugged a little and walked past Louis, headed in the opposite direction.


      “May I ask where you’re going? The Selection is about to start.”


      Winston stopped and turned to look back at him. “I actually decided to decline my candidacy. I’ve never been cut out for the Seven Sages. I’m much happier flying free. I just got back from giving them the news.”


      “…Oh my.”


      That was an unexpected yet happy turn of events for Louis. The opponent he’d been most wary of was the Flight Mage.


      “Are you sure? I hear you’re quite popular among the provincial nobles.”


      “I don’t need all that. I just want to enjoy myself up in the air.” Winston tilted his head back to look at the sky. His eyes grew distant, as though he were reminiscing. “That flooding in Nadine… Everyone always brings up how wonderful you and the Aquamancy Mage were, don’t they? The only people who ever mention me are the ones who know what was happening behind the scenes. Like you.”


      Just as Louis was wondering if Winston was dissatisfied with that, the man narrowed his eyes and smiled. Mussing a hand through his short hair, he said, “And I liked that. It worked for me. I don’t need the masses thanking me—just a bit of gratitude from others in the know is enough. Too much praise and adulation and I feel like I’m breaking out in a rash.”


      Louis suddenly realized that this man was a lot like his fellow apprentice Carla. She was the same way—all the lionization, all the people calling her a genius. She knew the weight of the expectation behind that praise.


      Louis rather liked Winston’s way of thinking. He had been the same way once—if it would just restrict his freedom, he didn’t need any honor or fame.


      But now things were different. If he wanted to marry the woman he loved, he needed to become one of the Seven Sages. And to do that, he needed a lot of praise and adulation. If Winston was pulling out, then Louis had no reason to stop him.


      “And besides,” the man continued smoothly. “I’m not any good at magic battles. I don’t want to fight monsters like you people.”


      Louis frowned.


      …“You people”?


      Aside from Winston and Louis, there were two other candidates: the Windhand Mage Adolph Faron and the Silent Witch Monica Everett.


      Louis had fought Adolph in many magic battles during their time at school together, and he’d won every single match. Adolph was great at being a nuisance with his long-range attacks, but none of them were all that powerful. Once Louis got close, the guy was basically no different from an intermediate-level mage. And as for Monica Everett, there were plenty of ways to deal with her unchanted magecraft, no matter how impressive it might be.


      “Anyway. I wish you luck, Barrier Mage,” said Winston, using a quick-chant to cast his specialty: flight magecraft.


      He began to hover, then shot off into the sky and disappeared. His speed was incredible.


      He’d said he wasn’t any good at magic battles, but if he flew around like that, he would be very difficult to hit.


      Louis stared after Winston for a few moments, then quickly checked in and headed to the designated room inside the palace.
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      The candidates were to assemble in a finely furnished reception room. As Louis entered, Adolph Faron, who sat with his legs crossed on a sofa, gave him a sidelong glance.


      “You cut it very close. Must be confident, eh, Louis Miller?”


      “Why, yes. One must always keep a measure of confidence in his heart. Oh, but are you implying you don’t have any, Lord Windhand Mage?” His smile brimmed with relaxed confidence.


      Adolph snorted in irritation, then fell silent.


      In all honesty, Louis couldn’t care less about Adolph. Someone much more interesting was in the room with them.


      A set of curtains—bunched up all the way to the side of one of the windows—had sprouted legs.


      Before he could stop himself, Louis asked, “…What’s that?”


      “The other candidate… I think, anyway,” Adolph replied.


      If he wasn’t sure, then he probably hadn’t seen her face, either.


      Curious, Louis went up to the curtain and spoke to it gently, so as not to frighten the one inside. “Are you Lady Monica Everett, the Silent Witch?”


      The edge of the curtain folded back a little, and a petite girl peeked out from around it.


      She had her light-brown hair in braids, and she wore a hooded robe. Louis had heard she was fifteen, but she looked even younger—twelve or thirteen at most. She was practically a child. Her brown eyes, tinged with green, looked nervously at Louis.


      He put a hand to his chest and smiled sweetly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Louis Miller, the Barrier Mage.”


      He might have been a problem child when he was young, but now he wore a gentle smile, the kind that put people at ease—part of his carefully constructed gentleman act. Despite that, the girl jumped in fright, and her pale lips trembled.


      “Mi, mi-mi, mi-mi-mi, mi-mi-mi-mi—”


      Am I addressing a dying cicada or something? wondered Louis. “You don’t look so good, Lady Silent Witch. Are you nervous?”


      “Mi, mi-mi, mi-ne, mi-ne-ne, mi, mi, mi, mi—”


      The girl’s throat lurched up and down in short, high-pitched breaths. But eventually, she put her hood over her head, and, in a vanishingly small voice, she begged him.


      “…Please don’t kill me.”


      Adolph glanced at Louis, exasperated. “What did you do to her, man?”


      “How rude. This is the first time we’ve met,” retorted Louis unhappily.


      There was a knock on the door, and someone familiar barged in. It was an old man wearing a mage’s robe. He had good posture, short gray hair, and bushy eyebrows. And in his hand was his trademark pipe.


      It was the Mage of Violet Smoke, Gideon Rutherford—Louis’s master and a teacher at Minerva’s.


      Louis plastered on the politest smile he could muster. “Well, well! If it isn’t my respected master, who knew his apprentice wanted to be a Sage and yet recommended someone else as a candidate!”


      He wasn’t quite over that revelation. If he didn’t bring it up at least once, he’d never be satisfied.


      Adolph grinned, and the little witch wrapped up in the curtains trembled.


      Rutherford twirled the pipe in his hand and turned a fearless smile on Louis. “I see you’re still a whiner. If you had a drop of confidence, you wouldn’t be barking like that at everyone you see.”


      Rutherford was, as always, a nasty old rat, both in word and deed.


      Although Rutherford was the same tough old man to Louis, when he saw the curtain-wrapped girl with snot dripping from her nose, he frowned in exasperation.


      “Have you already made your junior cry?” he demanded, turning back to Louis.


      “Enough with the false accusations,” Louis snapped. “I spoke to her. That’s all.”


      The girl in the curtains suddenly darted out and tottered clumsily over to Rutherford. And then, of all the things, she hid inside the man’s robe.


      “M-M-Mr. R-Rutherford, I… I, I can’t, I can’t do this… I’m scared… I wanna go home… Ahhh, waaahhh!”


      And now the poor girl had burst into tears. Rutherford’s robe began to soak through from the inside. Louis was now certain this girl was much younger than fifteen. That had to have been a lie.


      Rutherford took a drag from his pipe, then yanked Monica forcefully out of his robe like he was grabbing a small animal by the scruff of its neck.


      “Do you understand how much work it took to create the special magic battle barrier for this thing? If you’re going to leave, do it after the battle.”


      “Nooo, mmph, waaahhh…”


      Louis grew dizzy. This girl was going to be his opponent? At best, she reminded him of some rare animal from a foreign land.


      The animal in question sniffled, then managed to ask Rutherford a question in a very weak voice. “Ah, um, umm… How many seconds…will I have for the delay…in the magic bapphle?”


      Louis raised an eyebrow. She was referring to a special rule that restricted the stronger combatant in a magic battle from using magecraft for the first ten or twenty seconds; it might be used when upperclassmen fought underclassmen, for example.


      “Oh? How adorable. You’d like a delay?” asked Louis in the tone of an understanding adult.


      Adolph, however, sounded exasperated. “You want a delay? At the Seven Sages Selection? The nerve. You want us to go easy on you because you’re weak? You shouldn’t even be here at all.” He fixed Monica with a glare.


      Monica clung to Rutherford’s robe and shook her head. Her loose braids waggled from side to side. “No, um, I mean…for me… If I don’t start later…I’ll just win.”


      The air in the room froze.
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      Sensing the change, Monica whimpered pathetically and hid behind Rutherford. Louis and Adolph smiled at her, but their eyes were cold.


      “Ha-ha-ha. You don’t need to show us any mercy, Lady Silent Witch.”


      “Indeed. Why would we want our junior to go easy on us?”


      Both Louis and Adolph spoke in bright, cheerful voices, but their anger was clear to everyone listening.


      “I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have said anything I’m sorry!”


      As Monica clung to him, Rutherford sighed in resignation. “There won’t be any delays. All three of you will begin at the same time. There is no need for any mercy, compassion, or restraint. Fight to kill.”


      When she heard the last sentence, Monica yelped once again. “Noooo! I’m scaaaared!” Then she began to whimper some more.


      She really was a rare animal. Perhaps even rarer than a gorilla.
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      CHAPTER 8


      A True Monster


      The Mage of Violet Smoke had come to the castle as the guardian of his chosen candidate, the Silent Witch.


      When she and the other two remaining candidates headed out for their magic battle, he saw them off, then retired to a room in the castle for a smoke break.


      At that point, there was a knock, and a beautiful woman with silver hair appeared in the doorway.


      “Good day, Lord Rutherford.”


      The woman wore a chic dress under her robe and held a staff as tall as she was. This was Mary Harvey, the Starseer Witch. She was the kingdom’s foremost prophet and an old friend of Rutherford’s.


      “I see Carla isn’t with you today.”


      “She’d need a pretty good reason to come anywhere near the castle… Anyway, what do you want?” asked Rutherford, gaze sharp.


      Mary put a hand to her cheek and smiled sweetly. “The Seven Sages will be viewing the magic battle in another room. Would you care to join us?”


      “No, I think not.”


      Rutherford was a talented man who had once been known as the Grotto Mage, and his name had come up several times as a candidate to join the Sages. He had refused every time. He’d even punched a messenger from the Mages Guild once. He’d stubbornly held to this conviction all his life. And yet now his apprentices and students were becoming Sages left and right. You never knew what life would throw at you.


      Rutherford stared out the window. Then, his voice thick with emotion, he muttered, “Mary, let me ask you something. When you think of a genius of magecraft, what kind of person do you imagine?”


      “Oh? I believe most people would call all three of the Sage candidates geniuses.”


      Mary was correct. But Rutherford thought a little differently. “Personally, when I imagine a pure genius of magecraft, I think of people like the Artillery Mage and the Starspear Witch.”


      “Then your students—the Barrier Mage and the Silent Witch—don’t qualify?” Mary’s dim aqua eyes met his, plumbing for truth.


      Rutherford closed his eyes, then opened them again slowly. “Louis Miller’s genius is in how hard he works. Monica Everett’s is in her incredible mathematical prowess.”


      He wondered what it might have been like if the two of them had gone to Minerva’s at the same time. It would have been interesting, no doubt. Perhaps they would have become friends and rivals, working hard side by side.


      As the tobacco smoldered in his pipe, the edges of Rutherford’s mouth wrinkled into the shape of a smile. “There’s only one seat up for grabs. One of them must lose…but I’m sure both of them will gain something from the experience.”
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      West of the palace was a small forest. Virtually all of it would serve as the arena for the Selection’s magic battle, and as it took place, the proceedings would be projected onto a white curtain in a special room for the Seven Sages to observe.


      A mage named Clarence Hall, an apprentice of the Starseer Witch, guided Louis, Adolph, and Monica to the arena. He was in his thirties, with black hair, and he gave off a very serious impression. The Starseer Witch’s apprentices, including Clarence, had been tasked with officiating this particular Selection.


      “Is everyone wearing the bracelets you received earlier?” Clarence asked.


      Louis lightly raised his left arm. He now wore a silverwork bracelet embedded with a light-crimson gem. It appeared to be a magical item; magecraft formulae were inscribed inside it in very small lettering.


      “When the wearer falls below one-third of their maximum mana capacity, the bracelet’s gem will shine. When that happens, you’re out.”


      This might be over very quickly, thought Louis.


      In a magic battle, you lost mana in proportion to the damage you received. In other words, your mana was depleted both when you used a spell and when one hit you. If you started flinging out high-powered attacks without thinking, you’d run out very quickly. On the other hand, low-powered spells wouldn’t do much damage. Keeping your mana level in mind at all times was an important part of magic battle tactics. And Louis, thanks to his impoverished childhood, was very good at that.


      His specialties—punching, kicking, and ramming people with barriers—were all originally devised for magic battles. After all, hitting people with barriers covered both offense and defense at once.


      But Louis had already decided he wouldn’t be using any barrier-punching tactics this time.


      The reason was clear as day. Adolph aside, if he beat up a young girl like Monica in order to win, his reputation would be in tatters. Naturally, he wasn’t going to exploit any loopholes in the rules, either. Rosalie’s father, the Aquamancy Mage, would be watching this fight. He couldn’t act like a delinquent. He had to achieve an elegant victory, as a gentleman mage would do.


      Clarence, the facilitator, checked to make sure everyone was wearing their bracelets, then continued his explanation. “Once you’ve lost, you must then exit the forest. Also, be cautious when using flight magecraft. If you pass above the treetops, it will count as leaving the arena.”


      Louis had high mobility while using flight magecraft, but he’d never intended to use it to soar above the trees. That would be too risky when he was up against Adolph and his pesky long-ranged attacks.


      “Starting now, you will have five minutes to move to your desired location. When the time is up, we will ring a bell to signal the start of the battle.”


      As soon as the man finished speaking, Louis and Adolph moved.


      The key to victory would be finding the most advantageous position now.


      Keeping an eye on Adolph to see which direction he ran in, Louis glanced back at Monica, whom they’d both left behind. She tromped into the forest, immediately tripped over a tree root, and fell over. She was so clumsy, Louis almost couldn’t bear to watch.


      The Silent Witch was obviously a novice at magic battles. But even so, she was a Sage candidate. Louis didn’t want her to surprise him with an unchanted attack. His plan would be to disable the Silent Witch as soon as possible, then focus on battling Adolph.


      After Louis had made it deep into the forest, the bell rang.


      The first thing he did was cast a detection spell. Immediately, darkness expanded behind his eyelids. Lights appeared like stars—one for every source of mana around him.


      This sort of detection didn’t work unless a mage was using their magecraft. But if either of his opponents cast a spell, he’d know where they were.


      Though I expect both will be waiting and watching at first, he thought—just as a powerful point of light lit up in the darkness.


      Louis’s eyes flew open in shock, and he looked up.


      In the sky were giant gates made of green particles of light—the gates that summoned the King of the Wind Spirits.


      Impossible! The bell just rang a second ago!


      Spirit king summonings were one of the most advanced spells a mage could cast. Their chants took time—far more time than the detection spell Louis had just used.


      There was no way the little witch could have activated one that quickly. But just then, Louis came to a horrifying realization.


      “Damn it!”


      He quickly dove behind a nearby tree and quick-chanted a defensive barrier to guard him from above.


      Just as he did, the green gates opened, and wicked blades of wind began to rain down from the sky.


      Louis’s barrier shattered. He’d prioritized getting it up quickly and had failed to make it strong enough.


      He raised his arms to protect his head as the attacks stabbed into him. Pain shot through his body, and he felt his mana reserves plummet. As one might expect from such an advanced spell, it was powerful as hell.


      Louis heard someone scream in the distance.


      “Gyaaah!”


      It was Adolph. He’d probably taken the full brunt of that attack. Louis would have shared his fate if he hadn’t immediately used a detection spell.


      If it hit Adolph, then the attack must have come from the Silent Witch!


      His dreadful premonition, it seemed, had been right.


      Back in his problem child days, Louis had regularly exploited the rules in battles like these, and many of his opponents had cried foul.


      Now Louis grimaced and silently did the same.


      She summoned a spirit king, without chanting, at the exact moment the battle began? …Damn it! Even I never played this dirty!


      He stifled his urge to wail, then calmly analyzed the situation.


      If that rare animal can summon a spirit king without chanting, then using it right at the start was extremely logical. The strength of unchanted magecraft was in its preemptive nature.


      If we’d been fighting for real, I’d have died instantly… But this is a magic battle. There’s still a chance to turn things around.


      Louis found a dense cluster of trees and carefully moved over to them. Magic battle barriers protected the trees inside an arena as well, and that meant they would serve as excellent shields. If he concealed himself well enough, he could defend against enemy attacks without any need for a defensive barrier.


      He cast his detection spell again. This time, instead of a spirit king summoning, he spotted a wide-area flame spell. Flames licked across the ground—and Louis protected himself with a half-sphere defensive barrier.


      I should close the distance quickly.


      Louis dispelled all his magecraft and chanted a flight spell. As his body lifted into the air, he deployed a shield-shaped defensive barrier in front of him.


      This way, he could guard himself and close in on the enemy. Any other day, he would have gladly rammed her with the shield, but this time, he restrained himself.


      Using flight magecraft around so many trees was a near-impossible feat. Any lapse in control would send you smashing into a tree.


      Cleverly manipulating his flight spell, Louis advanced, weaving between the trees. On the way, four or so area-of-effect attacks flew at him, but he deftly blocked them with his defensive barrier.


      I’m moving at a good pace, thought Louis as he did calculations in his head. The enemy had used one spirit king summoning and five area-of-effect spells. She must have been burning through her mana at a considerable rate. The Silent Witch is inexperienced, just like I thought. She isn’t taking her mana allotment into consideration at all.


      At this pace, his opponent would self-destruct. It was only a matter of time.


      Eventually, Louis spotted Monica deep in the trees. He disengaged his flight spell, then hid behind a trunk and chanted.


      Monica was probably bad at detection spells. That would explain why she was indiscriminately firing off wide-area magecraft.


      Most of the time, Monica was hunched over in fear, but whenever she used magecraft, she would look up. Louis timed his spell for exactly that moment.


      “Mirror Prison, activate!”


      The moment Monica began her attack, a half-sphere barrier appeared, trapping her inside. It wasn’t just any defensive barrier, either—this one could reflect. Any attack spells she used inside it would bounce back at her.


      The instant she noticed the barrier, Monica went pale and stopped casting.


      “Well, it seems you have good intuition.” Louis moved out from behind a tree and casually strolled toward Monica. “If you’d let loose your attack magecraft in there, it would have been reflected right back at you. Ha-ha-ha.”


      “Noooo… Why, wh-why are you…still moving…?!”


      What a rude little girl. Holding in the impulse to poke her in the head, Louis spoke with the calm confidence of an adult. “Have you forgotten my title? I am the Barrier Mage. Why wouldn’t I be able to block your measly attacks?”


      He kept quiet about how much damage he’d taken from her initial spirit king summoning. Bluffs were important.


      “How many advanced spells have you used since we began, miss? I expect you’re close to running out of mana.”


      “Um, I, I… I’m fine, I… I phink…”


      “Oh?”


      Monica had a sickly complexion, but all those spells didn’t seem to have tired her out—despite how powerful they’d been.


      That was strange. According to the records, Monica’s mana capacity was a little lower than his.


      That was when he felt an impact from behind. Intense pain shot through his back. He’d been hit by a wind bullet.


      Louis’s mana plummeted again. He coughed loudly but kept his feet firmly on the ground.


      That bastard is still alive?!


      “What a pathetic display, Louis Miller!”


      Adolph Faron’s voice rang out from above, amplified by magecraft. Evidently, he wanted so badly to hurl invectives at Louis that he’d wasted his mana on a rather tedious spell.


      Louis checked the bracelet on his left wrist. Fortunately, the gem wasn’t glowing yet. However, between Monica’s spirit king summoning and that wind bullet just now, he’d lost quite a bit of mana. One more hit could knock him out of the running.


      In front of him was the Silent Witch and her unchanted magecraft. Behind him was the Windhand Mage with his long-distance attacks. The situation was not ideal.


      I have to get out of here somehow, then drag Adolph from his hiding spot, thought Louis, just as Monica lifted her right hand.


      Her nervous, childish expression was gone. Now her eyes seemed to stare into empty space. As the light filtered through the trees, the subtle green hues in her eyes shone.


      Monica bent the fingers of her raised right hand, then lifted her thumb and index finger, as if pantomiming a gun. A magic circle appeared at her fingertip.


      It was a remote wind spell that would trigger somewhere far away. That was all Louis managed to determine before the circle flashed and disappeared.


      In the distance, he heard a scream. A cold sweat broke out on Louis’s back.


      A moment later, Clarence used amplification magecraft to send his voice through the air. “The Windhand Mage Adolph Faron has fallen below one-third of his mana capacity. He is eliminated.”


      Immediately, Louis understood. The little witch had taken Adolph out with a remote spell, all without saying a word.


      Remote spells were a particularly difficult field of magecraft. The fact that Monica had used one without chanting was incredible enough, but what truly shook Louis to his core was how she’d taken Adolph down with a single shot.


      Trying to keep his agitation from showing, he asked Monica, “Have you ever used that spell in combat before, Lady Silent Witch?”


      “N-no, I, um, I haven’t… But…” Monica’s gaze swam back and forth at the sudden question. She began to nervously knead her fingers. “It’s just a bunch of, um, calculations, so…”


      Louis wished Adolph could have heard that one.


      He’d been chosen as a candidate because of his outstanding spells in super-long-range sniping magecraft and remote spells. And now this little girl had replicated his achievements in the blink of an eye. And without even chanting.

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      Louis doubted she had any idea just how terrifying that was.


      He had to admit, the Silent Witch was truly a genius. No, she was more than that—her talents rivaled those of the Starspear Witch Carla Maxwell, who could maintain seven spells at once.


      It was astounding that she could summon a spirit king and use remote magecraft without chanting, and her level of precision was off the charts.


      Even so, that remote spell should have consumed a lot of mana. Louis could win this fight if he dragged it out.


      The next moment, an unchanted flame arrow came hurtling toward him.


      Louis jumped to the side to avoid it without using a barrier. Why isn’t she out of mana? She’s been flinging ultra-powerful spells left and right this whole time. Shouldn’t she have run out by now?!


      Then a certain possibility occurred to him.


      There was something called a moderation formula that could decrease a spell’s mana requirement. By integrating one into your spell, you could consume less mana. But they required a colossal amount of calculations, so almost nobody used them in real combat. Even Louis would have had to spend a month at his desk beforehand to prepare.


      But what if she had done it all without chanting?


      That couldn’t be. It was impossible. She wouldn’t be human if she could do that.


      Louis’s cheeks twitched. “There’s something I’d like to ask you, Lady Silent Witch.”


      “Um, yes, yepphir, what, um, what is-is-is-is-is-is-is—?”


      As Monica clung to her staff, nearly in tears, Louis gave her a beautiful smile of pure desperation. “Are you able to use moderation formulae unchanted as well?”


      Please tell me I’m wrong, he prayed.


      Monica, trembling, managed a nod. “Um, n-not all of them, but… I can use a phew-phht!” The little witch bit her tongue. “Ow…,” she whimpered, holding her mouth.


      Louis could feel his vision going black.


      This rare animal was a monster. She was completely beyond the realm of common sense.


      …Even so.


      Louis couldn’t afford to lose. If he didn’t win, his engagement to Rosalie would be annulled.


      I will win.


      Brimming with zeal and bloodlust, Louis dodged Monica’s attacks and began to chant.


      First, he put up a shield-shaped defensive barrier in front of him, then he rapidly closed the distance.


      Monica fired a wind spell at his legs, trying to knock him off-balance. Louis jumped to avoid it, then shot a lightning arrow at her from behind using remote magecraft.


      The remote spell had low accuracy, so he wasn’t expecting it to hit her. It was only a distraction.


      “Hee-gyah!”


      Monica yelped and grabbed her head, then squatted in place. A half-sphere defensive barrier deployed around her. Then, not even a moment later, she unleashed an attack spell.


      Wind bullets—twice strengthened, and with a tracking function, to boot. She was loading her spells up with special effects, and she still hadn’t chanted.


      Louis used all of his physical abilities to dodge the wind bullets. For the ones he couldn’t avoid completely, he used his staff as a decoy, hurling it to the side. That meant he’d lost the use of his staff, of course.


      Should I hide, then plan an ambush? No, if the Silent Witch still has power left and she starts firing wide-area spells again, she’ll overpower me.


      Louis Miller was skilled at conserving resources, so he was right at home in battles of attrition where both sides needed to keep mana consumption to a minimum. But the Silent Witch had the sheer power to overcome even that advantage.


      That hit from the spirit king at the beginning of the match had hurt Louis badly. If he hadn’t lost such a large chunk of mana, he would have more choices now.


      To minimize his mana consumption while fighting, the best choice was to hit Monica with a barrier. But he couldn’t do that during the Seven Sages Selection.


      My next move is—


      Just as he began that thought, a wind bullet flew in from outside his field of vision.


      It was an unchanted remote spell—terribly precise—the same one that had shot down Adolph.


      “Oh no—!”


      By the time he noticed it, it had already struck Louis directly in the side.


      It was as though a bull had charged right into him. Louis tumbled to the ground. He tried to get up, but dizziness overcame him. The attack had drained a lot of mana.


      He hadn’t lost the will to fight. He could still go on. But in a cruel twist of fate, the bracelet on Louis’s left wrist lit up red.


      A voice echoed through the air, amplified by magecraft. “The Barrier Mage Louis Miller has fallen below one-third of his mana capacity. The winner of this magic battle is the Silent Witch Monica Everett.”


      Louis had nearly managed to stand, but at those words, he fell back to his knees.


      The Silent Witch Monica Everett had scored a total victory against the Barrier Mage Louis Miller.
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      After the magic battle, they each participated in an interview. Once those were done, the Seven Sages Selection was over. The candidates were informed that the results would be announced the following day.


      Finished with his interview, Louis went straight back to the Magic Corps post to do work. But he was only using it as a distraction. He’d intended to go straight home after the selection process, and he’d even told everyone as much.


      He changed from his Selection clothes into his uniform, but his work seemed to wrap up in the blink of an eye. After that, he sat at his desk, staring idly into space.


      …How am I supposed to face Rosalie now?


      He’d spent all that time accumulating achievements and fame. And now, when he’d been tantalizingly close to becoming a Sage, he’d lost. And to a girl more than ten years his junior.


      He sat there vacantly for quite a while. Then, all of a sudden, he realized that the room had grown dark. He staggered to his feet and used a match to light a candlestick.


      On any other day, he would have lit it with a quick-chant. But the Selection had drained his mana capacity to less than a third, and he had an unconscious habit of conserving his mana at times like these.


      He suddenly wondered if he could have won if he’d foregone that habit and gone all out from the beginning.


      Louis leaned back in his chair, removed his monocle, and massaged the inner corners of his eyes. Then he heaved a long, heavy sigh, thick with exhaustion.


      Suddenly, the door opened without a knock. Wondering who would be so rude, Louis looked up to see Glenn holding the doorknob awkwardly. He was out of uniform; he must have had the day off.


      “…How did the Selection go, Master?” he asked.


      Louis averted his gaze and said, “I lost miserably in the magic battle to the Silent Witch.”


      “Wh-what?!” Glenn’s eyes popped open in surprise. His mouth kept moving, but no more words came out.


      Louis couldn’t blame the boy for being shocked. There were several mages more talented than he was, but almost nobody could hold their own against him in a magic battle. At the very least, he was the strongest in the Magic Corps.


      “B-but the magic battle isn’t everything, right?”


      “They’ll announce the results tomorrow, but… She showed so much talent that I can’t imagine they’ll pick anyone else. They can’t let people with her skills loose in the wild.”


      Now he understood why Rutherford had recommended the Silent Witch instead of him.


      “She needs to become a Sage.”


      Louis had her beat in terms of pure combat experience and mana capacity. But if he was the one making the choice, he knew he’d pick the Silent Witch. That was how outstanding her talents were.


      “Then are you gonna give up on being a Sage, Master?”


      “No, of course not. I’ll never give up.” His grayish-purple eyes glinted. “I’m considering my options. I could choose the weakest Sage and use force to make them retire. Or I could threaten the Silent Witch into withdrawing.”


      “…Uh, you’re joking, right?”


      “Indeed. Did you find it funny?” Louis smiled.


      Glenn gulped, sensing the coldness in his master’s eyes. “Then what’s gonna happen to your…engagement with Miss Rosalie?”


      Louis slowly rose, picked up his staff from where it leaned against the wall, and walked over to Glenn. “What do you mean?”


      “Are you going to break off the engagement?”


      “Break it off? Why in the world would I do that?”


      If he didn’t become a Sage, the Aquamancy Mage would probably insist they annul their engagement. But Louis would stop him. He had to, no matter what it took.


      As Louis’s thoughts turned vicious, clearly showing on his face, Glenn spoke again in sheer desperation. “But Miss Rosalie…”


      Glenn swallowed his words before finishing his sentence. Louis had placed the tip of his staff against his neck.


      “You seem quite curious about my engagement to her, Glenn.”


      Glenn said nothing. He simply glared at Louis.


      This stupid brat. Louis swore to himself.


      The boy secretly had feelings for her. He didn’t seem aware of the fact, and Rosalie probably hadn’t realized it, either. Only Louis had.


      Even after putting it together, Louis hadn’t insisted the boy keep his distance. He’d assumed that Glenn would never do anything about it.


      Or so he’d thought.


      Louis was quietly infuriated. Both at how naive he’d been, and at his own apprentice’s misconduct.


      “Answer me honestly, Glenn. Why do you—?”


      “Enough.”


      A soft yet oddly sonorous voice sent a chill down Louis’s spine.


      It couldn’t be. Why was she here?


      “Let go of him.”


      “…Rosalie?”


      A woman dressed in street clothes and a stole had appeared from the hallway.


      Why was Rosalie here? Where was Ryn?


      As Louis stood there confused, Rosalie smiled, her eyebrows tilting down slightly. Louis knew that smile well—it was the expression she wore whenever she was trying to handle too much by herself.


      “I heard about the Seven Sages Selection from Glenn.”


      Louis started to panic. Hadn’t Rosalie been racked by intense headaches every time she tried to regain her memories? He’d wanted her to take her time, so he hadn’t talked to her about the Selection.


      Then Rosalie said something Louis had never expected.


      “Everyone in the Magic Corps knew, didn’t they? That you only got engaged to me in order to become a Sage.”


      “…Eh?” Louis’s eyes swiveled to Glenn. The boy was looking down in anguish.


      You stupid apprentice. This is where you’re supposed to contradict her. Why are you silent? Why do you look so grave?


      Louis wavered. Should he placate Rosalie or insult Glenn?


      But it seemed Rosalie had already come to a conclusion before she even arrived.


      “You needn’t force yourself to be considerate toward a woman you don’t love. Once you become a Sage…we should annul our engagement.”


      At last, it dawned on Louis.


      Rosalie had misunderstood. She thought he’d gotten engaged to her so he could be a Sage. She thought all the smiles he’d shown her were forced, and that he’d rather not bother.


      “Rosalie, that’s not true. I love you,” he said desperately.


      She smiled kindly at him and bowed. “You’ve been very good to me. Thank you. And good-bye.” Then she turned, the hem of her stole fluttering, and left the room.


      “Rosalie!”


      Louis tried to go after her, but someone grabbed hold of his mantle and stopped him. It was Glenn.


      “Let go of me, you idiot apprentice!”


      Louis turned a murderous glare on him, but Glenn shook his head. He was half in tears. “No! I can’t! Because… No! I would feel too bad for Miss Rosalie!”


      “Are you blind, you foolish whelp?! Feel bad for me! The one who was just dumped by his fiancée!”


      “You’re wrong! I feel way worse for her! Because… Because…” Glenn swallowed his next words.


      From that moment of hesitation, Louis sensed Glenn’s inner conflict and brought down his raised fist.


      “Glenn. What did you see?”


      The boy continued to look down. Slowly, he shook his head. His normal energetic smile was now a twisted expression of anguish, and his face was covered in tears.


      “I just wanted both of you to be happy! So… So…”


      “So you used mental interference magecraft to block Rosalie’s memories?” Louis snarled.


      The color drained from Glenn’s face.
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      CHAPTER 9


      The Empty Glass Castle and the Healthy Witch


      When First Prince Lionel Brem Edward Ridill had finished his official duties for the day, he paid a visit to the Magic Corps post, a bottle of wine for Louis in hand, and his attendant, Nate, in tow.


      He knew that the Seven Sages Selection had been held that day. The results hadn’t come out yet, but his friend was superbly talented, and had no doubt produced good results. His gift of wine was meant as an early celebration.


      Perhaps it would be indiscreet of them to drink all evening before Rosalie’s injuries were fully healed, but she would doubtlessly forgive a cup or two.


      Lionel knew that Louis had shed blood, sweat, and tears in order to become one of the Seven Sages. And so, as his friend, he wanted to reward him for all his efforts.


      “To think he’s at work even today… He’s more attached to his job than I gave him credit for…”


      “He’s probably looking for a successor to replace him when he joins the Sages.”


      Lionel traded words with Nate as they ascended the stairs. When he reached the top, he noticed light leaking from Louis’s office. As he’d expected, his friend was still inside.


      “Excuse us,” he said, opening the door.


      Inside, Louis and his apprentice were glaring at each other in silence. Lionel had never met the boy, but he’d heard his name: Glenn Dudley.


      Lionel’s thick eyebrows knotted. “I’m terribly sorry for the sudden visit,” he said hesitantly. “Are you busy?”


      “…If you’re having a fight, we can go home,” Nate added.


      Louis’s eyes swiveled to look at Lionel and Nate. “I am busy,” he growled, “but you don’t need to leave. In fact, I’d like you to stay here as witnesses.”


      Louis burned with a deep, quiet anger.


      He wouldn’t immediately start to yell and scream, like he would have when he was still called the Problem Child of Minerva’s. But the glint in his eyes was the same—and it could still cut like a razor.


      “Louis, what do you mean by witnesses?”


      Lionel was confused, and Nate readied himself to deal with Louis if the man decided to let loose.


      Louis ground his teeth, but his tone was quiet and calm. “Your Highness, you suggested to me before that Rosalie’s amnesia might have been caused by mental interference magecraft, correct?”


      “Ah. Y-yes.”


      Nobody stood to gain from erasing Rosalie’s memories. But after Lionel mentioned the idea, Louis had given it some thought.


      “Who would be able to do that? Motives aside?” Louis paused, then he held up two fingers. “Two people had the chance to use such a spell on her at the time. Owen Wright, who was at the scene, and Glenn Dudley, the first to discover her.”


      Glenn’s face visibly tensed.


      Mental interference magecraft was a semi-forbidden technique. Many restrictions had been placed on its usage, but it was permitted for research purposes.


      That said, any mage who used it without permission could potentially lose their mage certification forever. Because of that, almost nobody went out of their way to learn it. Only a handful of users existed in the kingdom.


      Louis took a piece of paper, folded in half, out of his pocket and smiled. “Despite how I may appear, I am an industrious student…and so I made a list of all the libraries in the kingdom that possess magecraft books. And their collections, too, of course.”


      Glenn shook pitifully.


      With the face of a wild beast with its prey cornered, Louis opened the folded piece of paper. “When he became my apprentice, Glenn gained the right to read magecraft books. So I looked at a record of what he has used his master’s authority to view and found something very interesting.”


      On the piece of paper was the name of a library, the title of a magecraft book, and a list of dates.


      “The Library of Ascard has a book on mental interference magecraft—and Glenn’s name was in the viewing record.”


      The records began at the beginning of the previous month and continued almost every single day. It was a frequency otherwise unheard-of from Glenn, who was hardly an industrious student.


      “Wait, Louis,” interrupted Lionel. “I’ve dabbled in magecraft. I understand that mental interference spells require a great deal of mana and precise control. I know it’s rude to say this, but could your apprentice have learned it in such a short time?”


      “Glenn has more mana than he knows what to do with, but as you say, he is still inexperienced… However, this idiot apprentice of mine decided to compensate for his imperfect spell with his vast mana reserves and cast it anyway.”


      As Glenn paled and trembled, Louis turned a scornful glare on him. “You wanted to block her memories of a specific event, didn’t you? I’m sure you only wanted to take a few minutes—but your inexperience and inability resulted in an inferior spell, and you ended up wiping out her memories entirely.”


      Glenn had never understood magecraft formulae very well, but he had the ability to look at one and intuit how to cast the associated spell, and the mana capacity to follow through.


      That was why it had worked. However, the effects had not been what he’d expected.


      Louis stared at Glenn with eyes utterly devoid of compassion and thrust the tip of his spear toward him. “If you have anything to say in your defense, Glenn Dudley, say it. Remain silent, and I will assume I am correct.”


      “……”


      Glenn’s face scrunched up. He looked like he was about to burst into tears. But he stubbornly kept his mouth shut.


      “Tell me which mental interference magecraft formula you used on Rosalie.”


      Mental interference magecraft came in several varieties. There were various ways just to block someone’s memories, and if Louis didn’t know which formula Glenn had used, he’d have a much harder time dispelling it. Given time, he could probably find out himself, but it would be faster and more reliable to have Glenn spit it out.


      But Glenn shook his head. “N-no. I won’t.”


      Without a word, Louis raised his staff.


      Lionel grabbed his shoulders to stop him, while Nate got in between Louis and his apprentice.


      “Louis, calm down,” said the prince. “You should hear what your apprentice has to say.”


      “No. He’s a fool. An idiot. I should strangle him and dispel the magecraft as soon as possible.” Louis glared at Glenn and spat, “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Mental interference magecraft can leave serious aftereffects on a person’s mind. One mistake and Rosalie would never have woken up again.”


      Glenn gave a jolt, as though he’d just been whipped. His large frame shrank and shook. Tears formed in his eyes.


      Seeing that, Lionel quietly admonished his friend. “Louis, take a good look at him. I cannot imagine him blocking Rosalie’s memories out of malice.” He stepped in between Louis and Glenn, then turned to face the latter. “Glenn Dudley. Who are you trying to protect?”


      “…!”


      Glenn’s eyes popped open, and he peered up at Lionel.


      “Depending on the circumstances, we may be able to lighten your punishment. Please. Would you tell us the truth?”


      Glenn’s eyes wandered. He was hesitating.


      Lionel bowed deeply to the boy. “I ask this not as Lionel Brem Edward Ridill, First Prince of the Kingdom of Ridill, but as Louis’s friend.”


      This sudden reference to Lionel’s status appeared to get even further under Glenn’s collar. Confusion, distress, guilt—a parade of emotions flashed across his face.


      “Please. My friend loves his fiancée. I want her memories to be restored.”


      Glenn shook his head vigorously. And then a dam seemed to burst, and his emotions flowed out freely.


      “That’s a lie!” he wailed in anguish. “He… Master… He doesn’t care about Miss Rosalie at all!”


      Veins began to appear on Louis’s temples. Nate, sensing the man’s violent intent, forcefully grabbed him by the hem of his clothes. Lionel moved his body to hide this, then spoke to Glenn in a calm voice, lest he further excite the boy.


      “How can you be so sure of that? I am certain that Louis—”


      “Because! Because I heard it! Master, he… He…” Glenn sniffled, whimpering pathetically like a child.


      Louis withdrew his fury. “…Speak, Glenn. What did you see?” he asked in disgust.
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      It happened a little over a month ago, on the first day of Shelgria.


      Glenn, tasked with doing miscellaneous chores for the Magic Corps, was carrying a box filled with bottles of medicine to the infirmary. The box was fairly heavy, and he had to walk carefully, so as not to break any of the clattering bottles.


      Rosalie walked next to him, carrying her own box of medicine.


      “Thank you,” she said. “I wouldn’t have been able to lift that on my own.”


      “Whenever you need help, you can call on me! If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s physical labor!” Glenn grinned cheerfully.


      “Thank you,” said Rosalie with a small smile.


      The first time she’d patched Glenn up, she’d scolded him harshly for getting reckless during his training. He’d found her frightening at first and was uncomfortable around her. But after being lugged to the infirmary time and time again, he began to talk with her more and see her underlying sincerity and kindness.


      She could be very strict, but only because she was worried about Glenn. Despite her nagging, she’d always patch him up properly. When he didn’t know how some tool or other in the infirmary was used, she’d politely explain. And she would smile a little at his stupid jokes, too, which always made him happy.


      “When we get to the infirmary, I’ll give you a snack as thanks. Dr. Hauser just bought some delicious baked goods.”


      “Awesome!”


      “Don’t tell anyone else, though.”


      “My lips are sealed!”


      Glenn practically floated, his steps as light and buoyant as his voice. But when he heard people talking down the hall, he stopped dead in his tracks.


      “Ah, another thing. I heard you got engaged recently, Commander.”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      From around the corner, Glenn could hear Louis and a man he didn’t recognize.


      Oh, right. Isn’t someone from the Mages Guild here today?


      It probably had to do with the Seven Sages Selection. If Glenn kept going, he’d cross paths with them. Should I say hello?


      Just then, the other man spoke in a bright voice. “Congratulations. I hear she is the Aquamancy Mage’s daughter as well… I suppose that makes you a shoo-in for Sage.”


      At that, Rosalie stopped, too.


      Glenn couldn’t let her hear any more of this. He wanted to take her hand right that instant and go back the way they came. Unfortunately, his hands were full.


      “It must be rough, having to get engaged just to get ahead.”


      Glenn didn’t want to hear what came next. Rosalie probably felt even more strongly. But it was too late. They heard Louis’s reply.


      “I wouldn’t have done it if she weren’t the Aquamancy Mage’s daughter.”


      Time stopped. As Glenn stood there in a daze, Louis’s and the other man’s footsteps faded into the distance.


      Then Glenn slowly turned to look at Rosalie. She was standing beside him, her gaze blank and her face a ghastly white.


      When she noticed Glenn watching her, she immediately turned around and went back the other way. Her delicate shoulders trembled slightly.


      “Miss Rosalie! I, um… Uh…”


      Glenn frantically went after her, and she stopped.


      A teardrop fell to the floor. Still clutching the box to her chest, Rosalie used the sleeve of her white coat to wipe her eye.


      “It’s fine. I know how he feels about me. Of course I do.”


      Feeling incredibly frustrated for some reason, Glenn desperately searched for the words to cheer her up. “Well, I… I like you regardless of whether you’re a Sage’s daughter, Miss Rosalie. You’re really nice and kind… And…”


      Rosalie smiled slightly at his awkward attempt to comfort her.


      “Thank you.”


      Her smile was gentle and sad. It made his chest constrict.
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      After explaining everything he’d witnessed, Glenn took a deep breath through his mouth. He was all stuffed up after crying.


      He sniffled, then continued. “So I just…,” he murmured. “I wanted to make her forget…”


      After that, Glenn had rushed to the Library of Ascard and begun learning about magecraft that could block someone’s memories.


      But Glenn was a good person. Naturally, he’d been conflicted.


      “I’m not dumb. I know it’s wrong to mess with people’s memories. So I decided I wouldn’t do it. I figured I would just forget about it. But then…”


      Then, remembering a dreadful sight, he began to shake.


      “But then Miss Rosalie fell off the roof…”


      Of course, thought Louis, wanting to hold his head in his hands. When he’d first learned about Rosalie’s fall, he’d immediately assumed it was either an accident or foul play. But Glenn had seen Rosalie’s tears—and he’d jumped to another conclusion.


      “I thought that, because you said something so horrible, she’d tried to kill herself!”


      When Glenn reached the infirmary, he was filled with relief that she hadn’t died. But at the same time, he thought, If nothing changes, then when she wakes up, she’ll definitely try again. But what if I could…?


      “So you blocked her memories,” said Lionel.


      Glenn nodded, still sobbing. “I thought she would be so shocked if she remembered that she’d jump off the roof again… Ahh, waaahhh… Hic…”


      Louis hung his head, one hand covering his face.


      Lionel glared at his friend with enough force to bore a hole in his head. “Anything to say, Louis?”


      “I get it. I’m sorry.”


      “Don’t apologize to me! Apologize to Rosalie!”


      “I have nothing to say in my defense.”


      Basically, the one Glenn had been trying to protect was, of all people, Louis.


      If Glenn had told someone why he’d blocked Rosalie’s memories, it would make Louis out to be the bad guy. That was why Glenn had eschewed asking for help and tried to solve everything himself.


      “I… I just want both of you to be happy… But Master, you… You said something so cruel, and… You made Miss Rosalie cry… Ahhh, waaahhh! You’re heartless! You’re a terrible person! She deserves better!”


      Glenn was bawling as Lionel glared daggers at Louis and Nate shot him a chilly stare.


      Louis raised his hand in surrender to the three of them. “I admit it. Yes, I admit it. This is all my fault. Every last bit of it.”


      “You’re so stupid, Master! You didn’t have to get engaged to her! You’re good enough to become a Sage anyway! So… So why…?”


      “You have it backward.”


      Glenn’s eyes, red and swollen from crying, went wide.


      Louis heaved a sigh, then said in a low, rumbling voice, “I want to become a Sage only so that I can marry Rosalie.”


      “…Huh? ……What?”


      It seemed Glenn couldn’t immediately comprehend what he’d just said. He blinked.


      Louis gave him a sullen look and groaned. “Rosalie’s father demanded that I become a Sage. Otherwise, he wouldn’t approve of my marrying her.”


      Glenn’s mouth opened and closed for a few moments. But seeing the seriousness on Louis’s face, he nervously asked, “But you don’t love her, do you?”


      “How many times must I profess my love for her before people believe me? Agh!”


      Louis had staked his entire life on loving her. He was that serious. If he’d known this would happen, he would have told everyone at the post about how much he loved her nonstop. He genuinely regretted not doing so. He’d thought it would embarrass her.


      “But didn’t you say…? You said you wouldn’t have gotten engaged to her if she wasn’t the Aquamancy Mage’s daughter!”


      “I did, and I stand by my words. If she weren’t his daughter, I wouldn’t have bothered getting engaged at all. The whole process is a pain in the ass. I would have just married her straightaway.”


      As Glenn stood there dumbfounded, Lionel folded his arms. “Louis is telling the truth. He’s been in love with her since we were in school together. I would swear it on my name as a prince.”


      Glenn closed his mouth and fell silent. It seemed it was taking him a moment to process all this.


      To be honest, Louis couldn’t care less about Glenn. Right now, he needed to look for Rosalie. She’d burst out of the room on her own. What was that self-styled “chief maid” doing anyway? Hadn’t he told her to protect Rosalie? Irritated, Louis fished around in his pocket for the ring with their stone of contract in it.


      Nate, who had been silent up until then, spoke up. “I’ve been thinking,” he rasped.


      “Can this wait? I need to go after Rosalie right—”


      “I think Miss Rosalie Verde has been approached by quite a few men who were only after a position.”


      “Eh?” said Louis threateningly. This “eh” was the kind of “eh” that meant Are you picking a fight with me, fool?


      But threats like those didn’t work on Nate. “Those men came to her, and she turned them all down. You promised to marry her. She believed in you and waited for you… And when she saw you again, you’d changed beyond recognition.”


      That was a horrible thing to say. “Don’t you mean I came back for her transformed into a wonderful gentleman?”


      “I think Miss Verde was shocked, actually… Even though I knew why you’d done it, I thought, Wow, what a dubious knave—and that’s an understatement…”


      How is that an understatement? wondered Louis. I think this qualifies as verbal abuse.


      Nate ignored the waves of anger coming off the other man. “What’s more, everyone at the Magic Corps post has been saying you only got engaged to her in order to become a Sage… I’m sure Miss Verde has been quite anxious about that…”


      “I know about the rumors. But they’re just rumors. And it’s not every single person, I’m sure.” Louis pouted.


      “Aside from Owen,” murmured Glenn, “it’s pretty much everyone. They say things like, ‘Is the commander capable of loving anything other than wine and jam?’ and ‘He’s a heartless man who knows nothing but violence,’ and ‘I feel bad for his fiancée,’ and… What else…?”


      Louis closed his eyes for a moment to settle his mind. Then he started silently screaming.


      How dare you?! You little rats! I’m going to sing her praises at you until you want to die!


      It was wholly unreasonable. Unfair. A few days ago, he’d been on the verge of getting everything he’d ever wanted. He was engaged to Rosalie, and someone had recommended him to be a Sage—his future was looking so bright, and yet the Silent Witch had beaten him into a pulp, his apprentice had made a fool of him, and his fiancée had fled. It was brutal.


      As Louis tumbled down the slope of life as fast as anyone could go, Nate drove home the finishing blow.


      “What I mean is…your constant bad behavior made Miss Verde anxious and caused your apprentice and subordinates to believe you got engaged for the sake of status.”


      Nate, Lionel, and Glenn all looked at Louis, their faces equal parts reproach, pity, and sympathy.


      Louis pushed up his monocle with a finger and raised his head. “I can reflect on all these things later. For now, let’s just look for Rosalie. She’s not fully recovered yet, so she couldn’t have gone far… Also, Glenn?”


      Glenn straightened up like he’d been hit by a lightning bolt.


      “Tell me what formula you used on her. I will dispel it.”


      “But, Master, if her memories come back, she’ll… She’ll jump again…”


      “You’re misunderstanding something extremely important. Rosalie’s fall was neither an accident nor a suicide attempt. And it wasn’t Owen’s doing, either.”


      That was why he needed to find her and get her to safety as quickly as possible.


      Louis wondered for a moment if he should use flight magecraft. But he had only one-third of his mana left, thanks to the Selection, so he figured it would be faster just to call Ryn.


      He pulled the contract ring out of his pocket and chanted. “Rynzbelfeid, spirit of wind, in accordance with the contract, be swift to my side!”


      When he held it up, a gust of wind blew in from the window, and Ryn entered the room. Her gorgeous blond hair swayed as she politely bowed.


      Louis immediately began to disparage her. “You crappy maid! Where have you been wandering about?! I thought I was perfectly clear that you were to protect Rosalie!”


      “Yes, Lord Louis. You did indeed tell me to protect Lady Rosalie until the Seven Sages Selection was over.”


      Louis had an absolutely terrible feeling about this. And he was right on the mark.


      “The Selection ended this afternoon. Therefore, I went to clean Carla’s house in preparation for afternoon tea.”


      Louis’s knees almost gave out underneath him.


      His subordinates, his apprentice, his contracted spirit—it seemed like every last one of them was doing their very best to rankle him. He put a hand to his forehead where veins were bulging visibly and commanded himself over and over to be calm. Getting Rosalie to safety was his top priority.


      Just then, someone ran in from the hallway. It was Weiss, captain of the First Division.


      “Commander Miller, it’s an emergency!”


      Everyone at the post knew that Louis had left for the Seven Sages Selection that day. For Weiss to rush into his office anyway, it had to be serious. Honestly, he wanted to cover his ears and ignore it.


      “There’s been a mana-related accident at Alsoon Magic Item Atelier out in the capital suburbs, sir! The atelier collapsed, trapping several craftsmen, as well as children who were there on a field trip!”


      Louis was certain of it now. The saying was true: When it rained, it poured.
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      A mana-related accident had occurred at Alsoon Magic Item Atelier. After receiving the report, Louis threw on his uniform and mantle and headed to the site with several dozen of his men.


      The atelier in question was a fairly large two-story building located in the capital’s suburbs. Now, however, it was half collapsed, and tendrils of flame rose up from it, spreading dark clouds of smoke.


      “Sir, the accident happened in a first-floor storeroom where they imbue magical items with mana.” First Division Captain Weiss handed Louis a map of the building.


      In general, magical items consisted of pieces of metal or gemstones engraved with magecraft formulae and imbued with mana. But depending on the object used, the mana might take a long time to affix to the material. The storeroom in question was for holding items undergoing that process.


      Because items like these would leak whatever mana didn’t stick, they would frequently attract magical beasts such as spirits, which liked mana. To prevent them from entering, standard procedure dictated that a barrier be deployed around any room housing in-progress magical items.


      “Didn’t they have a barrier over the storeroom to ward off spirits?” asked Louis.


      “Well, sir, they hadn’t redone it in years…”


      “I see. It must have deteriorated over time, then.”


      As a result, lower spirits had been drawn to the mana, breached the storeroom, and made contact with the half-finished magical items, causing them to activate and go out of control.


      Louis and others watched as the flames rapidly grew in intensity. They were hurling water spells at the fire, but it would likely take some time to extinguish it completely.


      “How many civilians are still trapped?” asked Louis.


      Weiss put on a grave face. “We don’t have an exact count, sir. But it’s probably close to twenty.”


      “That seems high. Craftsmen…and children there on a field trip, you said?”


      “Yes, sir. Everyone on the first floor was able to evacuate, but the stairs were buried under rubble, blocking those on the second floor from getting out.”


      Typically, in a situation like this, one would use flight magecraft to carry survivors out one by one. But this time, they had a lot of people to save.


      Louis immediately came to a conclusion. He pointed to a spot on the map. “I’ll land here and take care of things. That means you’re in command, Captain Weiss.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      Ryn wasn’t with him this time. Her powers as a high wind spirit were too great and might have made the situation even worse. Instead, he’d sent her and Glenn to find Rosalie. Lionel and Nate had joined them.


      Louis would have much rather gone to look for Rosalie, too. He desperately wanted to undo the mental interference spell sealing her memories, explain why they’d been at odds lately, and profess his undying love for her.


      But he had responsibilities as commander of the Magic Corps. He couldn’t overlook a mana-related accident so close to the royal capital. If he neglected his work to see her, she’d truly hate him, and there would be nothing he could say to defend himself.


      The woman Louis fell in love with was patient and tough, with a strong sense of responsibility. Once she’d assumed a burden, she would never discard it or pass it off.


      “I’ll be back soon,” said Louis, before chanting a flight spell and zooming through a window into the burning workshop.
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      The second-floor of Alsoon Magic Item Atelier held eight craftsmen along with eleven ten-year-old children who had been visiting on a field trip with their teacher.


      They huddled in one corner of the workshop, cringing away from the growing flames. Occasionally small explosions would occur within the fire, sending debris flying everywhere.


      From within the fire, red lights blinked and popped. They were low fire spirits that had strayed into the building, drawn by its mana. They flashed happily, as if rejoicing at the bounty. Then, crackling and snapping, they threw sparks all around them, causing the flames to dance.


      The fire roared up, swelling toward the trapped group. But it didn’t burn them. A half-sphere barrier had sprung up, protecting them from both the flame and its debris.


      Still, the children were terrified. They clung desperately to their teacher.


      “Ms. Maeger…!”


      “Everything will be fine, children.”


      Maeger, her gray hair tied neatly back, spoke firmly and reassuringly to the children. As the former professor of barrier techniques at Minerva’s, her barriers were incredibly strong. A low flame spirit wouldn’t even make a dent.


      As she protected the frightened children, she glared at the flames dancing before her eyes.


      The first step to getting out of this is to do something about those spirits.


      If she could seal them away with a barrier, it would be much easier to extinguish the fire. Unfortunately, sealing barriers required the caster to be within a certain range of the target, and now that she was maintaining a half-sphere defensive barrier, she couldn’t move.


      She could keep up the barrier for a while longer, but the building was collapsing faster than she’d anticipated. Soon, it would bury them alive.


      The flames swelled again. The spirits must have been overjoyed to receive so much mana. But from Maeger’s point of view, the spirits’ fun spelled doom for her and her students. The fire expanded, blocking the window and preventing her from observing the situation outside.


      Just then, there was a loud noise overhead; something hard had broken to pieces. A moment later, several large pieces of debris fell from above, causing the children to shriek.


      Maeger’s defensive barrier held strong, but now there was a big crack in the floor.


      We’re going to fall through!


      If you placed some eggs in a sturdy container and dropped it from a high place, the container might not break, but the eggs would be smashed. In this case, the container was Maeger’s defensive barrier, and the eggs were the people inside.


      An explosion sent the building careening to one side. Maeger was thrown off her feet and onto her backside, but she never lost focus for an instant.


      Her barrier was still up. In a cruel twist of fate, though, the floor right next to it caved in, sending a large workbench plummeting to the first floor. They could hear objects being smashed, broken, and torn to pieces.


      Soon, the smoke and flame whipped up into a storm, and Maeger could barely see beyond her barrier. But she could hear something—past the sparking flame and crashing debris, she picked up a man’s voice rapidly chanting.


      I know this chant…


      It was for a defensive barrier, and not just any defensive barrier.


      With a ringing sound like something striking hard metal, the barrier went up. Its shape was complex, unlike a typical shield or a half-sphere. Instead, it was as if a large glass pane had been set up all around them to hold up the collapsing structure. The transparent barrier not only coated the walls—it even covered the crack-riddled floor.


      Then, the mage who had deployed this intricate, delicate barrier walked toward them through the veil of smoke. He wore a monocle and carried a high mage’s staff, and his chestnut hair was tied in a braid. Over his dark-green uniform was a mantle of the same color.


      “…Who is that?” asked one of the children.


      The mage pushed his monocle up and grinned with pride.


      “Why, I’m another of your incredible teacher’s students.”


      After using flight magecraft to enter the building and reaching the flame-filled workshop, Louis quickly found his former teacher maintaining a sturdy barrier.


      Her work incorporated a cutting-edge formula that prevented it from expelling unused mana—the ideal choice in an environment like this. If she’d given up on learning new techniques, she would never have been able to pull it off. The Barrier Witch was alive and well, it seemed. Despite the desperate situation, Louis found himself oddly happy.


      The fire roared, shaking the whole building, as Louis zoomed easily over difficult terrain toward the swarm of low spirits, chanting rapidly.


      A magecraft formula leaped out from Louis’s fingers, becoming letters of golden light which then formed chains and bound all the spirits at once.


      Seal complete.


      Next, he recalled the building’s layout and began a new chant. This spell sent transparent walls running all throughout building, supporting it.


      As the leader of the Magic Corps, Louis typically took command in these situations. However, he’d left a subordinate in charge and dove in himself for one reason: Only he could handle a barrier this complex.


      The defensive barrier known as Empty Glass Castle was no easy feat. The spell replicated an entire building using panes of clear glass made of magecraft. Louis had adapted the technique in order to temporarily reinforce the crumbling building. At the same time, it would contain the spreading flames and prevent them from growing.


      “The Magic Corps is here to rescue you,” he announced. “You two craftsmen are the only ones wounded, right? Everyone else, please come toward the window.”


      Louis used a flat defensive barrier to create a slope leading out the window. Other members of the Magic Corps were waiting at the bottom.


      Louis called down, “Empty Glass Castle deployed! We have wounded. Anyone who can use flight magecraft, give me a hand!”


      The uninjured craftsmen and children slid down the barrier and out of the building one by one, until Maeger was the only one left. She looked at Louis and narrowed her eyes behind her glasses, a look of deep admiration on her face.


      “A feat worthy of your name, Barrier Mage,” she said.


      Louis pushed his monocle up with a finger and smirked. “I had a good teacher.”


      “Heh-heh.”


      After the group in the workshop had evacuated, Louis took a look around the building to make sure nobody else was still trapped inside.


      Empty Glass Castle drained a lot of mana, and Louis couldn’t maintain it for very long without advance preparation.


      It seemed his men had already moved those in the area a safe distance away. Soon he received the official report.


      “Commander! The area is clear, sir.”


      “Very good,” said Louis.


      He partially disengaged Empty Glass Castle, and the building collapsed instantly with a roar. He’d kept part of the barrier up to prevent debris from flying all over the place.


      The rubble crushed the remaining fire, putting it out, and the area darkened in the blink of an eye. The sun had set a long time ago, and now stars were visible, twinkling in the winter night’s sky.


      The crisis had come to a close. Now it was time for Louis to find Rosalie and make sure she was safe.


      I can’t expect much from Ryn or Glenn, but maybe Lionel… No, he won’t be much help, either. He’s far too sheltered. C’mon, Wall. You’re my only hope.


      Willing his thoughts to reach the prince’s attendant, Louis began his flight magecraft chant. He didn’t have much mana left, so he couldn’t stay in the air for long.


      But that didn’t matter. He was confident in his stamina. If his mana ran out, he would simply run to her instead.
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      CHAPTER 10


      Burdens and Choices


      After saying farewell to her fiancé, Rosalie Verde left the Magic Corps post and walked straight back to her own apartment. She’d asked Glenn for the address. Unfortunately, she seemed to have missed a turn on the way there.


      She wandered around, unsure of where she was going, until her surroundings had grown completely dark and her injuries started to hurt again. She grasped her right arm, stinging with heat and pain, and shut her eyes tight.


      This feels…very unlike me.


      She couldn’t remember anything from before she lost her memories, but she could sense that she was acting on emotion, and that wasn’t like Rosalie Verde at all.


      Though I get the feeling I’ve done something similar once before…


      Driven by her emotions, she had chased after someone, then crossed a line she had been told she should never cross.


      At some point, her head began to hurt even more than her arm. Rosalie stopped where she was and clutched her head, then began sorting through her memories.


      Dry, scraggly hair that looked a little orange in the sun. Shabby, beaten-up boots. He spoke brusquely, with a northern accent…but sometimes he’d flash her a toothy grin, like a smug child.


      “Did you see that, Rosalie?!”


      Rosalie had loved that smile.


      He was bold, fearless, confident—and he put in the work to back it all up. Everyone had acknowledged his ability.


      I wanted to be worthy of standing by his side…


      Rosalie had failed to become a mage. But no one had forced her to choose the path of a doctor. It had been her decision, and she was proud of it.


      “Hey, if I approve of you, that means you’re one hell of a girl. You can be anything you want to be.”


      When he said those words to her, it had given her the push she needed. She’d been so happy. His words always inspired her.


      “…I want to see him.”


      Saying it out loud made her suddenly miss him even more dearly.


      She felt bad; her fiancé, Louis Miller, had been so kind to her. But she didn’t love him. She loved the boy whose name she couldn’t remember.


      Rosalie rewrapped her stole and started walking again.


      The nighttime winter wind chilled her to the bone, and her fingers were numb with cold. As she clenched her fists, she saw a figure appear in front of her.


      It was a man about her age with black hair. He wore a robe and carried a staff, so she assumed he was a mage.


      “Hey there, Rosalie. It’s been a while.” The man raised a hand and spoke to her in a familiar way.


      But Rosalie couldn’t remember him, so she simply bowed politely. “I’m sorry… I have amnesia right now, so I don’t remember who you are.”


      “Amnesia? Oh, from that accident?”


      Rosalie nodded. The man looked at her closely, seeming surprised.


      “I’m Adolph Faron,” he said. “I was in the same grade as you at school.”


      “Then you were also classmates with Mr. Miller?”


      Adolph burst out laughing. Apparently, the way she’d said “Mr. Miller” had struck him as very funny. “Huh. You really don’t remember anything about him, do you?”


      Rosalie thought she sensed malice behind the man’s words. He almost seemed happy she’d lost her memories.


      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I need to get home—”


      “Hey, Rosalie?”


      They were on a dark road at night, with no one else around. Rosalie unconsciously took a step back, and Adolph stepped forward, closing the distance.


      “Hear me out,” he said. “We used to be in love with each other. But then Louis interfered. He coaxed your father into approving your current engagement.”


      Adolph’s voice was earnest, but his words sounded hollow. His passion wasn’t directed at Rosalie. It was for something else.


      “Maybe we can start over, you and I. I’ll talk to your father and convince him to let you marry me instead.”


      Then he embraced her. But when Rosalie saw his black hair up close, she was certain.


      …It isn’t him.


      The one she loved had lighter colored hair. Scraggly and damaged, it would glitter when it caught the light just right. Rosalie loved to look at it.


      Rosalie had not been in love with Adolph Faron.


      “Wait…”


      She freed her left hand and tried to push Adolph away, but he only tightened the embrace. Her injuries began to hurt, but Adolph ignored her pain and vehemently declared, “I love you, Rosalie. I love you.”


      “An offensive load of rubbish, if you ask me.”


      The words were as cold as the midwinter air. But Rosalie hadn’t spoken them.


      Still in Adolph’s grip, she glanced up and spotted Louis looking down at them, his back to the night sky. Louis waggled the staff in his hand and landed a few steps away.


      Adolph clenched his jaw and glared. “Offensive? If anyone here is offensive, it’s you. You’ve always defied me. It was the same back then, and you never stopped.”
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      “I’d prefer if you were a little more precise with your language. You picked all those fights with me, and you never learned… Even though you must realize a wimp like you could never measure up to me.”


      Adolph thrust Rosalie away and pointed his staff at Louis. Then, without sparing a glance for Rosalie as she fell painfully to her knees, he began to chant. His staff glowed with a pale light, and the wind whipped up around him. He was using attack magecraft.


      Invisible blades of wind soared at Louis, who hadn’t even started chanting.


      He’s not going to make it!


      Rosalie paled, but Louis, without batting an eyelid, took off his mantle and spread it in front of him. Then his staff flew out in a straight line from behind it.


      “Hah! Throwing your staff? You must be pretty desperate!”


      Adolph sneered and knocked the projectile out of the air with his wind blades. Then he sent them slicing into Louis, mantle and all—except Louis wasn’t there.


      On the other side of the mantle, now torn to shreds, was nothing.


      “Ngh?!”


      As Adolph stood in wide-eyed disbelief, a hand tapped him on the shoulder.


      “Hey, loser.”


      Louis had merely created a distraction so he could circle behind Adolph. And now his fist landed squarely in the other man’s face.


      “…Brft?!”


      Spraying blood from his nose, Adolph fell to the ground, then Louis brought the heel of his boot down mercilessly onto his solar plexus.


      “Gr-hah?! Ugh, grehhh…”


      As Adolph gasped for breath and coughed up chunks of air, Louis twisted the boot into his gut, a wide grin on his face.


      “I don’t need magecraft to take you down. It’s way faster to simply distract you and then go in for a punch.”


      This declaration hardly sounded like the words of a mage.


      Louis cracked his knuckles. “Why don’t you and I have a little talk? You know—about the crimes you’ve committed?”


      “I, uh, don’t know what you’re—geh!”


      Louis twisted his heel in Adolph’s gut again as the man struggled painfully to breathe.


      Louis lowered his voice. “You’re the one who pushed Rosalie, aren’t you? Windhand Mage Adolph Faron.”


      At those words, Rosalie froze.


      As Adolph heaved and panted beneath Louis’s foot, his eyes began to drift. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…”


      As always, the man could only speak in canned phrases when cornered. Louis laughed incredulously. “When I saw you at the hospital, you said Rosalie fell from the roof, didn’t you?”


      “Yeah, what about it…?”


      “Everyone but those on the investigation team were told that Rosalie fell down a flight of stairs.”


      From the moment Rosalie woke up, Louis had aggressively limited the spread of information in order to corner the culprit. Adolph wasn’t connected to the Magic Corps in any way; he shouldn’t have known what really happened.


      “I’m sure you used that vaunted remote magecraft of yours to push Rosalie with some wind, didn’t you? You wanted to ruin my chances of becoming Sage to help your own.”


      Louis heard a sharp intake of breath from behind him—Rosalie. She was shaking as she looked at Adolph.


      “You… You tried to kill me, then you proposed to me? Because it would help you become a Sage?”


      The aspect of Adolph that Louis feared most wasn’t his cunning, but his gall. He’d gone after Rosalie purely to knock Louis out of the running for the Seven Sages. And when he learned she’d developed amnesia, he’d tried to seduce her. Did he really see her as nothing more than a tool?


      And that wasn’t all Louis was angry about. “I hear your family runs a hospital, yes? Owen’s father is currently staying there.”


      Adolph knew Owen; they had belonged to the same laboratory during their time at Minerva’s. He probably knew all about the other man’s family situation.


      “I bet you ordered him to call Rosalie up to the roof, and threatened his father’s life if he didn’t agree.”


      Owen had been deeply conflicted, no doubt. But with his father’s life on the line, he’d had no other choice. Still, he’d secretly followed her in order to protect her from Adolph, should he try to harm her. But even Owen couldn’t have guessed that Adolph would attempt to kill her using remote magecraft. After witnessing the spell push her off the edge, Owen would have realized exactly who was to blame and gone after him.


      “I bet Owen was hoping to persuade you to turn yourself in. So you offered to talk things over and paid him a visit, only to slip poison into his tea. Then, once he’d drunk it, you washed your own cup and put it away, left a fake suicide note, and took off. Am I correct?”


      “What evidence do you—?”


      “Owen is a coffee drinker. He only ever makes tea when guests are over.”


      In addition, Owen had kept the room he used to entertain guests relatively clean. Louis speculated that the poisoning wasn’t Adolph’s first visit. He’d used his status as Owen’s former upperclassman to get a foot in the door, then used his father as leverage.


      In truth, Louis had also suspected the other two Sage candidates—the Flight Mage and the Silent Witch—of being involved as well. But the Flight Mage had dropped out of the running, so he had no motive. And the Silent Witch had an alibi; a military police officer had informed Louis that she was in a laboratory at Minerva’s on the day of Rosalie’s fall. She couldn’t use flight magecraft, either, so there was no way she could have made it to the scene of the crime and back in time.


      “Remember, at the hospital? I said I’d let you go this time. I didn’t have definitive proof yet. That was why I allowed you to walk away.” Keeping his boot firmly lodged in Adolph’s gut, Louis bent over to peer into his face. “There will be no next time for you.”


      Louis put on a smile that could freeze a person’s spine. His eyes gleamed like an unsheathed blade.


      “If you happen to have an alibi, I’d very much like to hear it, Lord Windhand Mage.”


      Even driven into a corner, Adolph let his malice and hostility show. “You’re not getting away with this, you know. I have powerful support—”


      “Duke Clockford, right? Yes, I know.”


      As Adolph glared at him with eyes full of hatred, Louis shrugged theatrically. “I wasn’t aware the duke was so generous he’d cover for someone that harmed a Sage’s daughter. But maybe I just don’t know him well enough.”


      Adolph’s face faltered.


      Duke Clockford, the second prince’s backer, held an enormous amount of power in Ridill. Every noble in the kingdom knew of his shrewdness.


      “If he found out you were behind this incident, I’m sure he would silence you before we could even arrest you,” said Louis. “And he’d make it look like an accident, too.”


      Duke Clockford had backed Adolph because he wanted more pawns among the Seven Sages. But if Adolph started causing problems, it could reflect poorly on the duke. Taking him out of the picture before that could happen made perfect sense.


      It seemed Adolph had only now come to that realization. He went pale and began to shake. As the son of a noble, he knew well how cruel the duke could be.


      “That’s why I’m here—to arrest you before that happens. Oh, I’m much more generous than the duke. Yes, you will be purged. But I’ll keep you looking somewhat human.” Louis said these terrifying words with a classy smile.


      “Screw you, Girlface!” Adolph spat bitterly. “I don’t trust that smile of yours any more than I—gweh?!”


      As Louis pressed down on Adolph’s gut with his foot again, he flashed a toothy grin. Pushing his braid out of his face, he slowly tilted his head.


      “When you called me that at school, I stripped you bare, hung you from a tree, and smoked you over a fire. Have you forgotten already? I believe I told you something at the time, too. ‘Say that again, and I’ll crush your balls.’”


      A cruel smile rose to his effeminate face as he lifted his foot—and held it right above Adolph’s crotch.


      “You asked to be emasculated, you piece of shit,” Louis said in his old northern accent. “Now you’re gonna get your wish.” Then he brought his foot down hard.
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      Lionel and the others split up into three groups to search for Rosalie. Glenn and Ryn each went off on their own, while Nate and Lionel worked together.


      Nate, always scrupulous, immediately contacted the military police, but with the incident at the Alsoon Magic Item Atelier to deal with, they were short on hands. Apparently, it had erupted into a large-scale disaster, and they’d been able to see flames rising in the distance from quite far away.


      Now, though, the fires had been extinguished. Louis must have handled the situation. Lionel believed in his friend. He knew that man would protect both Rosalie and Ridill.


      After some time searching, Lionel and Nate headed for the central road. They’d decided in advance to gather there and share information, regardless of whether they’d found Rosalie.


      Just as the pair arrived, they saw Glenn running toward them.


      “Couldn’t find anything… I could have used flight magecraft and searched from the sky, but it’s too dark, and I can’t see much…”


      Glenn panted as he spoke. He seemed frustrated with himself and worried about Rosalie.


      Then they heard the flutter of a skirt, and Louis’s contracted spirit floated nimbly to the ground.


      Ryn gave a maid’s bow and said in a monotone, “Lord Louis has secured Lady Rosalie.”


      “Ahh! He did it!” Lionel cried.


      “Amazing!” said Glenn.


      “He does have the instincts of a wild animal, I suppose,” Nate rasped.


      He must have come straight from the Alsoon rescue operation, thought Lionel, breathing a sigh of relief. I knew he could do it.


      “I will now bring you all to the site,” said Ryn.


      Her wind enveloped Lionel, Nate, and Glenn, then lifted them up into the air.


      Lionel was well aware of how difficult flight magecraft was. Even just floating was hard—and not even the Seven Sages could lift multiple people at once.


      “If he’d had this spirit back in school,” Nate murmured, “who knows what he would have gotten up to…”


      Lionel wanted to scold his attendant but couldn’t think of anything to say. Yes, if Louis could have used this spirit’s powers back at Minerva’s, he would’ve caused even bigger, bolder problems. The teachers wouldn’t have known what to do. Every time Louis caused a ruckus, one of their teachers would add a few more pages to his paper on hair restoration. Lionel idly wondered if the man was still doing well.


      As the prince reminisced, Glenn said, “I’m kind of surprised to hear my master was, you know…a bad kid back in school.”


      “I’m not sure I’d call him bad,” said Lionel, “but he certainly got into a lot of fights.”


      Louis came from a poor village near the Ridillian border, making him a target for bullying. Even wearing the same uniform, class differences were easy to spot. Shoes were a dead giveaway. Nobles and the wealthy wore fashionable shoes polished to a shine. Commoners, on the other hand, had stains and tears all over their footwear. The difference was clear as day. And Louis Miller had the most beat-up, worn-out shoes in Lionel’s grade level. That was probably why he was so obsessed with shining his shoes now.


      “I can’t imagine Master rolling over and letting his classmates bully him, though…”


      Nate gave a firm nod. “You’re absolutely right, of course. I can’t imagine anyone feeling sorry for him. If someone came after him, he’d punch right back with a grin on his face.”


      The dormitory jam hunt incident, the sending of Terrence Abanethy to the cesspit, and the attempted smoking of Adolph Faron had all occurred before Lionel matriculated, but the stories were so famous that they were always churning through the rumor mill.


      “Those were the days,” said the prince. “I’d often try to break up his fights, but I usually ended up getting involved and taking a few punches.”


      “I thought for sure Master was from a noble family! The way he talks and acts is just so classy, you know?”


      At that, Ryn twisted her head to look at the others. “If memory serves, Lord Louis was already like that by the time I formed my contract with him.”


      Lionel closed his eyes and recalled the day Louis had visited him, not long before their graduation ceremony.


      “I want you to teach me how to talk and act like someone from the upper class,” he’d said with a bow.


      Louis had often helped Lionel with his studies in the past, so the prince had been happy to return the favor. Still, he hadn’t been able to conceal his honest surprise.


      Louis hated nobles. He was loathe to spend the rest of his life bowing and scraping to them and was always saying he’d become a freelance mage after graduation. He’d once claimed he’d rather suck up to a dog than a noble.


      And yet to marry the woman he loved, he’d learned to plaster on an elegant smile and speak and behave like a member of the upper class.


      He’d used the money he made slaying dragons to buy a new pair of shoes, and he polished them constantly.


      He’d tamed his unruly, scraggly hair with scented oil and combed it every day.


      He rubbed ointments into his dry, cracked hands and took good care of them.


      The man who had claimed he’d rather die than butter someone up with empty flattery had learned the perfect insincere smile. He’d politely lowered his head in deference and mastered perfect etiquette.


      “Louis changed his behavior and aimed for a spot on the Seven Sages all to get Rosalie’s father to approve their marriage,” said Lionel.


      Once he’d improved his demeanor, he’d climbed the ranks of the Magic Corps and become commander. Then, at last, he’d been chosen as a candidate for the Seven Sages.


      Everything he did was for Rosalie—to convince the Aquamancy Mage Bartrand Verde to approve of their union. That was his sole motivation.


      “Louis loves Rosalie more than anyone else… He lives for love,” Lionel said keenly.


      Glenn grimaced. “He lives for love, huh…”


      Just then, Ryn looked down and said, “I have located the man who lives for love. I will bring us down now.”


      The sun had long since set, and they could barely make out the figures below against the stone pavement. Ryn, however, could see everything with her spirit’s eyes.


      “Is Rosalie safe?” asked Lionel.


      Ryn moved her head down and up. The gesture was probably meant to be a nod. “Lady Rosalie is safe, yes. However…” She paused, unsure.


      “What is it? Has something happened to Louis?” demanded Lionel.


      With no change in expression, she replied, “Lord Adolph Faron is on the verge of death after having his crotch mercilessly stomped on.”


      “Oh geez,” muttered Glenn miserably.
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      In the Jade Chamber, the Starseer Witch Mary Harvey stood by herself, gazing at the stars. As she stared up through the glass ceiling, not moving an inch, she looked almost like a statue. But then, as if to prove she was alive, she calmly blinked, her long eyelashes fluttering.


      Just then, there was a knock on the door. Perhaps surprisingly, few of those permitted in the Jade Chamber were polite enough to knock before entering. If it had been the Gem Mage, she would have heard his adornments jingling. But she hadn’t.


      “Please excuse me,” said a man as he stepped inside.


      It was the Aquamancy Mage, Bartrand Verde.


      Mary slowly turned away from the stars to look at him. “How is Lord Sanders doing?” she asked leisurely.


      “He seems to be having trouble getting up… And he still has his heart set.”


      “I’m not surprised, in his condition. He is getting old…” Mary put a hand to her cheek and breathed a somber sigh.


      The Thunderclap Mage Graham Sanders, the oldest of the Sages, had strained his back just after the Selection and was now bedridden. Though the doctor had said he would get better with rest, Graham had made his decision.


      “I’m gonna quit the Seven Sages.”


      Apparently, he was done sitting around in a hard chair for lengthy periods of time. The others had offered to get him something more comfortable, but Graham had refused to budge. He said he would retire and that was that.


      The Thunderclap Mage was a great hero. He’d flown to many battlefields and rescued the kingdom from numerous crises. The highest authorities in Ridill, including the current king, had absolute respect for him.


      Though he was a forgetful old man now, he’d lived an amazing life. His name was in school textbooks, and statues of him had been erected all over the kingdom. That was why everyone had tried to keep him in his spot on the Seven Sages, but it seemed there was nothing more they could do.


      The last few years had seen several changes to the Sages’ roster. The Starspear Witch, said to be a great genius, was forced to retire because of a family scandal. The Witch of Thorns and the Abyss Shaman had passed their titles down to the next person in line, and the Aquamancy Mage had decided to retire. If the Thunderclap Mage joined him, it might lead to considerable anxiety.


      “And you? Do you have any intention of rethinking your retirement?” Mary watched Bartrand with her pale eyes.


      He slowly shook his head. “The rules stipulate that a Sage must maintain a mana capacity of 150 or above. Mine has been slowly deteriorating. It’s only a matter of time before I drop below the threshold.”


      The Aquamancy Mage had a capacity of 152 when he was last measured, a considerable decline from the previous year. He knew he would soon be in violation of the rules, so he’d resolved to retire.


      “It’s ironic,” Bartrand said. “When my daughter was young, I was appalled by her lack of ability. Her mana capacity was simply far too low for her to become a mage.”


      He’d been arrogant. Born with natural talent, he’d been able to achieve most things with only a little work. As a result, he’d assumed that anyone who couldn’t was simply not trying hard enough.


      That was why his wife had left him, and why his daughter had grown distant.


      “After feeling my capacity decrease over the years and learning my own limits, I finally understand how she must have felt… How could I have thought myself worthy to be a Sage? I’m not even fit to be a father.” Bartrand brought his hands up to his creased brow and sighed deeply.


      Mary turned back to the glass ceiling. Stars were scattered like silvery grains of sand in the inky black sky, twinkling as though they might go out at any moment. In their light, she heard whispers of the kingdom’s future.


      “Who do you believe would be most suitable as the next Sage?”


      At the Selection, Bartrand had insisted they discuss the matter and decide as a group. He’d never specifically pushed for Louis Miller, despite having recommended him.


      But only Mary was here now.


      Bartrand stroked his mustache. “If we’re prioritizing the development of magecraft in Ridill, I believe we should choose the Silent Witch Monica Everett. If her talents fell into the hands of another nation, it would be a grave loss. Her genius must be preserved and retained.”


      “And as daddy to a single daughter?”


      Bartrand’s eyes wandered awkwardly. When Mary smiled and continued to watch him without a word, he cleared his throat.


      “The Barrier Mage Louis Miller once declared to me that he would become a Sage and marry Rosalie.”


      Mary had heard as much from Bradford, who had heard the whole conversation. He’d said the usually stoic Bartrand had been completely out of sorts. Unable to stop herself, she’d clapped and convulsed with laughter.


      “…While this may be impertinent of me,” Bartrand continued, “I would be lying if I said I didn’t want to recognize the man who would go so far for my daughter.”


      “Oh, how passionate! Ah, to be young again…” Mary laughed like the ringing of a bell. Gazing at the sky, she continued in a singsong voice. “The Barrier Mage is certainly qualified to be a Sage. As commander of the Magic Corps, he has influence in all sorts of spheres, and he’s extremely powerful in a fight… That said, he has ties to the first prince. His selection would be sure to cause discord among the Sages.”


      The Gem Mage Emanuel Darwin was part of the second prince’s faction. It was easy to imagine him being hostile toward Louis.


      “The Silent Witch Monica Everett was born under a star of many difficulties,” Mary continued. “She is marvelously talented but lacks human compassion—her choices will affect many people, even if she doesn’t want them to.”


      Monica’s fault was clear: her shyness. During her interview, she’d hyperventilated, started frothing at the mouth, and fallen over. Her personality was less than suited to the many functions and state ceremonies usually attended by the Seven Sages.


      “The Windhand Mage Adolph Faron is very obviously in the second prince’s camp. Duke Clockford will push for him as hard as he can, and if things grow sour, he might start putting pressure on the Seven Sages as a group.”


      If the Aquamancy Mage and the Thunderclap Mage retired, it would leave two spots open. The safe choices to fill them were the Barrier Mage and the Windhand Mage. The Silent Witch’s talents were rare, but there were other ways for them to keep her in the kingdom—such as by making her an apprentice to one of the Sages. However…


      “The stars have given me a message.” The foremost prophet in the kingdom put a hand to her fair cheek as she looked toward the sky. “Adolph Faron is beyond recovery. Poor thing.”


      “Has something happened to him?”


      “The stars tell me that he will be perpetually unable to fulfill his masculine duty.”


      Bartrand fell silent at this ruthless declaration from the heavens.
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      After rendering Adolph Faron beyond recovery, Louis snorted in satisfaction. Just as he looked up from his work, however, he heard a pained groan from behind him and turned to find Rosalie on her knees, clutching her head.


      “Ahh… Ah, ahh…”


      She spasmed as her mouth opened and shut.


      Louis immediately started chanting. He’d gotten the details of the memory-blocking formula from Glenn a little earlier. Working backward from that, Louis carefully constructed a counter formula and gave it form.


      White light collected at his fingertip, throwing off glowing particles like butterfly scales. He then used that finger to touch Rosalie’s forehead. A loud crack followed, as though something had shattered. The chains wrapped around the drawer of her memories had broken; Glenn’s amateur spell had been undone.


      Rosalie moaned painfully, then slowly opened her eyes.


      “Rosalie?” said Louis, holding her up.


      She gazed back at him. “…Louis?”


      Her voice was hoarse, but she’d called him by his first name. Her memories were back.


      Overcome with emotion, he tried to pull her close. But she hung her head, a sad look on her face.


      “I’m sorry. I’ve…caused trouble for you once again.”


      A pang of annoyance welled up in Louis.


      That’s not a very nice sentiment to start with, he thought. I would have liked something more like… More like…


      Wasn’t this the right time for an emotional I’m so happy you saved me? In fact, he’d have liked an embrace and a kiss, too.


      But no, this is how Rosalie has always been…


      Rosalie Verde’s first instinct was to worry about others and the trouble she’d caused them. That was just who she was.


      Suddenly, a ruckus broke out behind Louis. Ryn had arrived, and she’d brought Lionel, Nate, and Glenn with her.


      “Miss Rosalieeeeeee!” exclaimed Glenn, tears in his eyes as he ran toward them.


      Oh, keep your voice down, thought Louis, his face scrunching up in a frown.


      The boy didn’t notice. He took Rosalie’s hand. “Miss Rosalie, I’m so sorry… I’m the one who blocked your memories. I just didn’t want you to suffer… Mph, hic… But Master really does… He really does…”


      Louis grabbed Glenn mid-sob by the scruff of the neck, forcefully peeled him away from Rosalie, and tossed him to the ground. “I’d appreciate if you didn’t get snot all over my fiancée.”


      Lionel, who had been glancing at Adolph where he lay on the ground, gave Louis a sour look. “Don’t you think you went a little too far, Louis? Enacting violence on another candidate during the Selection may force them to rethink their choices.”


      Rosalie’s face paled, and she turned to Louis.


      Looking back, those rumors about his engagement being merely a means of advancement had really messed things up for Louis. How disagreeable, he thought.


      And so he answered boldly and proudly, “My priorities are perfectly in line, sir.” He smiled cooly and drew a thumb across his neck. “Anyone lays a hand on my woman, my top priority is to kill the piece of shit. Sir.”


      “Tone.”


      “Should anyone lay a hand on my fiancée, my top priority is to purge the scoundrel. Sir.”


      Lionel nodded, satisfied. In the distance behind him, Louis could see Nate bringing over the military police along with an escort carriage.


      “Louis, go ahead and board the carriage,” said the prince.


      “Shouldn’t you board first, sir?”


      The prince was here in secret and should probably flee the scene at the earliest opportunity. But Lionel merely glanced between Louis and Rosalie and said, “You two have needed to talk things out for a long time. Get in the carriage and remedy that.”


      The prince turned his back to Louis and began instructing the military police officers. Louis was hesitant to let the prince take over—the man had no talent for deception. But he figured Nate would explain things away quite nicely.


      Just then, he heard a monotone voice say, “Lord Louis, I heard you are a man who lives for love.”


      Grimacing, he turned around and glared at Ryn. “Must you tease your master at every opportunity?”


      “I read in a book that at times like these, a servant should read the room and excuse herself. As a talented head maid, I will see Lord Glenn Dudley home.”


      For once, Louis was impressed. “That’s a very scrupulous suggestion, coming from you. I’m glad you’ve learned how to read the room, as you put it.”


      “I am honored. Please take as much time as you need. In addition, Lady Rosalie’s lucky underwear is in her chest of drawers, the second drawer from the top.”


      It seemed the spirit still had some things to learn about reading the room.
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      Aboard the carriage, the only sound was the clattering of the wheels.


      Louis and Rosalie sat side by side, neither of them saying a word. Instead, they stared at their feet in awkward silence.


      They were headed to the castle to undergo questioning regarding the Windhand Mage Adolph Faron, but the carriage was traveling awfully slowly.


      It was nighttime, and the carriage could hardly race through the middle of town, but Louis suspected Lionel had ordered the driver to go even slower in order to give the two of them time to talk things out.


      And yet, here they were, sitting in silence. Neither of them knew where to start.


      During his school days, Louis had asked Rosalie about their homework during breaks just to talk to her. But now he didn’t have any schoolwork to use as an excuse.


      “…Why?” Rosalie was the first to speak. She had her hands clasped on her lap and her head down. “Why do you want to be a Sage this badly?” she said, squeezing out the words with difficulty.


      She didn’t know about the conditions her father had stipulated regarding their marriage.


      I knew I should have told her, thought Louis, belatedly repentant.


      Proudly declaring I did it for you! wouldn’t be very gentlemanly. But more than that, he’d hated the idea of Rosalie feeling guilty or responsible for what he’d done.


      But his hesitation had only made her worry.


      “Your father demanded it,” he said. “He wouldn’t give me his daughter’s hand unless I became a man of refinement, owned a house in the capital, and displayed enough talent to become a Sage.”


      “…What?”


      Rosalie was clearly confused and disturbed. But of course she was. She’d always seen her father as cold and distant.


      “Not to overstep,” said Louis, “but I believe your father is actually quite doting. Do you know what he said to me after complaining about my slovenly clothing and unsightly hair? Rosalie must marry a man like a prince! Seriously, your old man needs to get a grip on himself.”


      He’d accidentally let his true feelings slip at the end, but Rosalie was too shocked to notice. She was speechless, her mouth was agape.


      Louis sniffed smugly. “So I asked Lionel to teach me how to talk and act like a noble, how to be sophisticated and refined. All the stuff your father would expect from a prince. Now there’s nothing more for him to complain about.”


      Rosalie, frozen, slowly raised her hands to cover her cheeks. Her lips were parted slightly, trembling in confusion. It was very cute.


      “But… But then it was all for me? Why would you go that far?”


      “Because I wanted to marry you.”


      “The Louis Miller I knew never cared about what anyone else said. He always got what he wanted in the end anyway.”


      She might love him, but she was still scathing. And she was right.


      Louis was the type to fight back when others tried to keep him down.


      Before, if someone had told him that they wouldn’t approve his marriage unless he became a Sage, he’d have simply beaten them until they agreed. Or perhaps he would have eloped with Rosalie, as Nate had once suggested.


      But the Problem Child of Minerva’s had given the matter careful consideration—for her sake.


      “You respect your father, don’t you? Deep down, you love him dearly.”


      Rosalie didn’t talk about her father much. When she did, she’d just smile sadly and say he probably hated her.


      But her efforts to live up to his expectations, and the expectations of those around her, told a different story. She loved him, and she wanted to do what she could for him.


      “If I had beaten him up and eloped with you, you would have been sad. You might not have shown it, but you would have felt like you betrayed him.”


      “Well…th-that’s…”


      Rosalie began to say something, but stammered and stopped. Louis had been right on the mark.


      I know everything about you.


      Louis grinned wryly. Then his gaze grew distant. “I was born in an impoverished village called Dangrotes. I had no father, and my mother was a prostitute. I was so young when she died that I can’t even remember her face.”


      Rosalie listened quietly. Louis wasn’t bragging about his misfortune or trying to elicit sympathy from her. He kept his tone deliberately light.


      “Because I didn’t have a family, I was free of burdens. It was an easy life. So…” He turned to look at her. “I figured since my load was so light, I could take on a bit from you and Lionel.”


      Everyone Louis took a shine to was hopelessly tactless, yet they were always taking on every burden they could find.
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      Rosalie, who had failed her father when she couldn’t become a mage, was weighed down by her sense of inferiority. But if her husband was a Sage, nobody would dare complain.


      Lionel was incapable of being cunning, yet he was set on carrying out his duty as a member of the royal family. If Louis became a Sage, he could take on the political intrigue the prince was so terrible at.


      “If I join the Seven Sages, I’ll be able to meet your father’s expectations. Your future will be secured, and I’ll be able to help Lionel. There are only benefits—and for that, I’m willing to ignore a few discomforts and inconveniences.”


      In the past, Louis had despised nobles and insisted he’d become a freelance mage. A life like that, without any burdens, would have been much easier.


      And yet he had voluntarily given up that freedom and chosen to become a Sage—all to obtain that which he desired.


      Rosalie’s face looked pained as she stifled the surge of emotions welling up inside her. “Then it’s my fault that your life has—”


      “Rosalie.” Louis knew exactly what she was thinking.


      He interrupted her and grasped her hand, then he pressed their foreheads together.


      He was pretty sure he looked angry. But what did it matter? Rosalie constantly held herself back. He was allowed to sulk a little.


      “You’ve never bothered me a day in my life,” he said.


      The nostalgic northern accent made Rosalie’s expression crumple.


      Her eyes teared up as she smiled, and the tip of her nose turned red. It was the face she made when all the emotions she’d been keeping down finally broke free.


      Louis smiled proudly. This was exactly the reaction he’d wanted.


      One of the things he loved most was seeing the moment Rosalie finally let her emotions show.


      Rosalie wiped the tears forming at the corners of her eyes, then gave an embarrassed smile. “I was very sheltered as a girl, you know.”


      Louis looked at her blankly. He didn’t understand where this was going.


      Rosalie, stammering, continued. “I—I think that’s why I…well, why I fell for a fearless, foul-mouthed delinquent like you…”
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      “Ah! You’re bragging about how much you love me! Well, go on, then.”


      Rosalie, her eyes red, shot him a look. She knew he was only after more compliments. “Don’t get carried away, all right?”


      “How many years do you think I’ve been holding it in?”


      “The same goes for me.”


      “Oh. Right.”


      They looked at each other and laughed.


      That’s right. This is what I always wanted, thought Louis. To talk about nothing with Rosalie and laugh together.
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      CHAPTER 11


      The New Sages


      When Owen Wright awakened and realized he was staring up at a hospital ceiling, he despaired. He’d been saved against his will.


      Doctors were busily coming and going as they treated him. As if he was even the slightest bit worth saving.


      Right… I was…


      He shut his eyes, and a familiar scene played out behind his eyelids. When Owen was just a boy, his classmates had forced him to do their schoolwork.


      “You’re okay with it, right, honors kid?”


      “I know you can handle this one. Thanks!”


      He’d always wanted to say no, but he’d never been able to. He’d ended up completely under their thumb.


      A man overlaid the image of his classmates. He was a senior from Owen’s time at Minerva’s who had belonged to the same laboratory. Adolph Faron, the Windhand Mage.


      “I know you can do this, Owen. You wouldn’t want your dad’s treatment to stall, would you?”


      Once again, he’d been unable to say no. And now he was completely under Adolph’s control.
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      Adolph had first contacted Owen a little after Louis was nominated as a candidate for the Seven Sages.


      From what Owen had heard, Adolph’s name had been thrown into the ring as well. Since Owen worked with Louis, Adolph had wanted to sound him out about the competition.


      That said, Owen didn’t know much about the matter, so he’d interacted with Adolph the same way he always had.


      “Louis is busy with training and work, just like always. If you have time to spend talking to me, maybe you should go train, as well.”


      Despite Owen’s curt attitude, Adolph stubbornly sought him out over and over again to ask about Louis’s weaknesses and so on.


      At that point, Owen didn’t yet see Adolph as a threat. The man had been asking about ways to beat Louis ever since their school days, and Owen figured he was just making himself a nuisance again.


      The situation took a turn one week before the Seven Sages Selection. Adolph had visited Owen’s apartment and made a proposal.


      “I’m actually in love with Rosalie,” Adolph said with a serious look as he raised his teacup to his lips. “I want to confess my feelings to her before I lose my chance. But Louis is always stuck to her like glue. Could you call her to the roof for me?”


      “…Why can’t you just write her a letter?”


      “I want to say it in person.”


      Owen frowned. With the Selection only a week away, this seemed like a dangerous suggestion.


      “I refuse,” said Owen clearly.


      Adolph bolted down the rest of his tea and put on a very sympathetic expression.


      “I hear your father has been hospitalized,” he said.


      “…What about it?”


      “A relative of mine manages that hospital.”


      At that, the bad feeling in the pit of Owen’s stomach grew much, much worse. He grimaced. Did this mean what he thought it meant?


      Adolph rested his chin on his hand and smiled thinly. “I know you can do this, Owen. You wouldn’t want your dad’s treatment to stall, would you?”
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      “I just want to tell Rosalie I love her. All you need to do is call her up to the roof.”


      Despite Adolph’s assurances, Owen was anxious. After summoning Rosalie, he quickly beat her up the stairs and hid nearby. If Adolph tried anything violent or tried to take her anywhere, Owen would intervene.


      But as watched, a powerful wind blew, and in the blink of an eye, Rosalie was over the railing.


      Remote wind magecraft—Adolph Faron’s special skill.


      He… He used me…!


      Owen had misjudged Adolph’s capacity for cruelty. He’d never expected the man to try to kill Rosalie.


      He’d wanted to fly off right away and tell everyone that Adolph was the culprit. But in this situation, the one who looked most guilty was Owen. He could say Adolph had threatened him, but he had no proof.


      The only way to convince the others was to bring in the true culprit himself.


      And so Owen immediately took off using flight magecraft and began his search for Adolph. To use remote magecraft, you had to be able to see your target clearly. Taking that into account, Owen quickly found Adolph’s location.


      He’d been hiding on a church roof. When he saw Owen coming his way, he buried his face in his hands.


      “Owen… What have I done…?”


      Adolph, usually so overbearing, hunched over and trembled. He must have only now realized what a terrible thing he had done.


      “Faron, please. Turn yourself in.”


      “Yeah… I will. But first, would you hear me out?”


      The church wasn’t far from Owen’s apartment. The two of them relocated, and Owen served tea.


      Now that Owen thought about it, maybe Adolph had planned the whole thing, even down to where Owen caught him.


      And then Owen had drunk the poisoned black tea and been framed.
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      It took Owen some time after he woke up to recover his speech. Nevertheless, with a good night’s rest under his belt, he was able to sit up again. He was a member of the Magic Corps, after all, and his body was well-trained.


      The doctor said Adolph had already been arrested as a suspect in the attempted murders of both Rosalie and Owen. Owen hadn’t needed to testify—Louis had arrived at the truth on his own.


      …I’ll have to leave the Magic Corps. I can’t go back now.


      Owen sat up in bed and stared vacantly out the window. Not because he wanted to see outside—but because he was frightened of looking at the door.


      If Louis came in, how was Owen supposed to face him? He’d betrayed his friend and deceived that friend’s beloved fiancée. She’d nearly been killed.


      It was a winter afternoon, and the skies were a dull gray. It looked like it might start to snow at any moment. Much to his chagrin, I’m sure. He always hated the snow.


      Just then, there was a knock at the hospital room door.


      “I’m coming in,” said a voice from beyond. “Excuse me.”


      Owen slowly turned from the window to find Louis, clad in his Magic Corps uniform. The time of judgment had finally arrived.


      Louis walked up to the bedside and looked down at him. “Owen Wright. As commander of the Magic Corps, I hereby order you…”


      Owen waited silently for his conviction.


      Louis pointed at him. Then, in a voice thick with anger, he declared: “…to act like an adult and learn to keep your room clean.”


      “……”


      That wasn’t the judgment Owen was expecting. When he didn’t respond, Louis quickly rattled on.


      “The level of mess in your room was appalling. Thanks to the absurd state of your home, the investigators kept asking me if you were mentally fit. I haven’t been so embarrassed in years.”


      Louis shoved his index finger against Owen’s forehead and twisted it as he complained. It hurt.


      “Oh, and another thing,” Louis added, once he was finally done griping. “The Seven Sages Selection results are out. The Aquamancy Mage isn’t the only one retiring—the Thunderclap Mage is, too, leaving another slot open. And as a result, both me and the Silent Witch have been elected to the Seven Sages.”


      “……”


      “Your former roommate and current superior officer’s dream has just come true. I am now a Sage. Don’t you have something to say to me?”


      “…Congratulations.”


      “Yes. Thank you.”


      Silence filled the room. The atmosphere was so awkward, Owen wanted to die, but Louis simply sat down on a chair next to Owen’s hospital bed and crossed his legs.


      And then, he took a bottle of wine out of his clothes and started quaffing the contents. Of all the things for a person to do in front of a recovering patient, thought Owen. Evidently, even after all this time, Louis still thought wine was the quickest way to warm one’s body on a cold day.


      Owen slowly exhaled. “Louis?”


      “Yes?”


      “…I’m sorry.” Owen squeezed his blanket in trembling hands. “I betrayed you.”


      “Not really sure what you’re referring to.”


      “I aided and abetted Faron in his crimes.”


      “But only because he threatened you, correct?”


      Owen looked up at Louis. He recognized the other man’s expression from their school days. It was the one Louis had always worn when he was dispassionately relating the results of some investigation.


      “I realized Forehead used your father’s illness to threaten you ages ago and arranged for him to be moved to a different facility.” Louis looked at Owen, as if to ask if he’d gotten anything wrong.


      Owen bit his lip. Louis was right.


      “But still, I…” He felt the sting of oncoming tears, and his chest ached with self-loathing. “I should have…said no.”


      If Owen had spurned Adolph’s proposal, none of this would have happened.


      First, he’d told himself he couldn’t endanger his father. Then he’d reasoned that it wasn’t a big deal—he only needed to call Rosalie to the roof. If anything happened, he’d intervene. But those were all just excuses, and now Rosalie had been gravely injured, and Louis had been forced to run all over the place right before the Selection.


      Owen sniffled. “The other men know I was the one who called your fiancée to the roof. They must know I’m complicit. So…”


      So I’ll have to leave the Magic Corps.


      Before Owen could say it, the door opened.


      “I’m sorry,” began the newcomer as they quietly entered the room. “That seems to have been a misunderstanding on my part.”


      When he saw who it was, Owen’s breath caught in his throat. It was Rosalie, clad in winter clothing, with her dark-brown hair neatly done up.


      “I was the one who called you to the roof, Vice-Captain Wright. I was worried about my fiancé overindulging in jam and was hoping to ask his former roommate for advice.”


      Evidently, Rosalie still hadn’t fully recovered from her fall. She wore bandages and gauze here and there. And yet, despite how much pain she must have been in, her posture was beautiful and dignified.


      Owen found he couldn’t speak as Louis yielded his chair to Rosalie.


      “It was pure coincidence that Vice-Captain Owen Wright was at the scene of Rosalie’s fall,” declared Louis. “Then, after realizing Adolph Faron was behind the crime, he chased him and tried to persuade him to turn himself in but was instead poisoned and framed… That’s the official story. Make sure you don’t contradict it.”


      Louis and Rosalie had arranged their stories in advance to protect Owen. Despite all the trouble he’d caused them. Despite the fact that Rosalie could have died.


      Owen bowed. He still hadn’t said a single word of apology to her.


      “I’m sorry, Dr. Verde.”


      “If something like that ever happens again,” Rosalie said in the gentle voice she used to instruct patients, “come to him, all right?” She glanced at Louis, who stood next to her chair. “He’s quite put off that you didn’t ask him for help.”


      Owen’s jaw dropped, and he looked up at Louis.


      Louis sniffed haughtily and folded his arms. “If the guilt is killing you, then pay it back on the job. I’m going to have to retire as commander, you know. I can’t afford to let a good subordinate go, can I?”


      It was such a Louis thing to say. No matter how well he kept up his gentlemanly façade, at his core, he was still the same Louis Miller—the boy who always got what he wanted through hard work and indomitable tenacity.


      “I’m saying this because I’m worried about the Magic Corps. After all, its unbelievably talented commander is leaving his post. Do you understand me?” Louis shot him a fearless grin.


      “…I heard the others say that if you became a Sage, they would surprise you with ten awful pranks to celebrate being rid of you.”


      Louis grimaced—that familiar old problem child expression. “I demand to know the name of the mastermind behind this scheme. Not that I don’t have the confidence to outwit them, of course. But if they involve Rosalie, I’ll dole out the same punishment I gave Adolph Faron.”


      As he spoke, Rosalie put a hand to her mouth and thought for a moment.


      “…Wouldn’t I be helping out with the pranks, in this case?”


      “Rosalie?”


      “I’ve never been involved in such a project before… I’m rather looking forward to it.”


      “Rosalie?!”


      Listening to this exchange, Owen laughed out loud. And for the first time in quite a while, he allowed himself to relax.
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      Between the Seven Sages Selection, the accident at Alsoon Magic Item Atelier, and the arrest of Adolph Faron, it had been a very hectic day. But the days to come were just as busy for Louis.


      First, he had to deal with the aftermath of the latter two incidents and align his story with what Nate had told the military police. Apparently, he’d graciously glossed over Louis’s excessive violence toward Adolph. Then, he had to choose someone to succeed him as commander of the Magic Corps and prepare for his appointment to the Seven Sages.


      He barely had time to eat, and would bolt down wine and jam and grumble about wanting to take Rosalie on a date as he drowned in work day after day. Until, at last, it was time to step down from his post.


      His men threw a farewell party in the post’s cafeteria to see him off. The mood was jubilant, and it was more of a “get out of here” party than a “farewell” party.


      Owen’s intel had proved correct. Louis’s subordinates used every means at their disposal to make him scream—but they couldn’t have picked a worse opponent. Minerva’s former problem child always paid his tormentors back double.


      Ultimately, his men begged him to let them get in a punch, and it devolved into a huge melee. Louis, wine bottle in hand, caused a huge ruckus in the cafeteria, and the very next morning, he attended his Seven Sages inauguration ceremony.
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      The Seven Sages wore robes made with a large quantity of high-grade cloth embroidered with gold and silver thread. Louis donned the fine garment and headed for the waiting room next to the ceremony venue. He and the Silent Witch had been told to wait there.


      He found her sitting on a sofa, trembling and trying to bury herself in her extravagant robe.


      “Good morning, Lady Silent Witch.”


      “Yepphir! Um, good, good mor…mor…”


      Is she going to be all right? Louis wondered uneasily as he took a seat next to her.


      Monica’s eccentric behavior had caused quite a stir during the rehearsal, too. She would walk a few steps, then get her feet tangled and trip. She wasn’t able to speak at all and had eventually passed out from nerves. It was so bad that Louis was asked to give addresses for both of them.


      “Are you quite well, Lady Silent Witch? You look like a fish out of water.”


      “Um, y-y-y-yes…”


      Her pallid face, hollow gaze, and flapping mouth were the picture of a freshly caught fish struggling to breathe. She did not look well at all.


      “Would you mind behaving a little more like a human, then? Otherwise, I will never live down my defeat at your hands.”


      “That, um, th-that was a…a fluke, so…”


      “What was that?” he demanded, irritation creeping into his voice.


      Monica gave a start and shrank away.


      Louis pushed his monocle up with his finger and narrowed his eyes. “Are you claiming I lost by mere chance? That my defeat was a fluke?”


      “Eek…”


      “You bested me in talent. I hope we are both clear on that.”


      “I’m, I’m sorry! I’m sorryyyyyy!”


      Why is she bowing and scraping to me? Louis wondered. Winners had the right to brag. To be sure of themselves. Losers did not. No one would throw a loser a bone, no matter how much they barked. That was why Louis coveted victory so greedily.


      Yet Monica wasn’t happy that she’d won. Far from it—she shrank away from Louis as if she felt guilty. It wasn’t humility; it was subservience. And Louis didn’t appreciate that one bit.


      “Um…,” mumbled Monica, playing with her fingers. She gazed at him through her bangs, a dark glow in her eyes. “How do you…um…believe in yourself like that?”


      Louis thought he’d just glimpsed the root of this little monster’s twisted nature. Monica couldn’t believe—not in herself, and probably not in other people, either.


      Louis knew he had talent and that he worked hard. Because of that, he wasn’t about to let anyone complain when he reaped the benefits. But the truth was, that wasn’t the only reason for his confidence.


      “…I suppose it’s because someone else believed in me.” Louis leaned back on the sofa and gazed out the window, toward the northern skies. “I come from an impoverished village in the northern provinces. It was desolate—snow was about the only thing we had. I thought I’d live my entire life there.”


      Louis had never intended to hide his origins, but this was the first time Monica had heard about his past, and it must have surprised her, because her wide eyes widened even more.


      “I ran into Professor Rutherford by chance,” he continued. “He gave me an opportunity to learn magecraft. The others around me encouraged me, telling me to go and never look back. So I left.”


      He had a vision of Shauna telling him “You must leave here,” and of the jam jar packed full of large silver coins.


      “I was an ill-mannered, country brat. I got jealous of others, and I picked a lot of fights. But there were those who treated me kindly.”


      The good-natured folks at Goah’s Place. The teachers at Minerva’s who had helped him when he barged into their offices clutching his workbooks. His roommate, who had made coffee for him.


      And Rosalie and Lionel.


      Louis was no saint—he didn’t believe in cherishing every person he met. But he did want to keep a tight hold on the ones he found precious. That was all.


      “It’s because of them that I can believe in myself. I’m sure you have at least one person like that, don’t you?”


      Monica, startled, looked up. She worked her lips awkwardly. “…My foster mother…and one friend.”


      “Then aren’t you being rude to them by groveling to me?”


      Monica fell silent and groped inside herself for an answer. She played with her fingers like a small child. Then, eventually, she spoke.


      “Once, um, once this ceremony is over…I’ll go…tell them I became a Sage.”


      A little bit of color had returned to her cheeks, and she’d stopped trembling. At the very least, Louis figured, she probably wouldn’t dive behind the curtains anytime soon.


      Monica remained seated on the sofa, swinging her feet up and down. Was this childlike behavior her way of venting her feelings?


      “…I knew it,” she said. “You really are…an amazing person, Mister Louis.”


      “Well, of course. I don’t need you to tell me. That’s obvious.”


      “……”


      Monica seemed surprised by his answer.


      Louis nudged his monocle up and shot her a fearless grin. “And since I’m amazing, and you still beat me, you could do to have a little more confidence, my fellow Sage.”


      Monica lowered her eyebrows and put on a childlike smile. It was the first time Louis had ever seen her make such an expression.


      “I, um… I think I’m a little less scared of you now,” she said.


      “Just so you’re aware,” Louis declared, his face solemn. “It’s all well and good for a girl your age to idolize an impressive older man, but I am already engaged to Rosalie.”


      “Oh, no, um, I didn’t mean—!”


      Just then, there was a knock on the door. The one in charge of the ceremony had come to inform them that preparations were complete.


      “Well, let’s leave the jokes aside, shall we? It’s time to go… Oh, but one more thing.” Louis bent over in front of Monica, still sitting on the sofa, and peered into her face. “I actually have a request for you.”


      “Huh? What?”


      “And you’re not getting out of this one, my fellow Sage. I’m giving your address, after all.”


      “…Eep…”
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      After the Seven Sages inauguration ceremony, there was a magnificent parade in the city. The streets were packed full of people trying to get a look.


      “Miss Rosalieee! Are you okay?!” shouted Glenn, waving.


      He’d resolutely plunged into the crowd, but Rosalie stopped just outside the mass of people.


      “I’ll be fine here,” she called.


      “But it’ll be too hard to see from there!”


      Glenn was desperate to watch the parade from as close as he could manage, but for Rosalie, a glimpse from afar was plenty. She could hear the band just fine from where she was, and she could just make out the tips of the hats of the cavalry leading the parade.


      As the Aquamancy Mage’s child and the fiancée of a new Sage, Rosalie was currently a count of magic’s daughter, soon to be a count of magic’s wife. If she felt like it, she could have used her influence to get a proper seat at both the ceremony and the parade, but she’d chosen not to. Her wounds hadn’t fully healed, and she’d never been a fan of gaudy high society anyway.


      “Miss Rosalie! Master’s carriage is here!”


      Glenn broke through the crowd and ran to her side, then pointed in the direction of the carriage. It was splendorous, done up with incredible ornamentation. Two mages sat in it, each wearing their Sage’s robe.


      One of them was as still as a doll, hood pulled down low over her eyes. That was the Silent Witch Monica Everett. Next to her sat Louis. Unfortunately, from Rosalie’s vantage point, his face wasn’t visible.


      “Hmm. I can’t really see him,” muttered Glenn. “Oh, I know! I’ll pick you up and hop up and down with flight magecraft! Maybe then we’ll get a better look!”


      “Louis forbade you from using magecraft without supervision, remember?”


      “Aww…”


      Rosalie had insisted that her amnesia was a result of the impact from her fall, and because she hadn’t reported the matter, Glenn hadn’t been publicly criticized for using mental interference magecraft.


      Still, it was a semi-forbidden technique. Using it required permission, and breaking the taboo could result in one’s mage certification being stripped. Glenn didn’t even have a certification yet, so he could have been permanently barred from ever taking the mage exams at all.


      Even if he wasn’t formally prosecuted, Louis insisted that not punishing him at all would be bad for his development, so he’d placed a usage restriction on Glenn’s magecraft. Though Louis’s real motive for limiting the boy’s use of flight magecraft was to prevent him making any more cracks in Louis’s walls.


      “I know! What if I let you sit on my shoulders?!”


      Evidently, Glenn was still trying to come up with a way for Rosalie to see the parade.


      “You really don’t need to go that far…”


      Rosalie wasn’t as much worried about imposing on Glenn as she was embarrassed at the idea of riding on someone’s shoulders at her age.


      But Glenn clearly wanted her to see the parade no matter what it took.


      “Okay, I’ll just take you and…lift you up from behind, like this…,” he said, going behind her and putting his arms around her torso.


      “I would thank you to get your grubby hands off my fiancée, Glenn,” said a low, familiar voice from behind them.


      Glenn and Rosalie both gasped, and their eyes went wide. When they turned back, they saw Louis with his arms folded. He wasn’t wearing his Sage’s robe; instead, he had on a loose outfit, plus his personal mantle.


      “M-Master?! …Wait! What about the parade?!”


      “I played hooky.”


      “What?!” exclaimed Glenn.


      Rosalie put a hand to her forehead. Yes. He’s always been like this, hasn’t he? she thought. Though the Problem Child of Minerva’s always attended class at any cost, he never hesitated to skip out on everything else.


      But this is his own parade! To see him so boldly abandon it…


      Glenn frantically glanced back and forth between the parade carriage and Louis, who was standing right in front of him.


      Rosalie shot her fiancé a look, using her eyes to ask what was happening. Louis revealed the trick immediately.


      “The me in the carriage is actually an illusion cast by the Silent Witch.”


      “…Wait, aren’t illusion techniques super difficult?”


      Glenn was right. Illusion techniques were a special system of magecraft, separate from general spells or barrier techniques. Not everyone could use them.


      Louis chuckled and smiled thinly. “The Silent Witch is quite talented. In any case, she can cast spells without chanting, which means she can use illusion techniques in front of a whole crowd, and they’d never notice it was her. Ah, how supremely excellent.”


      Rosalie found her gaze drawn back to the carriage. The Silent Witch was looking down uncomfortably, huddled in the extravagant vehicle. It certainly didn’t look like she was casting any spells.


      But if she was capable of unchanted magecraft, then she could cast whatever spell she liked without anyone nearby being the wiser.


      “The Silent Witch cooperated?” said Rosalie. “I can’t believe you got her to help you.”


      “I told her, ‘Thanks to a certain someone flubbing her role at the rehearsal so many times, I’ll be getting home late, and I’ll have less time to spend with Rosalie. How, I wonder, do you plan on compensating me for that?’ And then she happily agreed.”


      “Master, that’s called a threat,” said Glenn.


      Louis looked at him scornfully. “I only asked that the Silent Witch pay her debt to me. Glenn, I want you to listen to what I say next and remember it always.” He put a hand to his chest and spoke, as if reading aloud from scripture. “Always collect on debts before they’re forgotten. And if anyone is stupid enough to say they can’t pay, strip them of everything they have.”


      “I, uh… I didn’t realize I was apprenticed to a moneylender.”


      Louis ignored the baffled Glenn and embraced Rosalie. She let out a little squeal, then clung to his neck. When he looked up, his face was the picture of satisfaction.


      “Why don’t we watch the parade together from special seats?” he suggested.


      “W-wait a—!”


      Unfazed by Rosalie’s complaints, Louis began chanting. After a moment, the two of them gently rose into the air. The people around them had their eyes glued to the parade, so they didn’t even notice.


      “Master, that’s not fair!” yelled Glenn.


      Leaving him behind, Louis flew himself and Rosalie high above the rooftops. As she gazed down at the crowds below her and the parade procession, she made an exasperated face.


      “Who cares about special seats if the star of the parade isn’t even down there?”


      “But isn’t it more fun to watch these things with someone you love? And…”


      “And?” Rosalie looked up at Louis.


      His lips curled into a little smirk. His chestnut hair blew in the wind, glimmering just a bit orange in the sunlight.


      “I wanted to teach the honors student how fun it can be to skip out on things.”


      How unfair, thought Rosalie, as she pursed her lips and glared at him.


      “…You delinquent,” she said.


      “But I’m the delinquent you fell in love with.”


      Ugh! He’s so, so unfair!


      It was true. Even as she rebuked him for his rude behavior, she was happier than anyone else in the world. Now that she knew his shady gentleman act was all part of a plan to secure their engagement, she’d stopped being so uncomfortable with it. But of course, the one she really loved was the smug problem child with that toothy grin.


      “…I hate to say it, but the illusion in the carriage is a hundred times cooler than you are,” said Rosalie, blushing.


      Louis grinned in good humor and planted a kiss on her cheek.
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      EPILOGUE


      Alone with You, with Nothing Around


      It was the month of Orvey, and the sky was a pale shade of aqua and thick with clouds. Migratory birds flew south across it in search of warmer places.


      It had been a long time since Louis was last in the northern provinces, and the air seemed leaden and gloomy. Vaguely, he recalled that the sky was always this color here. The mountains and wastelands were white pretty much all year round, and the cloudy sky brought back memories.


      A chilly wind blew, and Louis sneezed.


      Rosalie, walking beside him, pulled her scarf a little tighter. No matter how hot or cold, she never complained nor showed any sign of discomfort. But Louis knew she didn’t like the cold.


      “It’s quite chilly here,” she said.


      “It’s pretty much always winter. No need for any winter spirit to herald the season… Are you sure you wanted our honeymoon to be here?”


      “Yes.” Another gust of wind blew, and Rosalie held down her scarf. “This is what I wanted.”


      Detecting the emotions behind her words, Louis squeezed his wife’s hand.


      The boy who had done odd jobs around the brothel had left, jam jar in hand, a little over thirteen years ago. And now, he was back.


      The Barrier Mage Louis Miller had brought his wife Rosalie to visit his hometown.
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      In the autumn, around six months after Louis’s appointment as a Sage, he’d wed his long-beloved Rosalie. They gave their oaths in a church in the royal capital and signed their marriage certificate. Afterward, they invited everyone who had been good to them to a party at Louis’s house.


      Rosalie was absolutely gorgeous. She wore a deep-red dress adorned with flowers and an immaculate white veil. And Louis had come dressed in high-quality black formal clothes that glimmered in the light, his boots polished to a shine.


      Bartrand and Lionel had attended the ceremony at the church. Lionel had to travel incognito due to his position, and it had probably been more difficult than Louis could imagine for him to even show up.


      Still, Lionel hadn’t let any of it show. He’d repeated, “Congratulations, congratulations!” over and over, tears in his eyes.


      The man could be overbearing, but now and again, it felt rather nice. Louis asked Rosalie for a flower from her bridal dress, then went over and stuck it in Lionel’s lapel. It was said that flowers worn by a bride had the power to summon happiness.


      During the afterparty, friends and acquaintances came and went by turns, making it a lively affair.


      Most of the guests were from the Magic Corps, but a few teachers from Minerva’s attended as well: Rutherford and Macragan paid a visit, as well as Maeger. Louis didn’t recall sending an invitation to Rutherford, but apparently Rosalie had.


      Rutherford plunked a bottle of wine on the table, apparently from Carla. Louis had invited his fellow apprentice, of course, but she was out travelling and unable to stop by. She’d known his ceremony would be coming up soon, though, so she’d entrusted Rutherford with her gift in advance.
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      “To think that rotten brat would find a wife…,” Rutherford muttered.


      “I suppose the two of us are getting on in years, as well,” replied Macragan, as the two of them stared off into the distance.


      “You must be jealous.” Louis sniffed proudly.


      Rutherford twirled his pipe and smirked. “You bet. After all, your wife is pretty incredible.”


      Rosalie went red and looked down, embarrassed.


      Maeger glanced between the pair and smiled. “My students all want to hear about the Barrier Mage lately. Thanks to you, a lot more children have taken an interest in the barrier arts. I couldn’t be happier.”


      “Oh? I do apologize for making more work for you, Lady Barrier Witch,” replied Louis.


      Maeger, who almost never drank, took a sip of wine and chuckled.


      “Here you go,” said Owen, holding out an assortment of jams.


      Louis took them gratefully, then put on a mischievous grin. “I would have accepted coffee, too, you know.”


      “You don’t even like it.”


      “Recently, the Silent Witch made some for me.”


      The Silent Witch Monica Everett, who had become a Sage at the same time as Louis, lived in a mountain cabin a short distance away from the royal capital. She’d holed up there and almost never left, even for Seven Sages conferences.


      Louis occasionally paid her a visit to deliver paperwork, letters, and the like. Monica had served him coffee one of those times, and Louis had discovered, for the first time, a taste that surpassed even the darkness of the netherworld.


      “Her coffee was so bitter, it practically killed me. I thought she was doing it out of spite, but then she downed her whole mug without batting an eyelid… The girl sure has a messed-up sense of taste.”


      “This coming from a jam addict?”


      “I’d much rather have your coffee than hers. At least yours is drinkable.”


      “Only drinkable? How rude. I guess I won’t make any more for you.”


      Louis stuck out his lower lip in an expression of disappointment.


      Even after becoming a Sage, he sometimes visited the Magic Corps as part of his new job. The last time he’d shown his face, Owen had happened to be free. He’d served them black tea.


      “I’d rather have coffee,” Louis insisted. “It feels really weird when you make tea.”


      Owen’s throat quivered with stifled laughter. “Should I stock up on marmalade?” he asked teasingly.


      “Master! I’m gonna go grab some more meat!”


      Louis’s apprentice had made some of the food for the afterparty. As the son of a butcher, Glenn was very particular about meat dishes and would always complain when Louis overcooked them or tried to add jam.


      Once, when Louis had tried to put jam on a particularly expensive cut of meat, Glenn had said, “Are you stupid or something?” The comment had stuck in his memory; he’d never seen the boy so appalled before.


      After that, Louis decided not to meddle when Glenn was cooking.


      Incidentally, with his previous comment, Glenn apparently meant that he was going back to his family’s house. He energetically burst outside, but when Louis went to warn him not to use flight magecraft, a group of new visitors stopped him in his tracks. His eyes went wide when he recognized them.


      “…Do the Seven Sages have nothing better to do?” Louis grumbled.


      “That’s rich, coming from another Sage,” the Artillery Mage shot back.


      Behind him were the Starseer Witch Mary Harvey and the Witch of Thorns Raul Roseburg. Louis hadn’t invited any of his colleagues to the party. He’d claimed they were all too busy, but in reality, he just didn’t want to deal with the politics.


      Bradford, Mary, and Raul all wore proper formal clothing rather than their Sage robes. Raul was also pulling a cart loaded with flowers of all different colors.


      Speaking vigorously, he said, “Congratulations on getting married, Mister Louis! I brought a whole lot of flowers to celebrate!”


      “Yes, a shocking amount. Where am I supposed to put it all?”


      The party had started ages ago. There was no time to start decorating now. Couldn’t Raul have brought this stuff the day before?


      As Louis looked on in exasperation, Mary gently interrupted.


      “Now, now,” she said. “Can’t you simply hand the flowers out to the guests as gifts? We’re only stopping by to say hello—we’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes. No need to fuss over us.”


      Mary stepped into the house, then said hello to Bartrand and Rutherford. Apparently, she knew not only the ex-Sage but also Louis’s former teacher.


      As Louis wondered if he should join in their chat or hang around and drink some wine instead, Rutherford called out to him.


      “Hey, Louis, I just heard from Mary… You’re going to Dangrotes for your honeymoon?”


      “What about it?”


      Dangrotes was also where Louis and Rutherford first met. Louis figured the man was going to berate him for taking his wife somewhere so boring for their honeymoon, but instead, he said something quite unexpected.


      “That village doesn’t exist anymore. It hasn’t for some time.”
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      Thirteen years ago, the Mage of Violet Smoke had been waylaid by an avalanche and forced to spend a few nights in a brothel.


      I don’t need a woman, he’d said. Just sell me a few tobacco leaves. One of the shop’s prostitutes, Vivian, had handed him a bag of the stuff, then made a request on the sly.


      “Hey, could you take Louis back with you?”


      According to Vivian, it was only a matter of time before Dangrotes became a ghost town. The brothel would be gone eventually, too, and the owner was trying to sell everything he could before that happened.


      He’d probably sell their errand boy, too. He was smart, and as long as he kept his mouth shut, he was a charming young man. With the proper effort, he’d fetch a pretty penny.


      “Some of the girls here dream of being bought by a kind nobleman and living happily ever after. But I’ve never seen anyone become happy that way.” Vivian smiled darkly, adding, “There’s no decent nobles out here. I’m not telling you to adopt the boy—I just want you to show him what it’s like outside the village. He’s smart. He’ll get it… He’ll realize he can live elsewhere.”


      The bag of tobacco leaves was awfully heavy. There had to be coins inside, weighing it down.


      Rutherford pushed the bag back into Vivian’s hands and put his pipe in his mouth.


      “I’ve seen more than my share of brats born into terrible circumstances. I’m a teacher, but I can’t save every misfortunate kid I find.” He took a Minerva’s recommendation letter out of his pocket and flashed it. “All I can do is recommend him. It’s up to him how he wants to live after that.”


      “He’s strong enough. He’ll be fine.”


      Vivian’s voice was kind, gentle—and strong.


      The boy never found out about this promise, made between adults where he couldn’t hear.
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      Rosalie was the one to say she wanted to see Louis’s birthplace for their honeymoon.


      After learning that Dangrotes had become a ghost town, Louis suggested they go somewhere else, but Rosalie shook her head.


      “I’ve already decided.” Then, in a smaller voice, she added, “As long as you don’t mind.”


      A trip to the north could be longer or shorter depending on the season and the destination, but it usually took one or two weeks by carriage each way. Few of the roads were well maintained.


      Nevertheless, with Ryn’s help, they were able to shorten their travel time considerably.


      One of the great pleasures of such trips was taking it slow. Unfortunately, the road to the northern provinces was far from pleasant, and both Louis and Rosalie had limited time to spend away from work.


      And so, Louis had asked Ryn to carry them to where Dangrotes used to be, then given her some free time as a reward.


      Louis and Rosalie walked through the former village, side by side.


      Even after thirteen years, around half of the buildings remained. But the meager patches of farmland were now overgrown and unrecognizable. Soon all of it would decay and be reclaimed by nature.


      The brothel Louis used to live in was already gone.


      I always felt like there was nothing in this village but snow…and now there really isn’t.


      Louis wasn’t so attached to his hometown that he would cry and wail about it. He did feel a touch lonely, though.


      He remembered the women from the brothel: Shauna, who had told him to make a family before she’d died and Vivian, who had written “Don’t you come back, now!” on his jam jar. Both of them had probably known that Dangrotes would soon be abandoned.


      The women’s way of showing kindness had always been difficult to grasp. By the time Louis had understood it, they were long gone.


      He squeezed Rosalie’s hand. He had to keep hold of her, at least. Rosalie said nothing and squeezed back.


      They continued their trek toward the village outskirts. There used to be a graveyard there. Now, it was overgrown and ravaged by wild animals. But a few of the headstones remained.


      Louis squatted in front of one of them, then took a jar of marmalade out of his pocket and set it down.


      “I know Vivian told me not to come back. Hope you’ll let this one slide.”


      Shauna. Family name unknown. A prostitute born in the south who always did things her own way and was clumsy with her hands.


      She had taught Louis what marmalade was.


      “I came to brag about my new family.”


      Rosalie came up beside Louis and bowed to the headstone. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Louis’s wife, Rosalie.”


      Louis looked up at her blankly. “…You’re so serious.”


      “Greetings are important.”


      “Yeah, but when I first met you and asked your name, you thought I was talking about the king in my homework.”


      “I suppose that did happen.”


      The two of them squatted in front of the headstone and slowly began to talk about the past.


      Nothing important, just memories of their school days, how they wanted to go back and eat at Goah’s Place again, and what Lionel had been up to while Rosalie was away studying to be a doctor.


      Louis was so happy to have someone he could chat with about all the little things. He had to treasure her.


      “It’s cold,” he murmured, bringing Rosalie closer to him.


      She lifted his long braid. “You’ll get dirty.”


      They kept on talking for some time. Then, when the sun began to set, the two of them slowly rose.


      Louis pushed his monocle firmly into place with his finger and reached for Rosalie’s hand. “Why don’t we get going, Rosalie?”
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      “All right.”


      Silently saying “See you” to the headstone where he’d left the marmalade, Louis began to walk.


      At last, he had the warmth of a family by his side.


      That is the story of how a boy from an impoverished village became one of the Seven Sages and eventually found himself a family.
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      Thus did the delinquent raised in poverty put in the grueling work to become a Sage and get married to the girl he loved. It wasn’t happily ever after, though.


      Louis still had a life to live after becoming a Sage. If he reverted to his old delinquent self now, a certain overly doting father-in-law might demand that he get a divorce. In order to remain a Sage…and to support a certain well-meaning prince from the shadows, he needed to put in consistent hard work.


      “…All that aside, though…”


      In the Jade Chamber, where the Seven Sages were gathered, Louis tightened his grasp on the request form in his hand and groaned.


      “Why am I being assigned so many dragon-hunting missions? Isn’t this a little excessive?!”


      “I’m sorry about that,” said Mary. “Little Bradford is on an expedition for a separate mission right now.”


      Currently, four other Sages were in the Jade Chamber: the Starseer Witch, the Gem Mage, the Abyss Shaman, and the Witch of Thorns. As Mary explained, the Artillery Mage was already out on a different dragon hunt, and the Silent Witch was still holed up in her mountain cabin.


      Hunting dragons was generally a job for the Dragon Knights and the Magic Corps, but depending on the scope of the damage and the type of dragon involved, the Sages were sometimes called in.


      And the two most often assigned to such missions were the Artillery Mage and Louis. Louis, who had a stellar record successfully hunting dragons since his Magic Corps days, was frequently requested by name.


      He glared at the request form. There was a reason this had come to the Sages—the target was no normal dragon. It was a black dragon, a near-mythical variety.


      “…I never would have imagined I’d be hunting a black dragon in my lifetime.”


      Only two black dragons had ever appeared in the history of the Kingdom of Ridill. Each had brought devastating calamity upon the nation. They were a major threat.


      Black dragons were even bigger than other greater dragons, and their wings were particularly powerful. But most troubling of all was their special kind of fire—black flames.


      Black flames were the flames of the underworld itself; they could incinerate any object or living being. According to legend, they could even burn through defensive barriers.


      In effect, this was a fatally bad matchup for Louis, who used barriers as his main weapon. He would have asked why he was assigned either way, but he knew the answer. With the Artillery Mage absent, there was nobody else suited to the task.


      As Louis groaned, the Abyss Shaman Ray Albright began to mumble behind him.


      “My curses have no effect on dragons…so I can’t slay them…”


      Next to him, the Gem Mage pasted on an expression of deep regret. “And I am by nature a creator of magical items. I’m afraid dragon-slaying is outside my area of expertise. Oh, but if you have need of any items, you may put in a request with my workshop.”


      “That won’t be necessary.”


      You just want to take all my money and put me in your debt.


      Louis sneered. Emanuel was a leading backer of the second prince, and the two of them were on especially bad terms.


      As Louis scowled and kept reading the request, the Witch of Thorns Raul Roseburg took a bite out of a plum and asked, “Want me to help? You assisted me with that defensive barrier at Serendia Academy, after all.”


      Ah, yes, I did, thought Louis, remembering.


      A short while back, Raul had been asked by Duke Clockford to prepare a spell to protect Serendia Academy, the second prince’s school, against outside attacks. But defensive barriers weren’t Raul’s forte, so he’d asked Louis for help, and they’d combined their powers to create a barrier around the academy.


      If anyone attacked from outside the school, Louis’s barrier would activate. And if someone on the inside tried to rewrite the spell’s formula, Raul’s roses would attack them. It was an intricate form of grand magecraft.


      Louis backed the first prince, but that didn’t mean the second prince’s supporters never sent him any requests. He ended up taking on jobs for them a lot, in fact, in one form or another.


      Whatever the case, Louis considered the barrier around Serendia Academy to be an outstanding piece of work. He’d embedded a complex dummy formula in it, practically daring anyone brave enough to try rewriting it. Though it might weaken over the years, it would be very tough to break.


      Now, then. The Witch of Thorns seems willing to help with the dragon hunt, but…


      Raul was clearly grateful for Louis’s assistance with the barrier. But Louis wasn’t sure how much help he’d be against the black dragon.


      If there was a high building nearby, that might change things. But the mission would take place in the lands of Count Kerbeck. Louis had no familiarity with the terrain there, so he doubted he could make effective use of Raul’s strengths.


      Louis flipped through the pages of the request form. It looked like he was free to choose who would assist him on the mission.


      “For this black dragon hunt…I believe I’ll ask the Silent Witch to help.”


      The other Sages all turned to him in surprise.


      The Silent Witch was a dyed-in-the-wool shut-in. She generally occupied herself with work related to computation and magecraft research; she almost never left her cabin. For that reason, most people assumed that research was her specialty as a mage. But Louis hadn’t forgotten: During the Seven Sages Selection, that monster of a little girl had bested him in a magic battle.


      And yet at every opportunity, Monica would hang her head and berate herself. Louis had no interest in the girl’s nature, but he wished he could do something about how obsequious she was. He got the feeling she’d only gotten worse after becoming a Sage.


      Had she already forgotten Louis’s compliment from before their inauguration ceremony? How deplorable.


      “If she successfully hunts down a black dragon, even she is sure to gain a little confidence.”


      Ever since their appointment, all the tedious, out-of-the-way jobs had been assigned to Louis. He needed her to help him out a little. It was only fair.


      Before, Louis had hopped around from dragon hunt to dragon hunt in order to save money for a house and gain fame so he could become a Sage and marry Rosalie. But if this kept up, how was he supposed to get home to spend time with his lovely wife? What was the point of all the work he’d done?


      Yes, he would drag the Silent Witch out of her cabin screaming if he had to and force her to help him hunt this black dragon. Then he would swiftly return home to his beloved wife.


      I won’t be long, Rosalie. I’ll obliterate that black dragon and come right back to you!


      With firm resolve in his heart, the Barrier Mage Louis Miller, Sage and devoted husband, headed out of the Jade Chamber.
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      Thank you so much for purchasing the second volume of Secrets of the Silent Witch –another–: Rise of the Barrier Mage.


      In the second half of the story, Louis meets the protagonist of the main series, the Silent Witch Monica Everett. She appears here as her shy, withdrawn self.


      Since a girl like her is the protagonist of the main story, I was worried about making a spin-off starring a backwater delinquent using violence to make his way in the world.


      If Rosalie hadn’t been around as the heroine, the former problem child probably would have wreaked all sorts of havoc as a freelance mage.


      Just imagine. Fast-forward a few years—the Mages Guild has grown tired of freelance mage Louis’s antics and clashes with him. Then Louis, who always punches back whenever anyone tries to restrain him, throws a fit, of course. With their backs against the wall, the Guild’s members seek help from the Sages.


      That marks the beginning of the delinquent mage Louis Miller’s cutthroat battle against the Seven Sages!


      Louis slashes through the Witch of Thorns’s rose vines, destroys the magical items the Gem Mage set as traps, and rampages like a wild beast. As he runs amok, the Abyss Shaman curses him. But he still dashes across the battlefield with guts and tenacity, eventually coming face-to-face with the Artillery Mage.


      Louis’s barrier techniques have reached the peak of the art, but can they measure up to the sixfold strengthening magecraft of the Artillery Mage, who possesses the greatest firepower in the kingdom?! When all is said and done, who will remain standing?!


      And will the Silent Witch, trembling in the shadows, even make an appearance?!


      …The history of magic in the Kingdom of Ridill would be changed irrevocably.


      It’s a good thing Rosalie was there. The power of love is mighty indeed.


      I have a piece of news I’d like to share here.


      Secrets of the Silent Witch –another–: Rise of the Barrier Mage is set to have a serialized manga adaptation. The story depicts Louis’s life from youth to young adulthood, and time passes in it very quickly. I was overjoyed to see the character designs in the adaptation properly show the boys and girls maturing as they move from the intermediate course into the advanced course.


      It’s set to start soon, and I’m so excited.


      Once it begins, please take a look at the manga adaptation as well.


      Ms. Nanna Fujimi, thank you for your ever charming illustrations.


      Even your rough drafts are lovely, but every time I see the completed files, I get a lump in my throat because they’re always more beautiful than I imagined.


      They have both depth and a sense of translucence. And the illustrations of glistening light are wonderful. They always make my chest grow tight.


      The next book slated for release is Volume 8 of the main series, Secrets of the Silent Witch.


      I hope you will support the main story as well, where you can see Louis and Monica after they’ve become Sages.


      Matsuri Isora

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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spells he teaches Glenn to prevent him from accidentally losing control of his mana.

* & o o o

Claris Maeger

A former faculty member at Minerva's Mage Training Institution who was once Louis’s teacher. Currently helps
children looking to enroll in a mage training institution learn the basics of magecraft while keeping abreast of the
latest developments in the field.

* o o o o

Sally

Worked at Goah's Place alongside Louis during his school days. Has since moved to live near her husband’s family,
but sometimes shows up at her father’s eatery, hushand and daughter in tow, and excitedly talks about Louis's

exploits.
* o o o o
Nate Wall

Lionel's attendant. Born into a family of Landorian knights, he was once Queen Vilma's page and remains ardently
devoted to her. Injured his throat while testing food for poison.
* & o o o

Graham Sanders

The Thunderclap Mage, a Sage who retired when Louis and Monica joined. Has the highest number of recorded
dragon slayings by a large margin and is the hero with the most bronze statues in his likeness in the kingdom. After
leaving his position, he devoted himself to training his apprentice.

* o o o o

Winston Barrett

The Flight Mage, a high mage who was a candidate to join the Seven Sages.
Specializes in flight magecraft and often acts as a messenger, earning him
the gratitude of many provincial nobles. Has no ambition to move up in the
world and decided to drop out of the Seven Sages Selection.






OEBPS/Images/orn.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Art_P232.jpg
Ch

aracters

Rise of the Warrier Mage

The Aquamancy Mage,
Rosalie's father and a
retired Sage. Monica
and Louis joined when
he left. Regrets being
so devoted to his work
that he neglected
his family. Swore
off alcohol forever
after his daughter’s
engagement.
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Mary
Harvey
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The Starseer
Witch, one of the
Seven Sages, and the
foremost prophet in
the kingdom. Because
many Sages hold no
interest in politics, she
is the one who most
often advises the king.
Politically neutral.

e oo 2 2 d

Bradford
Firestone

e oo oo 2 2 d

The Artillery Mage,
one of the Seven
Sages. His specialty is
sixfold strengthening
magecraft. Despite
the newest Sages
being youngsters with
great prowess on the
battlefield, when
he excitedly invited
them to join him in a
friendly match, Louis
ran away, and Monica
passed out.

e s s o 2 2 4

Raul
Roseburg

a2 2 d

The Witch of
Thorns, one of the
Seven Sages, and the
current head of House
Roseburg, a famous
magecraft family. He
specializes in imbuing
plants with mana.
Before Monica became
a Sage, he held the
record for youngest
Sage ever appointed.






OEBPS/Images/Art_P215.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Art_P231.jpg
oo o 2o 2 d

Adolph
Faron
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Candidate to hecome
an executive in the
Mages Guild. Also
known as the
Windhand Mage, he
specializes in remote
and long-distance
sniping magecraft.
A supporter of the
second prince backed
by Duke Clockford. The
stars have declared
him beyond recovery.

be s asa s s o d

Carla
Maxwell

e oo o 2 d

The Starspear Witch
and Louis’s fellow
apprentice. Formerly
a Sage, but stepped
down after a scandal
in her family.
Currently travels
around, measuring
mana densities. Has
no desire to rejoin the
Seven Sages.

e a2 2 d

Lionel Brem
Edward Ridill

Lo a2 2 2 2 2

First prince of the
Kingdom of Ridill.
A “golden gorilla,”
according to Louis.
Adores his younger
brothers. His mother
was a princess of
the Kingdom of
Landor, so the faction
backing him contains
many with a close
relationship to
that country.

Gideon
Rutherford

Nicknamed the Mage
of Violet Smoke.
Louis’s master, but
recommended the
Silent Witch for the
Seven Sages Selection
instead. A man of
incredible talent who
has himself been
recommended for the
Seven Sages many
times. Old friends with
the Starseer Witch.
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